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The U
niqueness of C

hristianity 

by Peter K
reeft 

 R
onald K

nox once quipped that "the study of com
parative religions is the best 

w
ay to becom

e com
paratively religious." The reason, as G

. K
. C

hesterton says, is 
that, according to m

ost "scholars" of com
parative religion, "C

hristianity and 
Buddhism

 are very m
uch alike, especially Buddhism

." 
 But any C

hristian w
ho does apologetics m

ust think about com
parative religions 

because the m
ost popular of all objections against the claim

s of C
hristianity 

today com
es from

 this field. The objection is not that C
hristianity is not true but 

that it is not the truth; not that it is a false religion but that it is only a religion. 
The w

orld is a big place, the objector reasons; "different strokes for different 
folks". H

ow
 insufferably narrow

-m
inded to claim

 that C
hristianity is the one 

true religion! G
od just has to be m

ore open-m
inded than that. 

 This is the single m
ost com

m
on objection to the Faith today, for "today" 

w
orships not G

od but equality. It fears being right w
here others are w

rong m
ore 

than it fears being w
rong. It w

orships dem
ocracy and resents the fact that G

od 
is an absolute m

onarch. It has changed the m
eaning of the w

ord honor from
 

being respected because you are superior in som
e w

ay to being accepted 
because you are not superior in any w

ay but just like us. The one unansw
erable 

insult, the absolutely w
orst nam

e you can possibly call a person in today's 
society, is "fanatic", especially "religious fanatic". If you confess at a fashionable 
cocktail party that you are plotting to overthrow

 the governm
ent, or that you 

are a PLO
 terrorist or a K

G
B spy, or that you m

olest porcupines or bite bats' 
heads off, you w

ill soon attract a buzzing, fascinated, sym
pathetic circle of 

listeners. But if you confess that you believe that Jesus is the C
hrist, the Son of 

the living G
od, you w

ill find yourself suddenly alone, w
ith a distinct chill in the 

air. 
 H

ere are tw
elve of the com

m
onest form

s of this objection, the odium
 of elitism

, 
w

ith answ
ers to each. 

 1. "A
ll religion

s are th
e sam

e, d
eep

 d
ow

n
." 

 That is sim
ply factually untrue. N

o one ever m
akes this claim

 unless he is (1) 
abysm

ally ignorant of w
hat the different religions of the w

orld actually teach or 
(2) intellectually irresponsible in understanding these teachings in the vaguest 
and w

oolliest w
ay or (3) m

orally irresponsible in being indifferent to them
. The 

objector's im
plicit assum

ption is that the distinctive teachings of the w
orld's 

 

from
 this that pagans, Buddhists, et cetera, cannot be saved. Liberals, w

ho 
em

phasize G
od's m

ercy, cannot bring them
selves to believe that the m

ass of 
m

en are doom
ed to hell, and they ignore, deny, nuance, or w

ater dow
n C

hrist's 
ow

n claim
s to uniqueness. The C

hurch has found a third w
ay, im

plied in the 
N

ew
 Testam

ent texts. O
n the one hand, no one can be saved except through 

C
hrist. O

n the other hand, C
hrist is not only the incarnate Jew

ish m
an but also 

the eternal, preexistent w
ord of G

od, "w
hich enlightens every m

an w
ho com

es 
into the w

orld" (Jn 1:9). So Socrates w
as able to know

 C
hrist as w

ord of G
od, as 

eternal Truth; and if the fundam
ental option of his deepest heart w

as to reach 
out to him

 as Truth, in faith and hope and love, how
ever im

perfectly know
n this 

C
hrist w

as to Socrates, Socrates could have been saved by C
hrist too. W

e are not 
saved by know

ledge but by faith. Scripture now
here says how

 explicit the 
intellectual content of faith has to be. But it does clearly say w

ho the one Savior 
is. 
 The Second V

atican C
ouncil took a position on com

parative religions that 
distinguished C

atholicism
 from

 both M
odernist relativism

 and Fundam
entalist 

exclusivism
. It taught that on the one hand there is m

uch deep w
isdom

 and 
value in other religions and that the C

hristian should respect them
 and learn 

from
 them

. But, on the other hand, the claim
s of C

hrist and his C
hurch can 

never be lessened, com
prom

ised, or relativized. W
e m

ay add to our religious 
education by studying other religions but never subtract from

 it. 
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religion, only subjective sincerity, so that no one can ever be both sincere and 
w

rong; that the spirit does not have objective roads like the body and the m
ind, 

w
hich lead to distinct destinations: the body's physical roads lead to different 

cities and the m
ind's logical roads lead to different conclusions. True sincerity 

w
ants to know

 the truth. 
 10. "A

re n
on

-C
h

ristian
s all d

am
n

ed
 th

en
?" 

 N
o. Father Feeny w

as excom
m

unicated by the C
atholic C

hurch for teaching that 
"outside the C

hurch, no salvation" m
eant outside the visible C

hurch. G
od does 

not punish pagans unjustly. H
e does not punish them

 for not believing in a 
Jesus they never heard of, through no fault of their ow

n (invincible ignorance). 
But G

od, w
ho is just, punishes them

 for sinning against the G
od they do know

 
through nature and conscience (see R

om
 1-2). There are no innocent pagans, and 

there are no innocent C
hristians either. A

ll have sinned against G
od and against 

conscience. A
ll need a Savior. C

hrist is the Savior. 
 11. "B

u
t su

rely th
ere's a little good

 in
 th

e w
orst of u

s an
d

 a little b
ad

 in
 th

e 
b

est of u
s. T

h
ere's good

 an
d

 b
ad

 everyw
h

ere, in
sid

e th
e C

h
u

rch
 an

d
 ou

tsid
e." 

 True. W
hat follow

s from
 that fact? That w

e need no Savior? That there are m
any 

Saviors? That contradictory religions can all be true? That none is true? N
one of 

these im
plied conclusions has the rem

otest logical connection w
ith the adm

itted 
prem

ise. 
 There is a little good in the w

orst of us, but there's also a little bad in the best of 
us; m

ore, there's sin, separation from
 G

od, in all of us; and the best of us, the 
saints, are the first to adm

it it. The universal sin Saint Paul pinpoints in R
om

ans 
1:18 is to suppress the truth. W

e all sin against the truth w
e know

 and refuse it 
w

hen it condem
ns us or threatens our self-sufficiency or com

placency. W
e all 

rationalize. O
ur duty is plain to us—

to be totally honest—
and none of us does 

his duty perfectly. W
e have no excuse of invincible ignorance. 

 12. "B
u

t isn
't G

od
 u

n
ju

st to ju
d

ge th
e w

h
ole w

orld
 b

y C
h

ristian
 stan

d
ard

s?" 
 G

od judges justly. "A
ll w

ho sinned w
ithout [know

ing] the [M
osaic] law

 w
ill also 

perish w
ithout the law

, and all w
ho have sinned under the law

 w
ill be judged 

by the law
" (R

om
 2:12). Even pagans show

 "that w
hat the law

 requires is w
ritten 

on their hearts" (R
om

 2:15). If w
e honestly consult our hearts, w

e w
ill find tw

o 
truths: that w

e know
 w

hat w
e ought to do and be, and that w

e fail to do and be 
that. 
 Fundam

entalists, faithful to the clear one-w
ay teaching of C

hrist, often conclude 

 

religions are unim
portant, that the essential business of religion is not truth but 

som
ething 

else: 
transform

ation 
of 

consciousness 
or 

sharing 
and 

caring 
or 

culture and com
fort or som

ething of that sort—
not conversion but conversation. 

C
hristianity teaches m

any things no other religion teaches, and som
e of them

 
directly contradict those others. If C

hristianity isn't true, w
hy be a C

hristian? 
 By C

atholic standards, the religions of the w
orld can be ranked by how

 m
uch 

truth they teach. 
 • 

C
atholicism

 is first, w
ith O

rthodoxy equal except for the one issue of papal 
authority. 

• 
Then com

es Protestantism
 and any "separated brethren" w

ho keep the 
C

hristian essentials as found in Scripture. 
• 

Third com
es traditional Judaism

, w
hich w

orships the sam
e G

od but not via 
C

hrist. 
• 

Fourth is Islam
, greatest of the theistic heresies. 

• 
Fifth, H

induism
, a m

ystical pantheism
; 

• 
Sixth, Buddhism

, a pantheism
 w

ithout a theos; 
• 

Seventh, m
odern Judaism

, U
nitarianism

, C
onfucianism

, M
odernism

, and 
secular hum

anism
, none of w

hich have either m
ysticism

 or supernatural 
religion but only ethics; 

• 
Eighth, idolarity; and 

• 
N

inth, Satanism
. 

 To collapse these nine levels is like thinking the earth is flat. 
 2. "B

u
t th

e essen
ce of religion

 is th
e sam

e at an
y rate: all religion

s agree at 
least in

 b
ein

g religiou
s. 

 W
hat is this essence of religion anyw

ay? I challenge anyone to define it broadly 
enough to include C

onfucianism
, Buddhism

, and m
odern R

eform
 Judaism

 but 
narrow

ly enough to exclude Platonism
, atheistic M

arxism
, and N

azism
. 

 The unproved and unprovable assum
ption of this second objection is that the 

essence of religion is a kind of low
est com

m
on denom

inator or com
m

on factor. 
Perhaps the com

m
on factor is a w

eak and w
atery thing rather than an essential 

thing. Perhaps it does not exist at all. N
o one has ever produced it. 

 3. "B
u

t if you
 com

p
are th

e S
erm

on
 on

 th
e M

ou
n

t, B
u

d
d

h
a's D

h
am

m
ap

ad
a, 

L
ao-tzu

's T
ao-te-ch

in
g, C

on
fu

ciu
s' A

n
alects, th

e B
h

agavad
 G

ita, th
e P

roverb
s 

of S
olom

on
, an

d
 th

e D
ialogu

es of P
lato, you

 w
illfin

d
 it:  a real, p

rofou
n

d
, an

d
 

stron
g agreem

en
t." 

 



 

Y
es, but this is ethics, not religion. The objector is assum

ing that the essence of 
religion is ethics. It is not. Everyone has an ethic, not everyone has a religion. 
Tell an atheist that ethics equals religion. H

e w
ill be rightly insulted, for you 

w
ould be calling him

 either religious if he is ethical, or unethical because he is 
nonreligious. Ethics m

aybe the first step in religion but it is not the last. A
s C

.S. 
Lew

is says, "The road to the Prom
ised Land runs past M

ount Sinai." 
 4. "S

p
eak

in
g of m

ou
n

tain
s rem

in
d

s m
e of m

y favorite an
alogy. M

an
y road

s 
lead

 u
p

 th
e sin

gle m
ou

n
tain

 of religion
 to G

od
 at th

e top
. It is p

rovin
cial, 

n
arrow

-m
in

d
ed

, an
d

 b
lin

d
 to d

en
y th

e valid
ity of oth

er road
s th

an
 you

rs." 
 The unproved assum

ption of this very com
m

on m
ountain analogy is that the 

roads go up, not dow
n; that m

an m
akes the roads, not G

od; that religion is 
m

an's search for G
od, not G

od's search for m
an. C

. S. Lew
is says this sounds 

like "the m
ouse's search for the cat". 

 C
hristianity is not a system

 of m
an's search for G

od but a story of G
od's search 

for m
an. True religion is not like a cloud of incense w

afting up from
 special 

spirits into the nostrils of a w
aiting G

od, but like a Father's hand thrust 
dow

nw
ard to rescue the fallen. Throughout the Bible, m

an-m
ade religion fails. 

There is no hum
an w

ay up the m
ountain, only a divine w

ay dow
n. "N

o m
an has 

seen G
od at any tim

e. The only begotten Son w
ho is in the bosom

 of the Father, 
he has m

ade him
 know

n." 
 If w

e m
ade the roads, it w

ould indeed be arrogant to claim
 that any one road is 

the only valid one, for all hum
an things are equal, at least in all being hum

an, 
finite, and m

ixtures of good and bad. If w
e m

ade the roads, it w
ould be as 

stupid to absolutize one of them
 as to absolutize one art form

, one political 
system

, or one w
ay of skinning a cat. But if G

od m
ade the road, w

e m
ust find 

out w
hether he m

ade m
any or one. If he m

ade only one, then the shoe is on the 
other foot: it is hum

ility, not arrogance, to accept this one road from
 G

od, and it 
is arrogance, not hum

ility, to insist that our m
anm

ade roads are as good as 
G

od's G
od-m

ade one. 
 But w

hich assum
ption is true? Even if the pluralistic one is true, not all religions 

are equal, for then one religion is w
orse and m

ore arrogant than all others, for it 
centers on one w

ho claim
ed, "I am

 the W
ay, the Truth, and the Life; no m

an can 
com

e to the Father but by m
e." 

 5. "S
till, it fosters religiou

s im
p

erialism
 to in

sist th
at you

r w
ay is th

e on
ly 

w
ay. Y

ou
're on

 a p
ow

er trip
." 

 N
o, w

e believe it not because w
e w

ant to, because w
e are im

perialistic, or 

 

because w
e invented it, but because C

hrist taught it. It isn't our w
ay, it's his 

w
ay, that's the only w

ay. W
e're just being faithful to him

 and to w
hat he said. 

The objector's assum
ption is that w

e can m
ake religion w

hatever w
e w

ant it to. 
 6. "If th

e on
e-w

ay d
octrin

e com
es from

 C
h

rist, n
ot from

 you
, th

en
 h

e m
u

st 
h

ave b
een

 arrogan
t." 

 H
ow

 ironic to think Jesus is arrogant! N
o sin excited his anger m

ore than the 
arrogance and bigotry of religious leaders. N

o m
an w

as ever m
ore m

erciful, 
m

eek, loving, and com
passionate. 

 The objector is alw
ays assum

ing the thing to be proved: that C
hrist is just one 

am
ong m

any religious founders, hum
an teachers. But he claim

ed to be the W
ay, 

the Truth, and the Life; if that claim
 is not true, he is not one am

ong m
any 

religious sages but one am
ong m

any lunatics. If the claim
 is true, then again he 

is not one am
ong m

any religious sages, but the W
ay, the Truth, and the Life. 

 7. 
"D

o 
you

 
w

an
t 

to 
revive 

th
e 

In
q

u
isition

? 
D

on
't 

you
 

valu
e 

religiou
s 

toleran
ce? D

o you
 ob

ject to givin
g oth

er religion
s eq

u
al righ

ts?" 
 The Inquisition failed to distinguish the heresy from

 the heretic and tried to 
elim

inate both by force or fire. The objector m
akes the sam

e m
istake in reverse: 

he 
refuses 

to 
condem

n 
either. 

The 
state 

has 
no 

business 
defining 

and 
condem

ning heresy, of course, but the believer m
ust do it-if not through the 

C
hurch, then by him

self. For to believe x is to condem
n non-x as false. If you 

don't believe non-x is false, then you don't really believe x is true. 
 8. "I'm

 su
rp

rised
 at th

is in
toleran

ce. I th
ou

gh
t C

h
ristian

ity w
as th

e religion
 of 

love." 
 It is. It is also the religion of truth. The objector is separating tw

o divine 
attributes. W

e are not. W
e are "speaking the truth in love". 

 9. "B
u

t all G
od

 exp
ects of u

s is sin
cerity." 

 H
ow

 do you know
 w

hat G
od expects of us? H

ave you listened to G
od's 

revelation? Isn't it dangerous to assum
e w

ithout question or doubt that G
od 

m
ust do exactly w

hat you w
ould do if you w

ere G
od? Suppose sincerity w

ere 
not enough; suppose truth w

as needed too. Is that unthinkable? In every other 
area of life w

e need truth. Is sincerity enough for a surgeon? A
n explorer? D

on't 
w

e need accurate road m
aps of reality? 

 The objector's im
plicit assum

ption here is that there is no objective truth in 


