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Abstract. In this paper I argue that although John Hick interprets both the-
istic and impersonal conceptions of the Absolute as equivalent, by emphasis-
ing the unknowability of the Absolute he implicitly understands it as actually
impersonal. The inconsistency in Hick’s thought lies in his use of a pluralistic
framework rooted in theistic origins while infusing it with non-theistic worldview
content. I argue that only on the basis of theistic assumptions does the diver-
sity of religions present a fundamental problem that requires the kind of com-
plex theory that Hick develops. Since Hick does not really believe in a theistic
Absolute, his theory of religious pluralism ultimately lacks the need for for-
mulation. In the context of Hick’s personal mystical experience of the Abso-
lute as impersonal, his theory of religious pluralism seems to have functioned
as a rhetorical tool for indirectly expressing his theological belief in the im-
personal Absolute. The direct expression of this belief would have required –
within the constraints of Western academic discourse, which was Hick’s primary
platform for expression and which, particularly in Britain, is predominantly ra-
tionalistic and agnostic-atheistic – extremely challenging arguments.

Keywords: religious pluralism, theism, nontheism, impersonal concept of Abso-
lute, mystical experience, inconsistency.

Introduction

John Hick’s concept of religious pluralism, included in the work An In-
terpretation of Religion from 1989, has received great interest, part of which
has been a huge polemic1 with it. It is one of the first, extensively presented
philosophical and theological theories proclaiming the equality of world re-
ligions. In this very article I focus on this theory, without paying attention
to Hick’s earlier attempts at pluralism of a clearly theistic nature2.
The natural tendency of any concept of religious pluralism is, on the one

hand, to appreciate each religion against the depreciation from all the others,
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which means, on the other hand, to deprive each of them of the right to feel
superior to the other. In a declarative sense, John Hick’s concept also goes
in this direction. The problem, however, is that in his actual theoretical
practice this direction is not consistently followed. As will be shown, Hick
de facto indirectly invalidated the particular importance of theism. This is
the most unexpected blow to theistic religions, which are primarily referred
to as “religion” in the West.
The most important discrepancy in Hick’s thought lies in exposing the

structure of pluralistic thinking with theistic origins, but filling it with a non-
theistic worldview content. As I will argue in this article, the whole problem
of religious pluralism is a problem that is relevant only on the basis of the-
ism, and only on the basis of theism does it require an extensive explanation
– as extensive as Hick provided. If this problem is not solved, God’s com-
munication with the world and his intervention in it will be undermined.
Meanwhile, on the basis of non-theistic concepts, the multiplicity of religions
does not require an extensive explanation, because it can then be simply
explained by the thesis that it simply results from some error (derived from
cultural conditions, spiritual immaturity, bad karma, etc.). In particular,
there is no need to develop theological reflection, which is always a great
challenge in itself, and which would explain the ways in which the Abso-
lute interacts with the world, because in this approach the Absolute either
does not exist or does not intentionally interact with people. Therefore, if
Hick undertakes the issue of explaining the multiplicity of religions in the
form of an extensive theory, there must be a (more or less hidden) theistic
conceptual legacy underpinning his motivation. This thesis corresponds to
the observation that he visibly attempts to reappropriate the traditional
theistic image of God.
The problem, however, is that, on the other hand, as we will see, Hick

leans more or less clearly towards the concept of an impersonal Absolute.
The thesis on the existence of the unknowable Absolute, which is declar-
atively crucial for his pluralism, also relativizes the impersonal concept of
the Absolute (for the purposes of this article called a theological imperson-
alism), but from various data contained in his writings it can be concluded
that the thesis on the unknowability of the Absolute is actually not in op-
position to impersonal ideations of the Absolute. On the pages of An Inter-
pretation of Religion, Hick’s philosophical and theological worldview seems
to be undergoing a transformation: from the previous, theistic one, present
throughout his professional career, to a new, non-theistic, impersonal one.
Consequently, we must agree with the opinion that “(...) It is clear that Hick
is much more at home with Eastern models of religious reality than with
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the tradition into which he was, as he says, born.”3 In this light, however,
the entire project of creating the concept of religious pluralism turns out
to be, as has been said, unnecessary.
In his concept of religious pluralism, Hick retained the theistic thought

structure, but filled it, above all, with non-theistic, impersonalistic content,
one that made this structure redundant. It is quite probable that such an
approach was dictated largely by a personal fact, which the philosopher him-
self reported in a non-academic statement: the fact of having had a mystical
experience that consisted in a contact with an impersonal Absolute (and,
apparently, never having had a mystical experience that would have been
an experience of a personal Absolute). In this way, religious pluralism seems
to have served Hick as a rhetorical tool for indirectly expressing his theo-
logical impersonalism. To express it directly would require, from the point
of view of the Western academic discourse – which for Hick was the only
platform for expression and which, at least in Great Britain, is overwhelm-
ingly rationalistic and agnostic-atheistic – to make extremely challenging
arguments.
Let’s now take a closer look at these issues.

Canceling the value of theism

According to Hick, the Absolute, defined as the Real, is completely
unknowable and beyond the scope of human concepts (applying Kantian
terminology, he calls it the Real an sich). However, this is not typical agnos-
ticism, which in about every theological reflection stands for the final word
on God. In this context, the Absolute is called the Real because – apart
from the fact that he exists – even the most basic things cannot be said
about him4. It is impossible to say whether he is good or bad, personal or
impersonal. People, depending on their culture, perceive him through their
own conceptual framework, as a result of which the Absolute appears as
personal (these are, as Hick calls them, the personae of the Real) or imper-
sonal (the impersonae of the Real). The first case occurs in theistic religions,
while the second can be found, for example, in Buddhism, Vedanta Advaita
or Taoism. The personae are not part of the Absolute in itself, but only
a property of man’s relationship to it, provided that he is open to the Ab-
solute in the “I-Thou” attitude5. Not in its essence thus, but in relation
to us, the Real is therefore either personal or impersonal6. It is completely
different in itself, totally unknowable. In other words, “the Real is in itself
transcategorial, but is humanly experienced in a variety of forms which ex-
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ist only in relation to those for whom they are the objects of their religious
attitudes.”7

This sharp agnosticism of Hick’s is, of course, very problematic from
the point of view of any spirituality and religiosity, but especially from the
theistic point of view. It is so, for it does not account for the religious or mys-
tical experience about which most people on earth say that they experience
deity as a person with whom they are in contact through a dialogue called
prayer. Not only does it not account for it, but, worse still, it undermines
its credibility.
It seems that when analyzing Hick’s thought – similarly to that of any

other philosopher – we should adopt the general rule that we need focus
not only on his declarations, but also on the statements that he makes
in passing or that he implicitly assumes. If we do so, it turns out that
An Interpretation of Religion actually favors what he calls the impersonae
of the Absolute. Despite the fact that he defines the Absolute as unknowable,
we can also find in his text statements stating that the Absolute an sich is
impersonal, i.e. exactly the same as the impersonae of the Absolute.
On the one hand thus, in An Interpretation of Religion, Hick says that
“the Buddhist concept of sunyata in one of its developments, namely as
an anti-concept excluding all concepts, provides a good symbol for the Real
an sich.”8 On the other, elsewhere in this work he mentions sunyata amongst
the “nonpersonal ultimates”9, alongside such concepts as brahma, nirvana,
tathata, and tao10.
Regardless of these terminological consistencies, it is worth noting that

the seemingly non-obvious connection between unknowability and imper-
sonality is understandable once we realize that if the total unknowability of
the Absolute is acknowledged, there is no way to attribute a personal
character to it. The Real an sich, being once and for all unknowable,
is undoubtedly also non-personal. True, it could be said that it is also
non-impersonal, but this non-impersonality will not change much in our
conclusions, because it is fully in harmony with the concept of unknowa-
bility. In the concept of non-impersonality, in its first layer we encounter
an unknowable being, because it is the negation of personal characteris-
tics, and then an even more unknowable being, as it is the negation of this
negation.
What characteristics could be attributed to an impersonal spiritual real-

ity which, on the one hand, has by definition no resemblance to the personal
world, and which, on the other hand, more fundamentally, as an imma-
terial reality, has no resemblance to the material world (animate and
inanimate) from the very beginning? Of course, none: we do not know any

784



The Inconsistency and Rhetorical Function of John Hick’s Religious Pluralism

properties other than the properties (physical and mental) of persons, an-
imals, plants and inanimate nature. However, if we cannot attribute any
features to the impersonae of the Absolute, then they do not have them,
and therefore the entities described by them should be defined as unknow-
able – and therefore the same as the Real an sich. The unknowable
is therefore impersonal, and the impersonal is unknowable. In this way, as
we see, Hick unambiguously, although indirectly, gives priority to the im-
personae of the Absolute, suggesting their essential semantic identity
with the concept of the Real an sich.
Could personality be a feature of the Real in some deep, unknowable

sense? Such a thesis is possible. In such an approach, Hick would not exclude
the personal character of God, but this character would be so unique that
it would be de facto unknowable to people. However, we do not see Hick’s
argument going in this direction. What we see is a decisive emphasis on the
claim that the concept of the Absolute and the concept of the person are
mutually exclusive.
Hick was probably already thinking in this way when writing An Inter-

pretation of Religion, which he expresses in statements slightly later than
this publication – more precisely: ones later than the second edition of this
book in 2004 (the first, let us remember, comes from 1989). As if despite
all the precautions he took in this book to preserve the transcategorical
character of the Real and not to talk about what it is or what it is not in
its essence, in numerous statements after 2004, Hick expressis verbis denies
any, and therefore also apparently the possible, deeply unknowable personal
character of the Absolute.11 In the book Between Faith and Doubt, published
in 2010, Hick points out the contradiction between the idea of a person and
the limitlessness usually attributed to the Absolute. A similar thought is
contained in an article from the same period: in this article, wrapping up
his argument, Hick comes to the definitive conclusion that “an infinite per-
son is a self-contradiction. God cannot be both a person and In-
finite.”12

As we can see, in these statements Hick is not only talking about human
imagining of the Absolute, pointing to their contradictory nature – as he
seemed to do mainly in An Interpretation of Religion. It does not speak of
a particular conception of the person, which, when applied to the concept
of deity, raises difficulties, without, however, closing the door to the con-
clusion that some other highly subtle conception of the person could be
better applied to the divine Absolute. Hick is talking about the thing
itself, the divine reality, the personal understanding of which he finds self-
contradictory.
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The lack of contradiction between the impersonal and unknowable def-
inition of the Absolute is also revealed from the perspective of the men-
tality of an individual who believes only in the impersonae of the Ab-
solute. This individual does not conduct any dialogue with the bsolute,
but only meditates on it. However, meditation can take place beyond cog-
nitive categories, focusing on elusive emotional or spiritual states experi-
enced by the meditator himself. This is why sunyata, which excludes all
concepts, can be the center of Buddhist spirituality. The meditator’s task
can be described as enjoying this reality for the sake of one’s own en-
lightenment or liberation, rather than knowing it, let alone putting it into
some more complex conceptual categories. Therefore, the thesis that its
subject is a completely unknowable reality does not violate the character
of meditation.
As we can see, Hick’s religious pluralism, whose obvious declared goal is

to value all religions, unexpectedly leads to questioning the sense of theistic
religion. It presents an image of a theistic religion in which its adherents
cannot recognize it. One gets the impression that in his theoretical recon-
struction of the phenomenon of religion, Hick explained a completely differ-
ent phenomenon than he originally intended, and one different than what
any religious person naturally concerned about the multiplicity of religions
would expect.
Let us now look at other forms of the primacy given to theological

impersonalism in An Interpretation of Religion. In the following consider-
ations, we will discuss the form of this primacy, which is expressed in the
form of belittling the value of the religions of indigenous peoples, i.e. the
“primitive” religions, and then in the form of exposing the view that derives
morality from the unknowable Real an sich.

The primacy of impersonalistic content and the disregard
of indigenous religions

Referring to Jaspers’ concept of the Axial Age (Achsenzeit), John Hick
introduces the concept of pre-axial and post-axial religions, assuming that
the former are still present among the indigenous peoples of Africa and
South America or Oceania13. Post-Axial worldviews include Semitic re-
ligions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam), Indian religions (Hinduism, Bud-
dhism), as well as Far Eastern religions (Confucianism, Taoism, Shinto-
ism), Persian religions (Zoroastrianism) and Greek religions (philosophical
rationalism). Hick focuses his attention mainly on the “great five” religions
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that have the status of “world religions”: Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Bud-
dhism, Hinduism.
In his view, pre-axial religion is about concern for the stability of life,

the unity of a social group, its purpose being “to keep fragile human
life on an even keel.”14 According to Hick, these functions of the religion
of indigenous peoples are good, but there are important values that they
lack: namely, there is “no thought of renouncing the established goods of
this life”15, “no sense of a higher reality in relation to which a limitlessly
better future is possible”16. Post-axial religion preaches this renunciation,
assumes this better reality, aims at the “radical transformation”17 of man,
discovers transcendence. In post-axial religion there is a pursuit of “sal-
vation/liberation”, which is “the transformation of human existence from
self-centredness to Reality-centredness”18. Post-axial religions are the “great
world faiths”, which, precisely because of their postulate of radical transfor-
mation, have a soteriological character19. All these reflections are the basis
for Hick to formulate criteria for assessing religious phenomena, namely that
these phenomena “have greater or less value according as they promote or
hinder the salvific transformation”20, that is, as it is easy to see, the extent
to which they are like post-axial religions21.
As can be seen, in the definitions of what post-axial religions, and in

particular the “Great Five”, do, there is a connection between the primacy
of asceticism (“renouncing the established goods of this life”, “radical trans-
formation”) with an emphasis on soteriology. In this way, Hick can combine
both ascetic but non-personalistic Buddhism and soteriologically oriented
non-ascetic but theistic Islam into one category. In his approach, both phe-
nomena: asceticism and emphasis on soteriology, mean the same type of
distance from life and what is temporal. Apparently, in his understanding,
indigenous religions do not fit into this pattern; they do not supposedly
distance themselves from the goods of this world, nor do they particularly
emphasize the superiority of the other.
So, as we can see, John Hick chose not to treat the religion of indigenous

peoples as a religion in the full sense of the word. This attitude is explained
as stemming from the remnants of colonial thinking, the focus on “texto-
centric historiography” or even racism22. It seems, however, that it is more
about loyalty to the spirituality of the East, which recognizes theological
impersonalism and at the same time emphasizes the primacy of asceticism.
Ascetic impersonalism shows some similarities to soteriologically oriented
theistic religions – however, if non-ascetic primary religions were added to
this set, then these similarities would lose their significance. Theological im-
personalism would have to leave the esteemed group of world religions – its
asceticism could no longer be an excuse to stay there.
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Moreover, regardless of the connections with the East, impersonalism,
if it becomes the basis of some spiritual path, is usually associated with the
primacy of asceticism. In order to connect with the impersonal ultimate re-
ality, a special effort must be made to overcome the current state of affairs.
This situation differs from theism, which emphasizes, or at least, it seems,
should emphasize the role of divine grace, and therefore the redundancy of
any special, titanic effort in soteriology or mysticism (as we know, in some
religions declaratively based on grace, e.g. Catholicism, this redundancy is
not taken care of very zealously). One of the most important forms of effort,
which, according to various worldviews, contributes or even causes connec-
tion with the ultimate reality, is asceticism.
In Hick’s thinking, therefore, the primacy of impersonalism was unex-

plainedly combined with the ascetic ideal. But the primacy of asceticism is
missing in indigenous religions. Therefore, even though these religions are
in terms of their theism significantly similar to Judaism, Christianity or
Islam accepted by Hick, and very unlike impersonalistic Buddhism, he did
not take them into account at all in his pluralistic reflection. Hick seemed
to sacrifice their clearly theistic character in order to obtain and preserve
what he apparently secretly cared about most: the primacy of the essentially
impersonal content of his religious pluralism – theological impersonalism.

Deriving morality from the unknowable Real an sich

Although, according to Hick’s explicit claims, personality and imper-
sonality are, as we have seen, equally relative responses to the Real, hatred
or evil, when viewed in the context of a relationship with the Real, turn
out not to be as valuable responses as love or good. According to Hick,
love or good are man’s authentic responses to the Real, while evil or ha-
tred are inauthentic responses to it. The goodness and spiritual strength
of people of a specific religious tradition are for him as much as a test,
one confirming whether this tradition is really a response to the Absolute
(as opposed to a sect or pseudo-religion such as Hitlerism). Hick reaffirms
this approach stating that it is “the test by which both Christians and
people of the other major faiths judge the authenticity of religious experi-
ence is its moral and spiritual fruit in human life.”23 This fruit, in particular,
is a departure from egoism and inner peace, a “human transformation from
natural self-centeredness to a new orientation centered in the Transcendent,
this salvific transformation being expressed in an inner peace and joy and
in compassionate love for others.”24
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It is natural thus to ask how it is possible that “the Real is such that,
for example, love of one’s fellow humans is, and hatred of them is not,
an appropriate response to the Real;” if, in accordance with Hick’s strong
agnosticism “it does not follow from this that the Real in itself loves or is
loving.”25 If the Real is so completely unknowable that we certainly cannot
experience its love and therefore goodness in it, how could homo religio-
sus even come up with the idea of being good or loving because
of the nature of the Real? After all, even in theistic approaches, the im-
portance of the commands to do good that God imposes on people through
the mouth of religious leaders is invariably emphasized, despite the fact that
pointing to the divine nature itself, emanating goodness and love, could be
a sufficient basis to encourage believers to act morally. And in Hick’s work
there isn’t even any mention of such an emanation.
It turns out, however, that the versions of theological impersonalism

typical of the East, especially Buddhism, in a way as incomprehensible as
Hick – but in a manner as confident and decisive as he – link the imper-
sonal character of the ultimate reality with an almost enthusiasticly altru-
istic ethics. It should be admitted that this incomprehensibility may be
particularly incomprehensible to many Westerners who try to derive moral-
ity from the thesis about a personal God, often proclaiming – e.g. through
the mouths of Nietzsche, Dostoyevsky or Sartre – that the rejection of the
idea of a personal God leads or may lead one to reject all altruistic ethics
and adopt a complete moral anomie.
Meanwhile, for example, for Buddhist thinking, linking such altruistic

ethics with an unknowable ultimate reality is not an insurmountable dif-
ficulty. Let us note, for example, that the Dalai Lama derives moral and
spiritual commands from the “ineffable” reality. He says that the “heal-
ing power of the spirit” flows from the “ineffable substance of the mind
and the heart of man26, a substance that nearly imposes specific “dic-
tates” on us27.
Accordingly, it seems that (seen from the point of view of Westerners)

the inconsistencies of impersonalism, which is the source of moral com-
mands, automatically became the inconsistencies of Hick himself. This pe-
culiarity of views also indicates that his religious pluralism, despite dec-
larations to the contrary, can be interpreted as dominated by theological
impersonalism, in particular the one that is most influential in the West
– Buddhism.
Let us now turn to an attempt at explaining the discussed inconsisten-

cies of Hick’s religious pluralism.
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Theistic conceptual legacy

It seems that the source of the inconsistency of Hick’s religious plural-
ism is the clash of two factors in his thinking: the theistic thought
structure, which lies at the source of his extensive concept of
religious pluralism, and the impersonalistic content contained in
this structure – the impersonalistic worldview, to which he gives
primacy. In the first case, the conclusions contained in An Interpretation
of Religion were certainly influenced by the enormous theistic conceptual
legacy, which was the result of professing theism for almost his entire life.
This was what brought his concept of religious pluralism into existence.
Even on issues relating to the plurality of religions, Hick took a theistic
position shortly before An Interpretation of Religion28. The second factor
that certainly influenced Hick’s religious pluralism was a direct result of
his personal religious experience in which he experienced, as he said, the
Absolute in an impersonal way. His testimony indirectly shows that he has
never experienced divinity in any other way in his entire life.
Let’s first take a closer look at the first factor – its important element

has already been highlighted in this article.
If the differences between religions consisted only in inconsistencies

between different views, the problem of multiplicity would be a big one,
because all inconsistencies regarding our judgments lead psychologically –
although not necessarily logically – to doubting the possibility of knowing
the truth at all. They have been doing this since ancient times, and prob-
ably even earlier. But if the problem of multiplicity were limited to this
psychological-cognitive issue, it would not be particularly dramatic. Cogni-
tive difficulties do not lead to the problem of the multiplicity of religions as
a fundamental, existentially fundamental problem. This problem becomes
fundamental when we realize that what is at stake are not only cognitive,
psychological or social issues, but also philosophical, religious and existential
problems. The problem of the multiplicity of religions – and consequently
the problem of religious pluralism – is a religious problem. Every religious
pluralist presents to the world not only a certain theory, but his religious
view, his faith.
If we realize that there are many incompatible religions which solemnly,

through the mouths of their greatest authorities, proclaim that it is only
in them that God has revealed himself most fully, a very fundamental doubt
arises whether God is fair at all in revealing the truth, and also
whether he has anywhere manifested himself and may manifest
himself in the future.
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The scandal of the multiplicity of religions is that religiosity makes sense
when one is convinced that a deity is or can be close, because only then does
one have a guarantee that the deity can help him. However, if God could not
be close to man in the cognitive sense – because the multitude of doctrines
of the world’s religions leads to such a thesis – then on what basis could
man believe that God is close to him in any other senses?
If there is any doubt as to whether God reveals himself anywhere in

religions, a pessimistic perspective emerges that he does not interfere at all
in people’s lives and is unable to take care of them. Thus – at least from
the theist’s point of view – the foundations of the meaning of life are under-
mined and the door to despair is opened. The problem of the multiplicity
of religions therefore becomes fundamental, because its failure to solve it
leads to the denial of theism and potentially to despair. In this context, it
requires a specific explanation in the form of a theory. It has been
noticed that in religious thinking the issue of the multiplicity of religions
is the second most important issue after the problem of evil29. However,
it seems that in principle the issue of the plurality of religions is an inherent
part of this problem.
Let us note that outside the context of theism, the problem of the

multiplicity of religions disappears as a fundamental one – it ceases to be
a problem that requires some special explanation in the form of a the-
ory. On the basis of atheism or agnosticism, religion and the multiplicity
of religions are not a particularly important existential problem, but only
– as a source of conflict – an issue of a social or cultural nature, an issue that
will disappear when humanity undergoes a process of greater education or
economic emancipation. What is of particular interest to us in this article
is the observation that on the basis of the impersonal concept of ultimate
reality, i.e. on the basis of the position that the Absolute does not reveal
itself – or at most is somehow perceptible thanks to the spiritual effort of
man – the multiplicity of religions is also not a special problem. This mul-
tiplicity can then be explained with a few sentences stating that religious
inconsistencies are caused simply by human error. First of all, religion itself
as a concept based on the idea of grace is, in the light of impersonalism,
a form of error. Of course, God is not responsible for this error, because
in this concept there is simply no personal God, i.e. also a free and re-
sponsible one. Man and his ignorance (resulting from spiritual immaturity
or cultural conditions) are responsible for all religious contradictions and
the problems they entail. From the point of view of impersonalism, the
multiplicity of religions is a psychological and cognitive problem, but not
an existentially fundamental one.
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Therefore, if Hick undertakes to create a theory explaining the reasons
for the emergence of the multiplicity of religions, there must be reasons
other than impersonalism behind this intention. What must stand is most
likely a theistic conceptual structure. Regardless of the impersonalistic pref-
erences present in An Interpretation of Religion shown earlier in this article,
it must be stated that the presence of such a structure is visible in the form
of a number of other intellectual decisions that closely refer to theism. It is
worth noting that the British philosopher seems to act as a theistic host
who agrees to also use the traditionally theistic term “religion” for imper-
sonal concepts of ultimate reality30. More importantly, Hick seeks to give
the concept of the unknowable Absolute, which is at the center of his plural-
istic reflection, the traits of a mainstream Christian concept, arguing that
the concept he adopts is fundamentally consistent with the religion’s re-
spected apophatic tradition. Moreover, Hick believes that he is adopting
a concept of the Absolute that is directly in the mainstream of Christian
thought, and in his opinion he is doing nothing more than making a slight
correction to this concept based on what “the great thinkers”31 have claimed
about it. Hick says: “Transcategoriality excludes the attribution of proper-
ties either positively or negatively. This is in fact taught by virtually all
the great thinkers of the different traditions (...)”32 – including Calvin33.
To support his thesis about the unknowability of the Absolute, Hick even
quotes Thomas Aquinas34.
As it is easy to notice, this last decision is particularly problematic, con-

sidering the well-known fact that Thomas Aquinas also proclaimed the par-
tial knowability of God, understood in analogical knowledge. It is difficult for
Thomas Aquinas, Calvin or any other Christian theologian not to proclaim
the ultimate unknowability of the infinite God – just as it is unimaginable
for him not to proclaim, both as a Christian and as the ideological leader
of a specific church, the knowability of God in many of its essential aspects,
and revealed in the Bible and the teachings of a given church.

Personal experience

It is likely that the impersonal concept of the Absolute, crucial to Hick’s
thinking, results from the religious experience he had. He did not, under-
standably, talk about it in his academic works, but he testified in an inter-
view recorded for Closer to Truth. Evidently, in a surprising way, he in-
directly implies that he has never experienced the theistically understood
Absolute. He therefore indirectly admits that his academic career spanning
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several decades, in which he taught theism, and what is more, his adher-
ence to a theistic worldview from childhood35 and his decision to become
a Presbyterian priest in 1953, were not based on any religious or mystical
experience. The basis of his mature worldview – at least the worldview from
the period before giving the interview and undoubtedly from the period of
writing the book An Interpretation of Religion and later years of his work
– was the mystical experience of the impersonal Absolute:

And my personal religious experience is not of the personal God, it is of the
transcendent reality that is beyond. In Paul Tillich’s famous phrase it is God
beyond the God of theism (...). Now I had one of these very brief, vivid ex-
periences once myself. But the great many people had. [From this experience
we can infer that] There is something beyond the physical. And then you see
we are confronted with religions and their very different ideas of what it is.
I think we have to postulate a reality that is not identical with any one of them
in order to understand their being, a transcendent reality of some kind36.

The proof that the mystical experience that Hick had was not something
fleeting, but constituted a new basis for his philosophy of religion, is the
emphasis that Hick placed in the interview on the need to take into account
religious experiences in the philosophy of religion – in the area of reflection
on these “data that need to be explained.” His mystical experience had
an important, although undisclosed in academic writings, methodological
function in his philosophy of religion – it was something as important as
the observation of a disturbing multiplicity of contradictory religious views:
“There are certain data that need to be explained. One is there are a number
of religions in the world. And other is that in their doctrines they contradict
one another. But the very important datum which naturalists do not take
into account is what I would call religious experience.”37

These statements allow us to better understand the fidelity to the im-
personal worldview in John Hick’s religious pluralism. It would probably not
be an exaggeration to say that the experience of the impersonal Absolute
was the basis for the various forms of affirmation of theological imperson-
alism in An Interpretation of Religion discussed in this article. As we have
seen, Hick gives expression to this experience not in the form of statements
expressing theological impersonalism as his declared position. He gives it
expression in an indirect and implicit form in the context of his concept
of religious pluralism. However, this concept, as a legacy of the theistic
tradition, was already a foreign body in relation to this experience, al-
though as a rhetorical tool it was appropriately chosen: it enabled Hick
to express in an unembarrassing and academically acceptable way what he
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underwent in a mystical experience, without having to appear clearly ec-
centric and entering what in the contemporary, agnostic-atheistic Western
philosophy, is the muddy ground of the metaphysics of the impersonal Ab-
solute38. Apart from some ancient philosophers (Plato, the Stoics, Plotinus),
(partly) Eckhart and Jacob Böhme, theological impersonalism of a West-
ern provenance did not have many supporters in the academic world in
the past, and today it has almost none. Outside the academic world, it is
present in the New Age movement, but due to its eclecticism, superficiality,
commercialization and practices sometimes perceived as bizarre, this move-
ment discourages Western professional philosophers and theologians from
serious engagement with its assumptions and practices. Hick began to pro-
fess theological impersonalism at a relatively late age (his An Interpretation
of Religion was published when the philosopher was 67 years old). Serious
research on Eastern thought would take him many long years. As an aca-
demic philosopher, Hick could not do this also because he did not know
any Eastern language. Therefore, deciding to pursue professional, academic
research on Buddhism or Advaita Vedanta would likely have been an ex-
tremely difficult challenge for him.
The concept of religious pluralism turned out to be a good tool for

propagating the idea of theological impersonalism, which is not burdened
with all these difficulties. It was a short but effective version of bearing
witness to the astonishing mystical experience Hick had had. This concept,
as we have seen, first equated impersonae and personae of the Absolute,
introducing impersonalism into the current of modern Western thought.
Then it implicitly gave the Absolute attributes similar to those possessed
by the impersonae – more precisely, it gave them the lack of all attributes.
Thanks to the equalization, impersonalism gained the same dignity as
theistic religions, especially Christianity, while thanks to the concept of
the Real an sich, it was imperceptibly elevated as adequate to reality,
in the light of which the personae of the Absolute turned into ordinary
human delusions.
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