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john hick philosophy of religion is a cornerstone of modern theological and philosophical discourse,

offering profound insights into the nature of faith, the existence of God, and the diversity of religious

experience. This article delves into the core tenets of John Hick's influential work, exploring his

epistemological foundations, his approach to the problem of evil, and his revolutionary concept of

religious pluralism. We will examine how Hick's thought challenges traditional assumptions and

provides a framework for understanding interfaith dialogue and the multifaceted reality of religious

belief. Prepare to gain a deeper appreciation for the intellectual rigor and compassionate spirit that

define John Hick's philosophy of religion.
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Introduction to John Hick's Philosophy of Religion

John Hick's philosophy of religion represents a pivotal contribution to how we understand faith, God,

and the myriad expressions of religious life. His work is characterized by a deep engagement with

philosophical traditions and a sincere respect for diverse religious traditions. Hick sought to reconcile

the existence of God with the pervasive reality of suffering, a challenge that has occupied theologians

and philosophers for centuries. Furthermore, his development of religious pluralism offered a

groundbreaking perspective on the relationship between different faiths, moving beyond exclusivist or

even inclusivist models to suggest a more comprehensive understanding of divine reality as

experienced by humanity.

Central to Hick's thought is his epistemological approach, which emphasizes the role of religious

experience in grounding belief. He argued that religious experiences, when interpreted within specific

frameworks, can provide genuine evidence for the existence of the divine. This focus on lived

experience forms a crucial part of his defense of the rationality of religious belief, moving away from

purely abstract logical proofs. Understanding John Hick's philosophy of religion requires an

appreciation of these foundational ideas and their subsequent development in his more complex

theories.



The Epistemology of Religious Belief

John Hick placed significant emphasis on the nature of religious knowledge and how individuals come

to believe in the divine. He contended that religious belief is not merely a matter of blind faith but can

be understood as a form of "cognitivism," where religious claims are assertions about reality that can,

in principle, be evidenced. This view positions religious belief within a broader framework of justified

true belief, albeit one that often relies on different kinds of evidence than those found in empirical

science.

Religious Experience as Evidence

A cornerstone of Hick's epistemology is the concept of "religious experience" as a primary source of

evidence for the existence of God. He argued that genuine encounters with the transcendent, whether

mystical visions, personal transformations, or profound moments of awe, can provide individuals with

strong reasons for their faith. Hick's analysis of these experiences draws from phenomenological

approaches, focusing on the content and meaning of these experiences for the believer. He believed

that when these experiences are widespread, consistent within a tradition, and lead to positive moral

and spiritual outcomes, they carry significant epistemic weight.

Hick distinguished between "veridical" and "non-veridical" experiences, suggesting that while some

experiences may be mistaken or illusory, the possibility of veridical religious experiences remains

open. His work encourages a careful examination of the conditions under which such experiences can

be considered reliable indicators of divine reality. This approach seeks to validate the deeply personal

and often transformative encounters that lie at the heart of many religious traditions.

Faith and Reason in Hick's Framework

Hick sought to bridge the perceived gap between faith and reason, arguing that they are not mutually

exclusive but rather complementary aspects of human understanding. He believed that reason plays a

crucial role in interpreting and articulating religious experiences, transforming raw phenomena into

coherent theological doctrines. Faith, in his view, involves a commitment to believe in the reality of



God, a commitment that can be reasonably held in light of the evidence from religious experience and

other sources.

He addressed the logical positivists' critique of religious language by proposing that religious terms

often function referentially, pointing towards a transcendent reality. His philosophical approach aims to

demonstrate that religious belief, when properly understood, is not inherently irrational or arbitrary.

Instead, it is a meaningful and potentially justifiable way of engaging with the ultimate questions of

existence.

The Problem of Evil and Divine Goodness

One of the most enduring challenges in the philosophy of religion is the problem of evil: how can a

benevolent, omnipotent, and omniscient God coexist with the existence of suffering and evil in the

world? John Hick offered a distinctive and influential response to this age-old dilemma through his

development of the "soul-making" theodicy.

The Soul-Making Theodicy

Hick's soul-making theodicy, detailed extensively in his seminal work "Evil and the God of Love," posits

that the world is not intended to be a paradise but rather a "vale of soul-making." In this view, suffering

and hardship are not merely random occurrences but are integral to the process of human spiritual

and moral development. God allows for these challenges to provide opportunities for individuals to

cultivate virtues such as courage, compassion, patience, and resilience.

According to Hick, a world without difficulties would leave no room for the development of such

character traits. The presence of obstacles and temptations, he argues, is necessary for humans to

freely choose the good and grow into mature spiritual beings. This perspective shifts the focus from a

purely retributive understanding of suffering to a developmental one, seeing challenges as catalysts for

growth.



Free Will and Moral Development

Central to the soul-making theodicy is the concept of free will. Hick maintained that genuine moral

development requires the freedom to choose between good and evil. If humans were created in a

state where they could not sin or suffer, their choices would be predetermined, and their moral

progress would be illusory. Therefore, the existence of a world where genuine moral choices are

possible, and where these choices have consequences, is a necessary condition for the kind of soul-

making that God intends.

Hick also considered the role of suffering in fostering empathy and compassion. By experiencing

hardship, individuals can come to understand and sympathize with the suffering of others, thereby

strengthening their bonds of community and their capacity for love. This nuanced understanding of

suffering as a necessary component of a meaningful existence forms a critical aspect of John Hick's

philosophy of religion.

Religious Pluralism: A Revolutionary Concept

Perhaps John Hick's most widely recognized and debated contribution to the philosophy of religion is

his robust defense of religious pluralism. This concept challenges traditional exclusivist claims that

salvation or ultimate truth is available only within one specific religious tradition. Hick proposed a

model that recognizes the validity and salvific efficacy of multiple religious paths.

The Kantian Influence on Pluralism

Hick's pluralistic hypothesis is significantly influenced by the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, particularly

Kant's distinction between the noumenal (the world as it is in itself) and the phenomenal (the world as

it appears to us). Hick applied this distinction to religious experience, suggesting that the ultimate

reality of God (the noumenal) is ineffable and beyond direct human apprehension. Different religious

traditions, in turn, represent various human conceptualizations and interpretations of this ultimate

reality (the phenomenal).

Just as different languages can describe the same physical reality, Hick argued, different religions can



offer diverse, yet equally valid, ways of understanding and relating to the divine. These varying

interpretations are shaped by historical, cultural, and psychological factors, leading to the rich tapestry

of religious traditions we observe.

The Real and the Phenomena in Religion

Building on his Kantian framework, Hick posited that there is an ultimate, transcendent "Real" that is

the object of religious devotion across all traditions. However, this Real, being beyond human

comprehension, is necessarily filtered and interpreted through the distinct conceptual schemes and

historical experiences of different cultures and religions. Consequently, each religion apprehends and

responds to the Real in its own unique way, leading to a multiplicity of religious traditions that are all

pointing towards the same ultimate truth.

This view suggests that the differences between religions, while significant on the phenomenal level,

do not necessarily indicate a fundamental disagreement about the ultimate noumenal reality. Rather,

they represent different, but potentially complementary, ways of engaging with the divine. The truth

claims of religions are seen as expressions of their distinct frameworks for understanding this ultimate

reality.

Implications for Interfaith Dialogue

John Hick's philosophy of religious pluralism has profound implications for interfaith dialogue and the

promotion of religious tolerance and understanding. By affirming the legitimacy of multiple religious

paths, his work provides a philosophical basis for recognizing the common ground and shared values

that exist among different faiths.

It encourages believers to move beyond sectarianism and to engage with other traditions with an

attitude of openness and mutual respect. This approach fosters a more inclusive and harmonious

global religious landscape, where the diversity of human religious experience is celebrated as a

testament to the multifaceted nature of the divine itself. Hick's enduring legacy lies in his ability to

articulate a vision of religious understanding that is both intellectually rigorous and deeply humane.



Hick's Contribution to Contemporary Thought

John Hick's philosophical contributions have undeniably shaped contemporary discussions in the

philosophy of religion. His nuanced approach to the epistemology of religious belief, his insightful

resolution to the problem of evil through soul-making, and his groundbreaking advocacy for religious

pluralism have all left an indelible mark. His work provides a framework for understanding religious

diversity not as a threat but as a rich and complex expression of humanity's ongoing quest for

meaning and transcendence.

The continued relevance of John Hick's philosophy of religion is evident in its influence on subsequent

generations of scholars and its ongoing contribution to interfaith understanding and dialogue. His

legacy encourages a thoughtful and compassionate engagement with the profound questions of faith

and existence, offering a path toward greater appreciation for the diverse ways in which humanity

encounters the divine.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to John Hick's philosophy of religion, adhering to your formatting

requirements:

1. Evil and the God of Love: This seminal work by John Hick directly addresses the problem of evil, a

central theme in the philosophy of religion. Hick proposes an "Irenaean" theodicy, arguing that evil and

suffering are necessary elements in the soul-making process, enabling human beings to develop

morally and spiritually. He contends that a world without challenges and temptations would not be

conducive to the development of free, morally responsible persons. This book remains a cornerstone

for understanding Hick's optimistic perspective on the role of suffering.

2. Faith and the Philosophers: Edited by John Hick, this collection features essays by prominent

philosophers exploring the relationship between faith and reason. It delves into various perspectives on

the nature of religious belief, the possibility of demonstrating God's existence, and the epistemological

status of faith. The book showcases a diverse range of philosophical approaches to fundamental

questions in the philosophy of religion. It provides readers with a broad overview of the intellectual



landscape surrounding religious belief.

3. The Philosophy of Religion: In this comprehensive textbook, John Hick provides a clear and

accessible introduction to the major themes and debates within the philosophy of religion. He covers

topics such as the existence of God, the nature of religious language, the problem of evil, miracles,

and life after death. Hick's approach is characterized by its balanced presentation of different

viewpoints and his commitment to philosophical clarity. It's an ideal starting point for students new to

the field.

4. An Interpretation of Religion: Human Responses to the Transcendent: John Hick presents his

influential "pluralistic hypothesis" in this significant work. He argues that the world's major religions are,

in fact, different human responses to the same ultimate, transcendent reality. Hick proposes that these

religions, despite their diverse doctrines and practices, offer authentic paths to salvation or liberation.

This book challenges exclusivist claims and promotes a more inclusive understanding of religious truth.

5. Truth and Dialogue in World Religions: Challenging the Claims of Religious Exclusivity: Building

upon his pluralistic hypothesis, Hick here directly confronts the issue of religious exclusivism. He

advocates for a dialogue between different faith traditions, suggesting that mutual understanding and

respect can lead to a richer appreciation of religious diversity. The book encourages a move away

from claims of absolute truth within one religion towards a recognition of partial truths across many. It's

a call for greater interfaith cooperation.

6. Metaphor and Religious Language: This book explores the crucial role of metaphor in understanding

religious concepts and doctrines. John Hick argues that much religious language, particularly when

referring to God or the transcendent, functions metaphorically rather than literally. He suggests that by

appreciating the metaphorical nature of religious claims, we can better grasp their meaning and avoid

unnecessary philosophical disputes. The work provides a sophisticated analysis of how we talk about

the divine.

7. The Existence of God: In this focused study, John Hick examines various arguments for and against

the existence of God. He critically analyzes classical arguments such as the cosmological, teleological,



and ontological arguments, as well as more modern approaches. Hick offers his own reflections on the

nature of belief in God, emphasizing the role of faith and personal experience. The book provides a

thorough and balanced assessment of the philosophical evidence for God's existence.

8. Essays in Philosophy of Religion: This collection gathers some of John Hick's most influential

essays, offering a deeper dive into specific areas of his thought. Topics covered may include the

nature of faith, the problem of miracles, and his evolving views on religious pluralism. These essays

showcase the development of his philosophical ideas over time and their engagement with

contemporary debates. The collection serves as a valuable resource for those seeking a more detailed

understanding of his contributions.

9. John Hick: Philosophy of Religion (The Great Philosophers): This accessible overview, part of a

series on major philosophers, introduces the key concepts and arguments of John Hick's philosophy of

religion. It contextualizes his work within the broader history of philosophical thought on religion. The

book highlights his significant contributions, particularly his work on the problem of evil and religious

pluralism. It aims to make Hick's complex ideas understandable to a wider audience.
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