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Introduction

‘Byrne’s’ Religious Pluralism is a theory built by Peter Byrne on the fact that there is a plurality of religions. More specifically, it is the position which is articulated with great sophistication, balance and nuance in his Prolegomena to Religious Pluralism
. The fact that the position Byrne constructs with such care there is not actually one he himself wishes to occupy could well escape the casual reader. It is hinted at only intermittently in his text by claims such as, ‘It is right, in my view, for an initial outline of pluralism, such as is offered here, to fall short of a categorical affirmation ... It better fits the limited nature of this undertaking and the present state of human reflection on the religions to see pluralism as the affirmation of a research programme with some promise but no guarantee of success.’
 This alone leaves it unclear whether Byrne is nevertheless tentatively advancing Religious Pluralism as he defines it as a truth; as truth-apt (it’s the sort of thing that’s trying to be true); or as something else entirely, ‘a research programme with some promise of success’. However, I have the advantage of having had his intentions in this regard clarified for me by his comments on an earlier draft of this paper. He thinks it’s the second of these. Byrne claims that in Prolegomena he ‘was trying to see what could be done for a view I do not actually espouse’; he actually ‘favours a naturalistic, anti-realist account of human religious cognition’. Byrne still thinks of ‘his’ version of Religious Pluralism as the most plausible version on offer; it’s just not, in the final analysis, as plausible as his ‘naturalistic, anti-realist account’. My argument in this paper is to the effect that ‘Byrne’s’ version of Religious Pluralism is not in itself at all plausible. Whether it nevertheless manages to be the most plausible version of pluralism on offer is a question left untouched by this of course, but the implication that pluralists must hope that it’s not is easy to draw. In order to avoid cumbersome ways of referring to my stalking horse in this discussion, I shall abandon the convention of using scare quotation marks around ‘Byrne’ and the like in what follows and simply attribute the position articulated in Prolegomena to Byrne. This all out of the way then, we may say that Byrne defines his Religious Pluralism by its commitment to three claims:-

‘1. All major religious traditions are equal in respect of making common reference to a single transcendent sacred reality. 

2. All major traditions are likewise equal in respect of offering some means or other to human salvation. 

3. All traditions are to be seen as containing revisable, limited, accounts of the nature of the sacred: none is certain enough in its particular dogmatic formulations to provide the norm for interpreting the others.’
  

In this paper, I shall argue for the following:- 

(A) Byrne can’t think of himself as having the resources to provide a defence for 1. (B) 2 is in danger of being rendered trivial by the stipulative definition of religions that Byrne offers; however, if one interprets it as claiming that each religion offers substantially the same and equally effective means to human salvation, it becomes substantial but implausible. It also becomes indefensible - in virtue of the latter conjunct being indefensible - on Byrne’s own principles. (C) Byrne’s own reasoning should - and towards the end of his book almost does - lead him to conclude that even if the first half of 3 is right, the second half is wrong.

I shall argue for claims A, B and C in the order that I have made them in sections A, B and C below, starting each section with a restatement of the claim of Byrne’s to which it addresses itself most directly. 

A

1. All major religious traditions are equal in respect of making common reference to a single transcendent sacred reality. 


Byrne himself argues that if 1 is to be at all plausible, then any variant of the currently unpopular descriptions theory of how names such as ‘God’, ‘Allah’ and ‘Brahman’ secure their reference must be false. Under a descriptions theory, whether or not such names secure reference is roughly (there are variants) a function of whether enough of the descriptions believed by the user(s) of the name to be true of the referent are in fact true of a single object. If they are, then that’s what the name names. If they’re not, then the name fails to secure reference (more or less radically on some variants). On a descriptions theory, 1’s being true would thus require that the various religions, differing as they do in the content of the particular descriptions that they think are true of the object of their worship/enlightenment nevertheless co-incidentally each have the following: (a) enough true descriptions of this entity to satisfy the function specified by the preferred variant of the descriptions theory in order for them to succeed in referring to it and, possibly (depending on how much weight is put on the concept of them being equal in referring here), (b) the same amount or proportion of true descriptions. As to claim that all the World’s religions satisfy even the first half of this standard is most implausible, so there’s much plausibility in Byrne’s suggestion that we need to look for another theory of how such names secure reference if 1 is to be defended. As Byrne puts it, ‘Such an account will better accommodate divergences in description of the sacred across the traditions and it promises a different version of realism which does not tie it too far to descriptive knowledge of religious reality’
. Fortunately for Byrne’s project, as we look around recent developments in the Philosophy of Language, we find such a theory. Unfortunately, we find more than one. Let us cover our blushes at this embarrassment of riches and assume that which the superfluity of such theories is not itself a good argument for, that one of these new theories of reference can be made to work for names such as ‘God’, ‘Allah’, ‘Brahman’ et al. We must then observe the following:- Given that we can’t move from the claim that we have no reason to think that religion A gets on better than religion B, rather than B getting on better than A, in respect of making reference to a single transcendent sacred reality to the conclusion that we have reason to think they get on equally well, so, if 1 is to be supported rather than merely asserted, three things are required. Firstly, we’ll need a variant of the new theory of reference on which whether or not the World’s religions get on equally well in referring depends on certain ascertainable-in-principle facts. Secondly, we’ll need to have ascertained these facts in practice. And thirdly, we’ll need these facts to have come out right. Success in all three of these looks very unlikely in that it is a common feature of all variants of the new theory of reference that the referent (if any) of names such as ‘God’, ‘Allah’ and ‘Brahman’ is determined by facts about how the name in question was as a historical matter of fact introduced and these facts are certainly now, some thousands of years after the relevant events, inscrutable. On some versions of the new theory of reference, if the name ‘God’, for example, is to refer to a being who transcends the physical universe, then the first use of the name must have been caused in a natural law-violating way. Relevant facts about such violations are arguably inscrutable to us even in principle (regardless of how spatiotemporally proximate we are to them). Either way then, in practice or in principle, the facts on which the truth or falsity of 1 turns are inscrutable.
 


This is a quite general problem for anyone who wishes to defend 1 in the manner Byrne endorses and Byrne’s sketch of his own preferred theory of reference does nothing to mitigate it, quite the opposite. He points out that a causal theory in too-simple a form can be refuted by the fact that that the name ‘Madagascar’ was first used by natives to refer to part of the Island that it now names; it has changed reference despite having an impeccable causal history from its original use to the present
. We may imagine without difficulty other examples where the ultimate referent is without contention not co-extensive with even a part of the original referent. Impressed by such considerations, Byrne thus parts company with certain others on this issue, e.g. Alston
, and proposes that we re-incorporate elements of the descriptions theory. Certain ‘hard-core’ properties are posited as being in the minds of those who introduce the name. On this theory it becomes incorrect to say that if ‘the being causally responsible for a community’s experience shares none of the hard-core properties of the God that community thinks it worships, then it is still worshipping that thing. We would in such a case have a good ground for saying that it turned out they were worshipping nothing at all.’
 Byrne has, it will be observed, uncharacteristically slipped into presuming a certain sort of Philosophical Theism (‘worship’, ‘God’) in his transcendental perspective on this matter.
 Byrne’s considered view is not that we use the concept of God, but that we use ‘the philosophical notion of the ultimate both to provide the essence of the identificatory knowledge we need and to define the basic ontological category to which the transcendent might belong’
. So, on Byrne’s considered view, whilst it’s true that the original user of a name must be ‘able to locate the object [referred to by it] in some rough category or kind’
, for names such as ‘God’, ‘Allah’, and ‘Brahnam’, the original users have done this by their having in mind as they introduced these names, not some proto-philosophical-theistic concept of God, but rather the trans-religious ‘philosophical notion of the ultimate’. It is immediately obvious that the claim that the various people who first introduced the names, ‘God’, ‘Allah’, ‘Brahman’ and the like had one and the same and the right ‘hard-core’ ‘philosophical notion of the ultimate’ in mind will be a hard one to defend, not least because it’s by no means obvious that all current participants to this debate have one and the same ‘hard-core’ philosophical notion of the ultimate in mind when they discuss whether or not it’s plausible to ascribe the same notion to the originators of these various names. Of course, on the Philosophical Theism that Byrne ultimately eschews here, one might retreat to the claim that God had it in His mind, when He - for He it was, not the culturally and temporally distant mortals whom we might have thought introduced these various names - introduced Himself with the names ‘God’, ‘Allah’, ‘Brahman’ et al., names which hence became names for Himself despite the vast distances between the diverse cultures of the World in which the first parts of the causal chains which we can trace end up. However, to make this move, as Alston might, would be precisely to elevate the doctrinal claims of one tradition above the others so that they might provide the metaphysical framework by which to explain the others, would be to make precisely the move that the Pluralist qua Pluralist cannot make. See the latter half of Byrne’s 3. For Byrne, it can only be human persons’ minds which we can use in our theory here and the problem is thus that the putative fact that the relevant human persons had one and the same and the right philosophical notion of the ultimate in mind is highly questionable. What’s not questionable is the claim that the fact required for the truth of 1 - if fact it be - that they did have the same and the right philosophical conception of the ultimate in mind is now quite irretrievable by us.


Byrne shows himself cognisant of some ‘oddities’
 that are thrown up by Pluralism in this area when he says, ‘First, pluralists will defend a common reference thesis here even though there is no clear-cut agreement across all traditions on the categorical status of the object of reference. Is it a substance, quality, relation or all or none of these? Second the pluralist as I have described him or her is departing from a strict neutrality as between all traditions in presenting the common reference thesis via the notion of an absolute that is ontologically, valuatively and rationally ultimate. For that is to use what are, on many accounts, decidedly non-Buddhist categories to fix the reference of all traditions. This departure from neutrality is best admitted.’
 If no ‘clear-cut’ agreement were taken to mean no agreement at all, then the first ‘oddity’, if accepted, would straightforwardly destroy the hope of reintroducing the descriptions element to the causal theory in the manner Byrne suggests is necessary to avoid the oversimplification revealed by Evans’s ‘Madagascar’ example and the like. Thus we should read the ‘clear-cut’ clause as crucial and hence see him as claiming that in the absence of clear-cut evidence that there was in the original tradition agreement in the categorical status of the object of reference as that which is ‘ontologically, valuatively and rationally ultimate’, the Pluralist cannot defend in a clear-cut successful way a common referent and thus 1. In the absence not simply of clear-cut evidence but of any evidence that there was in the original tradition agreement in the categorical status of the object of reference as that which is ‘ontologically, valuatively and rationally ultimate’, the Pluralist cannot defend in any way a common referent and thus 1.
 So is there any evidence?


Byrne himself admits early on that, ‘In the nature of the case, we are not going to have direct evidence that all or most names for the sacred causally descend in the right way from grounding in contact with one and the same referent.’
 The indirect evidence he posits as a suitable stand-in once we’ve admitted that direct evidence will not arrive is as follows: ‘We will have to look for indications that it is plausible to suppose that the causal pathways trace back to the same referent via very roughly similar forms of identification. Similar material practices will again be important here, as will larger programmatic considerations (such as economy)’
. Cheeringly for a defender of Pluralism, we are told that we do ‘have a powerful motive, resting on the demands of intellectual economy and charity, to assign all traditions the same referent, provided we find similarities in important material practices and not too dissimilar classifications of the sacred focus.’
 But the appeals to economy and charity here are nothing other than an injunction that we assume the same referent unless we’ve got positive reasons against doing so. The claim that we won’t find any positive reasons against doing so when we look at the ‘material practices’ and ‘classifications of the sacred focus’ as we peer back into the earliest history of religions is thus what needs defending. And it is going to be difficult to defend. That we won’t find substantial variations in the ‘classifications of the sacred focus’, i.e. within the descriptions believed by the earliest adherents of which we have any adequate knowledge of the various religions of the World will strike anyone who has ever done a course in comparative religion as most implausible. It might be that there weren’t any differences (or at least important ones) at the pre-historical moment or moments of ‘baptism’ in which the various names for this sacred focus were first introduced, because at that stage there was a universal bonding of humanity in ‘the philosophical notion of the ultimate’. But this fact – if fact it be - is the one that, as I have argued, is now quite epistemically inaccessible to us. Of course in the absence of any evidence one way or the other
 we might just throw all the weight on ‘economy and charity’. But we don’t think this is the right way to proceed in other areas.  We have no evidence for or against the suggestion that pre-historical peoples all agreed with us that the earth orbited the sun rather than vice versa, yet we don’t think that we should assume that they did agree with us just for reasons of ‘economy and charity’, later disagreements for which we do have historical evidence being divergences from a previous consensus. Surely if the first points in the causal chains that we can trace show great differences in the ‘material practices’ and ‘classifications of the sacred focus’ (as they do), this should dissuade us from thinking that there existed prior to then the consensus which the truth of 1 requires. There are limits to economy and charity after all.

B

2. All major traditions are likewise equal in respect of offering some means or other to human salvation. 


In his discussion of 2, we find Byrne encouraging us to define religions by ‘focusing on common functional and structural properties of the religions.’
 Why? Because this ‘is the most likely way in which the pluralist can preserve a strong sense of the diversity of religions alongside the desired comparability between them.’
 As Byrne observes, ‘There is an element of stipulation in it, reflecting its theoretical background’
. The claim that all religions offer some means or other to human salvation isn’t a substantive claim about religions defined in other terms, one which might thus require arguments in its favour; it’s a truth-by-definition. If a certain system doesn’t offer some means or other to human salvation, it’s not a religion; if it offers some means or other to human salvation, it is a religion. As Byrne himself says, his ‘discussion makes it true by definition that all things which belong to the genus ‘religion’ have a concern with the highest human good’
. If this is all that 2 means, then there’s nothing to be argued with in it because there’s nothing substantial being said by it. Fortunately, Byrne in fact packs more into 2 than this. He thinks that Religious Pluralism ‘must assert, at the least, a worthwhile degree of overlap or comparability between religions as systems of salvation’
. It’s not just that they must offer some means or other (by definition), they must offer the same; overlapping; or comparable means rather than other; non-overlapping; or incomparable ones. This then promises to be a substantial claim. Byrne locates the primary difficulty for the Pluralist here as thus being to meet those critics of pluralism who ‘ask how much substantive similarity is required in the elements which go to make up the vision of salvation offered by each religion. The critic will contend that for pluralism to make good its case extensive similarities in belief and practice are required and that few in fact are found. Critics of pluralism contend that the theme of salvation offers very little or no opportunity to liken members of the class of religions.’
 From the point of view of a critic or even would-be comprehender of Pluralism, what would be ideal would be a clear articulation of what the criteria for identity, overlap, and comparability are in this context and perhaps an example of what a different, non-overlapping and incomparable means to human salvation would look like. Then we could have a presentation of a history of the World’s religions which showed that all have held the same, overlapping, or comparable means; none have held to anything like the alternative model posited as available in principle for a different, non-overlapping, and incomparable means to salvation. None of this do we get from Byrne. We do get an admission that ‘there is no single, detailed and concrete way of life that they all preach’
, but it is claimed that there is nevertheless a ‘basic orientation toward the eternal that might be present in all faiths.’
 Might be? That sounds too weak for his conclusion; let’s suppose we give him ‘is’ here for the sake of argument. All religions then tell us that the means to human salvation (the end a concern for which they all share qua religions by definition) is a ‘basic orientation toward the eternal’. They could in principle have told us something else, e.g. that it’s merely certain earthly-people-focused practices, but in fact, let us say with Byrne, none actually do tell us something else. Even if they disagree on the details of how to achieve this ‘basic orientation toward the eternal’ that this is what needs to be achieved for human salvation is something they all agree about. 


Byrne recognises that he may be accused at this stage of positing an agreement that is in fact insubstantial after all, merely ‘formal’
 as he puts it, but he thinks this danger can be avoided. Here is an example of an agreement being too formal to count as an agreement. Someone who claimed that the Soviet Union and the rest of the Allies agreed in Yalta on the desirability of establishing ‘interim governmental authorities broadly representative of all democratic elements in the population and pledged to the earliest possible establishment through free elections of governments responsive to the will of the people’ (as their joint declaration had it) would be, we would say, mistaken. Given that they disagreed about all the significant details of what ‘democratic elements’, ‘free elections’ and ‘governments responsive to the will of the people’ meant, thus one gets a better understanding of Yalta by seeing their ideological disagreements as meaning that there was nothing left over for there to be substantial agreement about. The ‘agreement’ was entirely formal. Byrne maintains that the parallel danger can be overcome in the case of religions. It is not to be overcome by straightforwardly maintaining that we will find enough first-order agreement about the religious details of how to achieve a ‘basic orientation towards the eternal’ for the claim that all religions see this as the means to salvation not to be evacuated of all content. Rather, it is to be overcome by seeing ‘the specifics of the traditions...[as contributing to] a success-making feature which is in itself non-tradition specific.’ The ‘non-tradition specific’ that is specified by Byrne is the ‘common moral values across traditions... Orientation to the good is the key mark of the presence of a common salvific quest because such orientation is a token of turning to the transcendent and the eternal. Points of agreement on the content of that good strengthen the idea of the common quest.’
 It is with this last sentence that Byrne offers us his ‘de-formalising’ promise (the italics, which I hope bring this out, are mine). We are promised that a study of the religious traditions of the World will reveal ‘a common morality [that] is one of the masts to which pluralism must pin its flag’
. Let’s suppose that Byrne’s right to make us this promise; such a study would reveal a common morality (a real common morality that is, not the merely formal common morality that Stalin shared with Roosevelt and Churchill). It is still clear that this will not give Byrne what he needs unless all religious traditions also teach that it is in following this morality that one achieves the ‘basic orientation toward the eternal’ that is required for salvation and it is clear that at least some things that have passed as major religious traditions until now have not taught this. Justification-by-faith-not-works Protestantism cannot be counted as subscribing to this view, so if Byrne’s Religious Pluralism is to stagger on, it will have to shed the encumbrance of counting this as a religion (or at least as a major religious tradition
).


Now let’s move on to another idea that Byrne packs into his 2. ‘Pluralists need to present ways of linking portrayals of salvation across the religions so that we can see the faiths as members of a common enterprise, each of which is likely to achieve sufficient success.’
 With this claim, Byrne adds to the ‘common enterprise pursued in a common way’ element, which we have just discussed, the claim that the adherents of each religion committed to this common enterprise pursued in a common way will achieve ‘sufficient success’ in this enterprise. This is certainly not something that any major religious tradition other than Hinduism has maintained, but that fact in itself doesn’t show this claim of Byrne’s to be false, because Byrne’s claim here isn’t one about what the various religious traditions say about the likelihood of sufficient success being achieved by the adherents of other traditions. It’s a claim about what - regardless of what anyone might say about it – are the chances of them achieving sufficient success. But precisely because it’s this sort of claim, we’ll need an argument for it from a corner of thinking quite different from that into which Byrne’s Religious Pluralism has painted him. 


To see this, let’s suppose for a moment that there’s actually a God who’ll send everyone but those who slavishly subscribe to vegetarianism during their earthly lives to Hell. On this supposition, this additional claim of Byrne’s that all religious people will ultimately achieve ‘sufficient success’ in their common enterprise of achieving salvation is false. Only a small minority will achieve ‘sufficient success’ because only a small minority will achieve any success at all, everyone else being sent to Hell. The fact that we’re all pursuing roughly the same means to achieve the common end of human salvation (if granted), doesn’t entail that we’ll all do roughly the same in the end. Perhaps what seem to us small differences in the detail of our means will have what will seem to us a disproportionate difference in their outcomes. If I tell you that all of my pupils have got roughly fifty percent in their end of year exam, a pass in which is necessary for them to proceed to the next year, this won’t tell you whether or not they each achieved ‘sufficient success’ unless I tell you what the pass mark is; and if the pass mark is fifty percent, then the smallest differences between them might have made all the difference to their ‘destinies’. The supposition of a vegetarian-loving-everyone-else-hating God and a myriad of other possibilities then are suppositions we’ll need to have ruled out before we can be sure that all the traditions of the World are more or less equally effective in achieving sufficient success even if we grant that they’re all pursuing roughly similar means to a common end. Given the claim made by Byrne in his 3, that amongst all traditions (those that would deny the existence of such a God as well as those that would affirm it) ‘none is certain enough in its particular dogmatic formulations to provide the norm for interpreting the others’, then we cannot rule such possibilities out; no ‘dogmatic formulation’ of the sort ‘There’s no such God’ can be drawn on to support the truth of this element of 2. Thus, this element of 2 is insupportable on Byrne’s principles. 


Finally on this point, I can’t resist pointing out that, at least prima facie, the claim that that we’ll all reach ‘sufficient success’ in the end seems very counter-intuitive. Recall that for Byrne, ‘Reference is ... a material practice in which true description plays but a small part - contexts, methods of investigation and causal links between speaker and object being primary. This all suggests that a theory can be interpreted realistically although it is to a large extent false. It can have the appropriate links - semantic and epistemological - to reality despite being riddled with falsity.’
 This might naturally raise the thought that there might be a religion - even a major religious tradition - or two, which is riddled with falsity. Now consider this: Would one prima facie expect that following a religion riddled with falsity would offer one the same chance of ‘sufficient success’ in achieving human salvation as following one that wasn’t so riddled with falsity, or following one that was completely true? I wouldn’t. Consider this plausibly parallel case. 


It’s not implausible to claim that by definition every medical tradition - not just Western medicine, but aromatherapy, homeopathy, voodoo, et al. - is concerned with human health, reference to which, one might maintain, is a material practice in which true description plays but a small part. Thus we can interpret all these theories realistically; all of them can have the appropriate semantic and epistemological links to reality despite some or perhaps all being riddled with falsity. Perhaps there are enzymes, cells, metabolic processes, et cetera; perhaps there aren’t, but instead there are auras, wicked spirits, or whatever. It doesn’t matter for the purposes of each tradition adequately securing reference to and maintaining a common enterprise in human health. But would it not be natural to conclude that, even given all this, the medical tradition that does have the greatest number of true descriptions of reality would be the best to participate in if one actually wanted to maximise one’s chances of achieving ‘sufficient success’ when it came to good health? Wouldn’t one say something like the following: ‘All right, I accept that all these traditions might succeed in referring to and aiming at the same thing, health, but if my participating in one with more false descriptions of that thing gives it to me as well as my participating in one with more true descriptions, then that will just be a matter of luck’? Even if we become convinced of all the necessary parallel theses about reference, common enterprises and more-or-less common practices (all involve implements and potions after all), we’ll still think that the level of success that they offer could be markedly different and we’ll still think that to the extent that a tradition is riddled with false beliefs about its object, the level of success it offers is likely to be low.


So, by way of summing up our thoughts with regard to claim 2, we may say this. When we add together both the substantive parts of the claim that Byrne seems to wish to be making with 2, we see him as claiming that the World’s religions can plausibly be construed as offering substantially the same means to human salvation (basic orientation towards the eternal through subscription to a trans-cultural common morality); religious traditions which teach that morality isn’t the means to salvation (Justification-by-faith-not-works Protestantism) aren’t religions (or major religious traditions, anyway). We could grant Byrne this without conceding the further claim packed into 2, that all the detailed prescriptions accruing to the central and universal principle ‘Orientate yourself towards the eternal via trans-cultural morality’ result in sets of procedures that are equally successful in allowing their followers to arrive at salvation. This last claim is not a claim about what religions actually say of the importance of our ordering our lives in the way they prescribe rather than any other, but of whether the behaviour they endorse actually works. Thus we’ll need arguments ruling out a myriad of apparent metaphysical possibilities involving it not working before we can have reason to believe this (arguments that subscription to the second half of Byrne’s 3 forbids). A priori one would not expect it to be true; one would not expect equal success in an enterprise from those following accounts based on largely false descriptions of the object of concern in that enterprise and from those following accounts based on largely true ones.

C 

3. All traditions are to be seen as containing revisable, limited, accounts of the nature of the sacred: none is certain enough in its particular dogmatic formulations to provide the norm for interpreting the others.

Even if it’s not supported by 1 and 2, Byrne’s 3 might commend itself to us on independent grounds; indeed I think the first half of it should so commend itself. This being so, it is worth sketching just what the first half of 3 amounts to and what these grounds might look like before looking at the difficulties Byrne elides in moving from the first half to the second. 


Byrne’s ‘pluralism is not as such committed to saying that all major religions are equal in every aspect of cognitive endeavour or that no judgements of superiority of any kind between religions or their component elements are possible.... All that is required ... is equality in some effective cognitive contact with the transcendent capable of supporting a thesis about religions as vehicles of salvation’
 The ‘affirmation of minimal ontological claims is [made] possible by finding a remaining warrant in moral and religious experience for those claims, while moral and religious experience also point to the pluralist picture of human nature as capable of cognitive outreach to the transcendent.’
 Thus, according to Byrne, ‘religions should be seen as limited, partial but somehow cumulative attempts to put humankind in touch with the transcendent’
 We should accept that ‘we are always prone to error; that even, where we know, we could have been wrong; that our cognitive claims are always open to challenge. It teaches, therefore, a due caution about the use of our cognitive powers, especially where we use those powers in areas beyond common observation or in which disagreement is rife.’
 ‘Disagreement entails doubt to the extent that there is no publicly available means of resolving disagreement.’
 Although one might worry away at the details, it strikes me that there is much in this that should strike one as plausible.


An analogy might be helpful to bring out Byrne’s position as stated in the first half of 3 and its plausibility. 

You are standing with some friends by the side of a deserted road to watch a car rally. After a few minutes, a lone car goes noisily by and it seems to you to be blue. This seeming to you is - via something like Swinburne’s Principle of Credulity - a prima facie good reason for you to believe that the car is indeed blue, given that you have no reason to believe that all other things are not equal: it is broad daylight; you have an unobstructed view of the road, as do your friends; and so on. You therefore believe that the car is blue and think yourself reasonable for doing so. So far, so good. You say to the man standing next to you that you think that the blue car that has just passed is an original S-type Jaguar. He looks back at you somewhat startled: ‘Well, it was a Jaguar all right, but it wasn’t blue; it was bright red.’ The lady standing next to him says, ‘Wait a minute, it was jet black.’ Someone else says, ‘It was yellow with pink spots’; another says, ‘Bright green, surely?’ What is it rational for you to believe now about the colour of the car? To the extent that what seems to you to be the case is contradicted by the testimonies of others, you have reason to be sceptical about the veracity of your perceptions, but perhaps a consensus can be reached on some facts, e.g. that it was a Jaguar or that it was at least a car. This agreement over some issues gives you reason to believe that your variable perceptions have put all of you in touch with a reality that transcends any of them (you’re not all plain delusional), but the disagreement gives you reason to think that your judgements about the details should be taken to be ‘limited and revisable’. Byrne suggests that a parallel argument in the manner of Caroline Franks Davis’s
 from the collective religious testimony of humanity would establish the parallel claim for religions as made in the first half of 3. I incline to agree with him. 


Let’s suppose for the sake of argument then that Byrne and I are right about this; the first half of 3 is true. Would the second half follow from it? Only on the assumption that in the absence of certainty in one’s beliefs, one should not use them to interpret others. But to subscribe to this assumption would be to will the end of practically all thought. One’s seldom completely certain that one’s completely right about anything (and there are some powerful arguments for why one shouldn’t be even if one finds that as a psychological matter of fact one is). One might be completely certain that one’s roughly right about something or pretty certain that one’s completely right about it; or pretty certain that one’s roughly right about it. But in all these cases, it seems, tentative interpretation and judgement of other claims is called for, rather than no interpretation or judgement at all. We live in a world where we must act in conditions of uncertainty on almost every issue. Given this, we must use whatever strikes us as the least uncertain hypothesis in a particular area as our starting point for interpreting and judging the others in that area; of course, we might go wrong in doing this, but as there’s no better course available to us if we’re to continuing thinking - interpreting and judging - so it is this we must do. ‘All right’, Byrne might say, ‘but it’s not just that the religions are uncertain, they’re ‘radically uncertain’
.’ However, even radical uncertainty in an area doesn’t undermine the rationality of proceeding on the best hypothesis available in that area when one has to make a judgement. If you’re at the Grand National and of each horse that’s running it’s radically uncertain that that horse will win, yet you have to put your money somewhere, you should put it on the least radically uncertain horse that’s running if the bookies are offering (oddly) the same pay-offs on each horse in the event that it wins. But do we need to put our money on any one religion rather than any other? I suggest that we do; we live in a world where we have to put our money on something when it comes to the common end which Byrne’s definition of religions commits us to seeing all and only religions as concerning themselves with: we have to commit ourselves to the path which we take to be the most probable of those available in allowing us to reach our ultimate good. If this is right, then the second half of 3 is false and we’ll be left facing the age-old question, ‘So, which religion shall I follow?’

Conclusion

Early on in his book Byrne raises the question of whether Pluralism might be ‘too close to a species of philosophical scepticism about first order religious claims to be compatible with religious belief’
, but points out that it ‘could be philosophically defensible for all that.’
 Towards the end, he returns to this point, saying, ‘There is a paradox here that needs exploring further. If pluralism is true, then rich, living, doctrinally loaded accounts of the nature of transcendent reality and of salvation are both necessary and inevitably flawed. They are necessary for the moulding of the practical and experiential complexes by means of which humankind can genuinely relate to the sacred. They are inevitably flawed, for from the nature of the case they cannot claim strict truth with any certainty.’
 Given that ‘it is open to the pluralist to insist that, despite its truth, the only way in which a life can be lived in relation to the transcendent is through allegiance to and involvement with a particular, ‘positive’ form of religion’
, and given that this thing that it’s ‘open’ for the Pluralist to say is surely the right think to say (on his or her own principles), so the Pluralist should conclude that believing that Pluralism is true is incompatible with living in salvific relation to the transcendent. This isn’t, despite Byrne’s claim, a paradox, even on the truth of Pluralism. There’s nothing paradoxical about discovering that believing the truth about some situation is in some ways incompatible with doing what it is in one’s best interests to do in that situation or even with doing what one ought to do in that situation.
 But it would be an uncomfortable position for the believer in one of the World’s religions to find himself or herself in. Relief for this discomfort is found in observing the distinction between belief that and belief in, on which one can believe that something is probably false (in at least some details), yet nevertheless believe in it absolutely, ‘put one’s money on it’ as I have been putting it.
 It’s not then that if Pluralism is true, given that believing that it’s true erodes our ability to conduct our religious lives and thus achieve salvation, it’s better that we don’t believe that it’s true. Rather, were Pluralism shorn of the last half of claim 3 to be true (Byrne might call this confessional inclusivism rather than Pluralism), then we could yet be rational in believing in a particular religion whilst subscribing to the first half of 3. Of course, we have seen no reason to think that any element of Byrne’s Religious Pluralism except the first half of claim 3 is true and plenty of reason to think that many of its elements are false and/or unknowable given others. For many reasons then, if we are religious, we shouldn’t fear Byrne’s Religious Pluralism as threatening whatever ‘particular ‘positive’ form of religion’ it is which we follow.
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