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ABSTRACT

Spiritual authority and allegiance take strikingly different forms in Stoicism and
Ruism (Confucianism) in comparison to early Christianity. Drawing on Pierre
Hadot’s account of philosophy as a way of life and Michel Foucault’s analysis of
the “care of the self,” a pre-Christian vision of philosophy emerges as transformative
spiritual practice rather than mere analytic discourse. Within this horizon, Stoicism
locates authority in a disciplined community of teachers and texts, yet ultimately in
the autonomous exercise of reason capable of examining doctrine and experience alike.
Early Christianity reconfigures authority through obedience to divine revelation
mediated by ecclesial structures. Ruism articulates a distinctive model: while affirm-
ing hierarchies of heaven, earth, sovereign, parent, and teacher, it subjects all author-
ity to the cosmic Dao as discerned through the conscientious heartmind of each
self-cultivating person. Despite significant differences—especially regarding the rela-
tion of reason and emotion—Stoicism and Ruism converge in placing final authority
within a genuine self transformed through sustained practice. On this basis, a trans-
religious theology of religious diversity becomes possible, integrating experiential
exclusivity, nonconfessional particularity, and relational openness beyond standard
typologies of exclusivism, particularism, inclusivism, and pluralism.

Keyworps: Ruism (Confucianism), Stoicism, Hadot, Foucault, philosophy as a
way of life, care of the self, spiritual authority, transreligious theology, religious
diversity

To understand religiosity in general, and the modes of authority and allegiance in
particular, within Ruism (alternatively known as Confucianism), Hellenistic philos-
ophy as interpreted by Pierre Hadot and Michel Foucault offers a productive point of
reference. Hadot and Foucault sought to recover an alternative mode of spiritual life
in the West before Christian orthodoxy in medieval Europe reshaped the meanings of
“philosophy,” “religion,” “theology,” and “spirituality.” Their work thus carries sig-
nificant metaphilosophical implications and urges scholars to recognize the diverse
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forms of spiritual life that the West has offered.! For scholars of interreligious studies,
these variations within the West provide a broader range of comparative categories
and help prevent the unjust imposition of one particular strand of Western spiritual-
ity onto non-Western traditions. Bringing Ruism, a living non-Christian and non-
Western tradition of comprehensive spirituality, into conversation with Hadot’s and
Foucault’s work therefore enables new ways of conceiving authority and normativity
on today’s global stage of interreligious learning.

In what follows, I first present Hadot’s and Foucault’s analyses of the distinction
between Hellenistic spirituality and early Christianity with respect to authority.
I then highlight the affinities between this Hellenistic vision of spiritual authority
and the Ru tradition, while also reflecting on the important nuances that emerge.
Finally, I conclude briefly with a nonconfessional and transreligious theology of reli-
gious diversity constructed in light of this comparative analysis. Although Buddhism
is not a focus of this analysis, readers may notice that the nonconfessional character of
Ruist faith bears resemblance to certain major Buddhist traditions in their under-
standing of the relationship between human and ultimate authority—traditions that
have, in various historical contexts, merged with ancient East Asian culture and con-
tinued to interact with the Ruist heritage. In this way, the essay also seeks to open a
conversation with Buddhist—Christian comparativists about the question of authority
and allegiance within the broader horizon of interreligious learning.

PIERRE HADOT

Hadot posed two central questions: What might philosophy be in light of what
ancient philosophy was? Why did the concept of philosophy change over time, par-
ticularly from antiquity through the medieval to the modern, and what was lost in
these transitions?

In response to the first, Hadot argues that ancient philosophy as a way of life
(PWL) grounded in spiritual exercises aimed at achieving the good life.” Drawing
on examples such as training attention, reading, dialogue, view from above, and liv-
ing in the face of death, he identifies four key elements of being “spiritual” in phil-
osophical “spiritual exercise”: (1) the exercise is “voluntary and personal”;’ (2) it

» o«

engages all dimensions of personhood, including the “physical,” “discursive” and

“intuitive”;* (3) it transforms one’s worldview and character; and (4) it leads to an
ideal state of human existence within the cosmic whole.> For Hadot, the transforma-
tive effect of spiritual exercises justifies the language of conversion: “Philosophy . . .
took the form of an exercise of thought, will, and the totality of one’s being, the goal
of which was to achieve a state practically inaccessible to mankind: wisdom.
Philosophy was a method of spiritual progress that demanded a radical conversion
and transformation of the individual’s way of being.”® Hadot’s notion of “spiritual”
thus includes the physical and aligns with the phrase “spiritual but not religious™
that designates emerging trends in Western spirituality.

To the second question, Hadot observes that the rise of Christianity drastically
altered the self-directed nature of PWL: “Obedience—the renunciation of one’s

own will in complete submission to the orders of a superior—completely transformed
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the philosophical practice of spiritual direction.” In the medieval period, philosophy
was stripped of its spiritual dimension and reduced to an analytic tool for parsing
Christian doctrines, functioning as a servant to theology. In the modern era, the dom-
inance of objective science overshadows the “lived experience of the concrete, living,
and perceiving subject,” and philosophy remains largely discursive and analytical,
serving as a servant to scientific research.’

However, since spiritual exercise lies at the core of PWL, religion occupies a dis-
tinctive, though not oppositional, relationship to philosophy in the ancient world.
This dynamic is particularly evident in Hadot’s reflections on the role of discourse
in ancient philosophy.

With respect to that role that discursive reasoning plays in PWL, Hadot decisively
prioritizes practice over theory, because self-transformation toward the good life is
inherently practical. In this process, discourse describes and justifies the inner expe-
rience generated by spiritual exercises, some of which possess a mystical dimension
beyond language.'' For instance, when commenting on Aristotle’s view that human
happiness consists in the contemplation of the cosmic Noxs, Hadot stresses that “the
mystical experience demonstrates another aspect of the philosophical life. It is no lon-
ger a decision for or choice of a way of life; instead, it is an ineffable experience,
beyond all discourse, which invades the individual and overthrows all self-conscious-
ness by means of an inexpressible sensation of presence.”'?

Even if the ultimate value of discourse is to serve the practical goal of self-trans-
formation in PWL, Hadot does not consider it dispensable from the philosophical
life; rather, “the philosophical way of life must be justified in rational, motivated
discourse, and such discourse is inseparable from the way of life.”’* As the example
of Aristotle’s exercise of contemplation shows, discursive reasoning itself forms part of
spiritual exercise; accordingly, “philosophical discourse is one of the very forms of the
exercise of the philosophical way of life, as dialogue with others or with oneself.”!

In general, we can summarize Hadot’s thought on the role of discursive reasoning
in PWL as: reasoning is necessary but not sufficient for good living. Given his dis-
tinction between Christian and philosophical spiritual exercises, discursive reasoning,
which involves inferring from premises and scrutinizing worldviews from diverse per-
spectives, remains a defining feature, though not an opposing or incommensurate one,
of philosophy in relation to religion. There is therefore no conceptual obstacle for
PWL philosophers to participate in religious rituals or engage in contemplative prac-
tices that evoke mystical experience. Yet they continue to subject such experiences
to rational examination. Philosophers may remain receptive to what these experiences
disclose at the phenomenal level, however, when describing and justifying them
within an integrated way of life, they still rely on rigorous reasoning as an indispens-
able exercise.

The decentered yet indispensable role of reason in ancient philosophy, as inter-
preted by Hadot, has been challenged by other historians of philosophy. For example,
John Cooper (2012) offers a widely discussed critique of Hadot’s characterization of
ancient philosophy. He identifies three assumptions about reason that were central to
philosophy at the time: that reason motivates action, that philosophy perfects reason,
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and that perfected reason guarantees success in action.” In Cooper’s reading, the
capacity for reasoning alone suffices for living well. Hadot’s broader portrayal of
philosophy as encompassing spiritual exercises that include but extend beyond ratio-
nal discourse is, in Cooper’s view, an overstatement. It risks rendering philosophy
indistinguishable from “a religious way of life” grounded in a sacred text or tradition
and validated through intense personal feeling.'®

Recent scholarship supports Hadot’s position regarding the relationship between
religion and philosophy in the ancient world. Petrovic offers numerous examples of
ancient Greek philosophers who took part in religious rituals yet integrated these
experiences into their philosophical activity.” Cohoe and Grimm likewise present
ample evidence from ancient philosophy that reason alone could not motivate trans-
formative action, identifying three conditions for living philosophically: “commit to a
worldview, structure your life around it, and engage in truth-directed practices (that
are responsive to reasons of inference and alternative perspectives).”'® Since religious
ways of life fulfill the first two conditions par excellence, philosophy and religion may
combine to form a distinctive type of spiritual life. In other words, only when an
existentially committed religious worldview upholds an authority that remains unre-
sponsive to rational scrutiny conducted by individuals who examine the coherence of
that view and draw on alternative worldviews is that way of life religious but not
philosophical. If there is no such authority, a way of life can be both religious and
philosophical, as the ancient PWL philosophies demonstrate.

MICHEL FOUCAULT

Under Hadot’s influence, Foucault in his final decade turns to ancient Greek
and Roman ethics, a tradition he identified as beginning with Socrates’s call to
“care of the self” (epimeleia heauton) in Plato’s Alcibiades, which Foucault construed
interchangeably with “the cultivation of oneself” or the “formation of the self.”"
This turn shows continuity with Foucault’s earlier thought.

First, Foucault’s early work examined semantic shifts of vocabulary and discourse
alongside dynamics of social and political power. By the 1970s, while writing
The History of Sexuality, Foucault identified three dimensions of power: external con-
trol; internalized control through self-identification with external structures; and
self-transformation as resistance to such control. Without the third, the first two
may produce “dominance,” where power lacks reciprocity and flows unilaterally from
one party to another.”® Practices of self-cultivation constructs “the relationship one has
to oneself” and can create an “ethical distance” between personal identity and estab-
lished power structures, preventing one’s aspiration to overstep boundaries and
demand dominance. In this sense, self-cultivation constitutes the “first or final point
of resistance to political power.”?!

Second, Foucault situated himself within the European tradition of critical
philosophy, pioneered with Kant and extending through the phenomenological
movement, which sought to ground and delimit the objectivity of modern science
in lived human experiences. He explicitly acknowledged the influence of Husserl’s
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The Crisis of European Sciences and Heidegger. As an example, Stoic discourse in
Foucault’s reading was not intended to construct abstract truths but served as a prac-
tical tool that is “ready to hand” for confronting life’s uncertainties.” Foucault then
traced the modern psychiatry’s method of treating human thought as an object of
empirical research back to early Christianity’s appropriation of Stoic self-examination,
which played down the Stoic ethic of self-empowerment and instead promoted
self-renunciation.”® This recalls Heidegger’s analysis in Being and Time, where the
scientific concept of space arises once tools in a smith or peasant’s workshop are
no longer ready-to-hand.

Foucault’s overarching thesis is that the practice of care of the self, expressed

24 is fundamental to the origins of philoso-

through various “technologies of the self,
phy in ancient Greece and to conceptions of truth and of human beings as subject.
The entire Western philosophical tradition, he argues, can be understood as variations
on this central theme, within which he outlines four distinct models.?

Both the Platonic model (Plato and later Neo-Platonists) and the Hellenistic
model (Epicureans, Cynics, and especially Stoics) illustrate the Greco-Roman culture
of care of the self, in which philosophy and spirituality were not separated.
Intellectual pursuit of knowledge ultimately served the self-transformation of person-
hood. The Platonic model emphasized “knowing oneself” through “recollection” to
anchor personality in a transcendent and intelligible realm. The Hellenistic model
instead did not absolutize knowledge in the soul’s salvific journey. Through practices
of “meditation,” it aimed to transform all dimensions of life, aligning them with
rationally examined arts of living to realize transcendent ideals within immanent
realities.?

The Christian model, through its early practice of “confession,”” scrutinized the
divine or demonic powers behind one’s inner thoughts. Its goal was to renounce self-
will and submit completely to the authority of God revealed in the scripture and
mediated by priesthood, thereby stripping philosophy of its self-directed power of
spiritual transformation. In the medieval era, this despiritualization of philosophy
was reinforced by scholastic theology, which came to rest on the assumption that
knowledge alone, in the form of faith-based understanding, was sufficient for
salvation.”®

The scientific model begins with the “Cartesian moment,” when “method” that
aims at constructing coherent discourse corresponding to objective reality became
philosophy’s central practice.”” This model extended the medieval conviction that
knowledge alone suffices for truth, but without its religious, salvific framework.
As a result, philosophy became entirely divorced from its spiritual function. In
modernity, humanity possesses many truths, yet none that can save.

Among the four, Foucault places the most emphasis on the Hellenistic model,
highlighting its potential to furnish alternative ways of spiritual living and to
champion freedom in the post-enlightenment modern era. Foucault stresses that
the Hellenistic model avoids treating humans as objects, since it aims to “make” indi-
viduals through the self-directed pursuit of freely and rationally chosen goals. Unlike
scientific, moral or divine laws that demand obedience of human will, the Hellenistic
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philosophical discourse is fundamentally pragmatic, serving the “constitution of the
subject as final end for himself through and by the exercise of truth.”*® Referring to
Seneca’s practice of self-examination in his letters, Foucault emphasizes that truth
in Stoicism does not primarily mean correspondence to realities whether externally
measured or internally hidden in the psyche. Instead, truth draws individuals toward
an ideal of the good life, exerting a “magnetic force” that transforms both the practi-
tioner and those in contact. In teacher—pupil or friendship relationship of wisdom
transmission, individuals thus retain autonomy in willing themselves to be who they
wish without yielding to the commanding force of universalist authorities.”!

According to Hadot’s and Foucault’s studies of Hellenistic spirituality prior to the
rise of Christianity, one can see how a tradition that exemplifies such a mode of spiri-
tual life par excellence, namely Stoicism, could constitute a spiritual lineage with a
distinct salvific orientation. With respect to authority and allegiance, the defining
features of this mode of spiritual life may be summarized as follows: First, the author-
ity of the tradition emerges through a dynamic balance of multiple factors: mentors
and teachers, communities of co-learners, historical texts and precedents, and the
demonstrable pragmatic efficacy of aligning human life with the cosmic order.
Yet under the ultimate regulating power of the cosmic Logos, final human authority
rests in the individual’s autonomy, specifically in the innate capacity of Reason to
determine whether and how to accept philosophical teachings that interpret the
cosmic order and the corresponding methods of self-cultivation. In this sense, the
genuine self constitutes the decisive source of authority within the human sphere.

Second, autonomous agency in Hellenistic spirituality, including Stoicism,
remains open to mystical experiences of self-transformation generated through diverse
practices of self-cultivation, including participation in religious rituals. In other
words, while such experiences carry receptive and revelatory dimensions, once the
practitioner seeks to articulate, justify, or scrutinize them, spiritual activity becomes
self-directed within a philosophical community.

Third, examining alternative visions of the good life—both within and beyond
one’s own tradition—forms an active core of this philosophical and spiritual way
of life. Although spiritual transformation often calls for devotion and dedication
to a particular lineage or school, intrinsic elements within that lineage foster self-
critique and renewal by anticipating the invention or incorporation of alternative
visions of how best to live.

RUISM

Classical Ruist texts articulate the significance of three major sacrificial rituals: sac-
rifices to heaven and earth, to ancestors, and to meritorious sovereigns and teachers.
Such discussions appear in works such as the Xunzi (8] F) and the Records of Rites
(F&7L).>* Building on these classical formulations, by the late imperial period, espe-
cially during the Ming and Qing dynasties (1368—1911), the hierarchy of authority
in the Ru tradition was increasingly expressed as “heaven, earth, sovereign, parent,
and teacher” in a socially institutionalized form.” “Heaven and earth (JXHb)” signify
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the cosmic Dao (J#, the Way)—the ever-generative power of the universe that brings
all things into being and becoming. “Sovereign ()" denotes the head of a political
order who, in ancient East Asian societies, presided over the highest civil examina-
tions and appointed accomplished Ru scholar—officials to office. “Parent GHi)” repre-
sents the authority of one’s ancestral lineage and bloodline. “Teacher (fifi)” conveys the
authority of those who transmit the ancient teachings, with Confucius honored as the
foremost among them.

Due to complex historical reasons that cannot be elaborated here, a prevalent pub-
lic misunderstanding persists in both contemporary East Asian and Western contexts.
Ruism is often portrayed as a tradition that demands one-dimensional obedience from
those in lower ranks within hierarchical relationships. Nevertheless, anyone who has
seriously studied the works of exemplar Ru philosophers, whom the tradition recog-
nizes as constituting a Ruist lineage of Dao (JE%Y), will find a different picture.*
What is distinctive about the Ruist configuration of authority is that, although hier-
archical distinctions are regarded as necessary for maintaining civilizational stability,
power within these hierarchies is not meant to be one-directional but reciprocal.
When a sovereign, parent, or teacher errs in ways that violate the cosmic Dao of
heaven and earth, those lower in the hierarchy, such as ministers, children, or stu-
dents, bear the duty of “remonstration” (i) in order to realign human order with
the cosmic order of all-pervasive life and harmony. In other words, only when those
in higher positions represent the human instantiation of the cosmic order should their
authority be followed with consent.?” The earliest Ru classics are replete with exam-
ples of revered teachers illustrating how to approach those in higher authority with
moral discernment. A few examples will suffice to clarify this point.

Regarding the authority of sovereign and parents, Xunzi, the third most impor-
tant Ru master of the pre-Qin era, states, “One should follow the Dao rather than a
sovereign; one should follow what is right rather than one’s parents.”*

Regarding the authority of teachers, Confucius instructed his disciples: “When the
question of being humane is at stake, do not yield to your teacher.””’” Since humane-
ness ({) is the cardinal virtue in Confucius’s teaching, he urged his students never
to relinquish their moral judgment in matters of self-cultivation and human
transactions.

Because the authorities of sovereign, parent, and teacher are enshrined in the
ancient Ru classics, Mencius’s remarks on canonical texts further illuminate the dis-
tinctive Ruist understanding of power. Mencius says, “If one were to believe every-
thing in the Documents, I would prefer that there be no such book.”?® As the second
most esteemed Ru teacher after Confucius—and as the compilation of the Documents
itself was traditionally ascribed to Confucius—Mencius’s point is clear: under the
ultimate authority of the cosmic Dao, even the authority of the ancient classics
remains secondary.

However, if the cosmic Dao serves as the highest authority for adjudicating all
other forms of authority, who can legitimately speak on its behalf? Because the cosmic
Dao pervades all beings and every human life, the Ru tradition ultimately locates this
highest authority in the innately good human nature, namely the conscientious and
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discerning heartmind (/) of each self-cultivating person. To clarify this point,
I will still draw on exemplars from the recognized Ruist lineage of the Dao as
expressed in the second millennium of imperial East Asia, alternatively known as
Neo-Confucianism, in order to highlight its emphasis on individual moral autonomy
in discerning which authorities deserve allegiance.

In the exchanges of instruction and inquiry between Zhu Xi and his students, who
is deemed by many to be the most important Ru philosopher of that period, there
are abundant examples of how he instructed them to rely upon their autonomous
heartmind in reading books and learning from Ru predecessors and teachers. For
instance:

The way of learning has been clearly and fully set forth by the sages and
worthies of old. . . . In reading, one must return to the text again and again,
attending to each paragraph, each sentence, each word, and striving to grasp its
meaning. One should also consult the commentaries and transmitted explan-
ations, clarifying the teaching until it becomes lucid and coherent. The principles
of the Dao must accord with one’s own heartmind. Only then is it truly attained.’

This method of learning from past examples, classics, and commentaries in reli-
ance upon one’s own judicious heartmind is clearly indicated by Zhu Xi’s own way of
composing the Collective Annotations on the Four Books, the most influential Ruist work
in late imperial East Asia:

In earlier days, reading texts required my great effort. When studying the
Analects and the Mencius, 1 kept a whole chest filled with commentaries.
Each time I read a passage, I would consult many of them, tracing the thread
of meaning through their various explanations. Only after discerning where
each interpretation truly settled would I judge what was right and what
was wrong. . . . At times others said something was correct, and through this
I realized what was mistaken in my own understanding. At other times,
though ten people all declared something wrong, I would, because of this,
come to see what was right in my own view. Thus, at times this point becomes
clear, at times that point becomes clear, and before long everything becomes
clear. In the end, everything depends on the reach of one’s own insight and discernment;
there is no other method.*

Consistent with Zhu Xi’s and other Ru predecessors’ view of the autonomous
capacity of the human heartmind, Wang Yangming (1472-1529), the leading master
of the Ming-dynasty lineage of heartmind learning, articulated this Ruist understand-
ing of authority and normativity with particular force:

Learning pivots upon the conviction from one’s heartmind. If words are exam-
ined in my heartmind and found to be wrong, although they have come from
the mouth of Confucius, I dare not accept them as correct. How much less for
those words from people less worthy than Confucius! If words are examined in
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my heartmind and found to be correct, although they have come from the
mouth of ordinary people, I dare not regard them as wrong. How much less
for those words of Confucius!*!

The classics are the enduring Dao. The Six Classics are nothing other than the
constant Dao within my own heartmind. . . . For a person of virtue engaging
the Six Classics: seeking the waxing and waning of yin and yang within his
heartmind and responding in due season—this is why he honors the
Change; seeking the patterns and structures within his heartmind and giving
them timely manifestation—this is why he honors the Rizes; seeking the joy
and harmony within his heartmind and allowing them timely emergence—this
is why he honors the Music; seeking the sincerity, falsity, uprightness, and
depravity within his heartmind and discerning them in due time—this is
why he honors the Spring and Autumn Annals. Thus the Six Classics are the
records of my heartmind, and the true substance of the Six Classics is fully
contained within my heartmind.®

In sum, authority in the Ru tradition accords with the major features of
Hellenistic spirituality as articulated by Hadot and Foucault, particularly in their
reading of Stoicism. Although individuals cultivate themselves toward the salvific
goal of a good life within an intricate network of human authorities, including polit-
ical, societal, familial, and educational structures, the ultimate authority guiding
these practices is the cosmic order of the universe, understood as either the Logos
or the Dao. This order is discerned through the autonomous awareness of each
practitioner, expressed as either Reason or the conscientious Heartmind.

A closer analysis reveals important differences between Ruism and Stoicism
regarding how the components of the human psyche contribute to ultimate self-
transformation. For Stoicism, emotions and the will must conform to rationally scru-
tinized ethical precepts in order to transform the person as a whole; in this regard,
Stoicism maintains a strict dualism between reason and emotion. By contrast, in
Ruism, reason arises from within emotion and remains inseparable from it. In other
words, Stoicism relies on the individualized Reason distinguished from emotion,
whereas Ruism relies on the individual Heartcmind—the experiential core of con-
sciousness in which reason and emotion are mutually intertwined.”® Nevertheless,
in taking the autonomous self as the final locus of adjudication and interpretation
regarding one’s understanding of the cosmic order, as well as in engaging human
authorities such as teachers, predecessors, and classical texts within a tradition,
the two traditions ultimately converge.

Since Stoicism and Ruism share the same structural characteristics regarding
authority and allegiance as spiritual traditions, major semantic shifts in key terms
within interreligious studies, when applied to the Hellenistic spirituality as analyzed
in the two sections above, should also apply to Ruism. In other words, if Ruism is
categorized as a philosophy, then it is a PWL type of philosophy that relies on rational
reflection to facilitate diverse exercises of self-transformation oriented toward an
ultimate cosmic goal. If Ruism is understood as a religion, it does not organize itself
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around institutionally authorized doctrines or creeds that constrain one’s religious
expression. Rather, it is a living tradition of experiential encounter with ultimate real-
ity, in which such experience undergoes continual articulation and rational scrutiny
within lineages of subtraditions. If Ruism has a theology, it would be an Aristotelian
type of theology that inquires into the boundary conditions of a metaphysical
discourse integral to PWL. And if Ruism may be described as spiritual, such spiri-
tuality includes the physical and indeed encompasses all dimensions of human life,
especially the ordering of family, society, politics, and civilizations under discerned
principles that govern the whole cosmos.*

NONCONFESSIONAL TRANSRELIGIOUS THEOLOGY OF RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY

Based on this unique conception of spiritual authority uncovered above through
Hadot’s and Foucault’s metaphilosophical works on ancient philosophy, together
with the comparison of these accounts with Ruism, we may pose a further question:
What significance does this conception of spiritual authority hold for contemporary
interreligious studies and learning?

In my other publication,® I have traced the genealogical origin of the concept of
“confessional” as it is used to categorize a confessional type of comparative theology, a
dominant approach within current academic discourse. Rooted in early Christian
beliefs that the Scriptures are revealed words of truth about God, distinct from
and superior to pagan classics such as Greek philosophy, and in the pre-Nicene
use of doctrinal tenets to recapitulate scriptural readings in declaratory or liturgical
rituals, this confessional approach to theology was quickly shaped by what I call a
“creedal attitude” after the formal establishment of Christianity in the medieval
Europe. Within such an understanding of theology, human expressions of religious
experience must first be shaped by a determinate set of articles of doctrine that are
meant to be unalterable; only then does a theologian of this type employ rational tools
to articulate the implications of those determinate creeds in varying circumstances. In
today’s context of global religious diversity, this model calls for a specific approach to
comparative theology that seeks to incorporate outsiders’ insights in order to enrich
or enhance one’s original confessional commitment to religious truth within one’s
home tradition. In the process of engaging non-home traditions, various modes of
the theology of religions have been constructed, including the familiar typology
of exclusivism, inclusivism, pluralism, and particularism.

However, as the above analysis has indicated, some Hellenistic traditions such as
Stoicism and certain non-Western traditions such as Ruism understand authority
along a distinctively nonconfessional trajectory. Accordingly, their approach to engag-
ing other traditions must be reconfigured. To address this need, I have proposed an
alternative mode of engaging religious diversity, which I call a transreligious theology of
religions diversity, for nonconfessional spiritual traditions, in contrast to the traditional
Christianity-based theology of religions. Without repeating arguments published
elsewhere on this topic,® I will briefly summarize the conclusions of that research
here in concluding this paper.
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If we accept the rooted yet nonconfessional PWL type of theology (such as the defi-
nition of theology in Aristotelianism, Stoicism or Ruism) as one distinctive form of
theology that lacks a confessional basis, what kind of transreligious theology of religious
diversity should we adopt after reexamining the traditional Christianity-based theology
of religions? In other words, if one’s spiritual and faithful life is rooted in a nonconfes-
sional religious tradition, how can one recognize and appreciate the value of other tra-
ditions? Do the conventional categories of exclusivism, inclusivism, pluralism, and
particularism still suffice? If so, to what extent? If not, how might they be modified?
Drawing on my Ruist sensibility, I have offered four major claims and tentatively con-
struct a new theory of religious diversity fit for nonconfessional religious traditions.

I have examined several major Christian thinkers, each representing one of the
aforementioned theologies of religions: George Lindbeck for particularism, Jacques
Dupuis for open inclusivism, John Hick for parallel pluralism, and Karl Barth
for confessional exclusivism, together with related interlocutors. My thesis is that
because the transreligious theology of religious diversity does not rely on a confes-
sional understanding of faith shaped by traditional Christianity, it need not fall into
any of these established categories. Rather, it can appropriate legitimate insights from
each while revising certain core elements.

Such a transreligious theology begins with the private and exclusive moment of an
individual’s encounter with ultimate reality. No linguistic apparatus can fully convey
the phenomenal nature of such an experience to others; hence, this encounter bears a
structural resemblance to exclusivism whenever it is articulated to other individuals
or traditions.

The stimulation, expression, and justification of that experience are normally and
ideally rooted in a comprehensive world tradition. Such a tradition forms a linguistic
and cultural system; in order to assess any claim within it as true, one must cultivate
an embodied understanding of the tradition as a whole. This holistic character means
that the linguistic, communal, and generational expression of religious experience
shares the feature of particularism.

However, motivated by a deep desire to understand one’s own tradition, which has
long interacted with others, and by the search for new ways to sustain and express
religious experience that bridges the distance between ultimate and human reality,
this seeded way of life within a particular tradition remains open to new insights
from both within and beyond itself, while seeking to relate to truths discoverable
across pluralistic traditions. In doing so, such a tradition remains in a perpetual
process of “including,” without arriving at any final moment of “inclusion,” and
without evaluating or ranking other traditions as wholes.

Understood in this way, a seeded yet continually including spiritual tradition may
relate to other traditions on the assumption that all address the same ultimate reality,
while recognizing that each may disclose different features of that reality from dis-
tinct perspectives. Only through a careful process of interreligious learning may the
rooted tradition discern whether and how to incorporate insights from traditions sub-
stantially different from its own. In other words, it seeks to engage pluralism while
critically including it.

53



54

BUDDHIST-CHRISTIAN STUDIES

In sum, this transreligious theology of religious diversity represents a subtle syn-
thesis of the major categories of traditional theologies of religions: a nonconfessional
particularism, driven by and sustaining experiential exclusivism, integrated with a
seeded open inclusivism that embraces relational pluralism.
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