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I assume that you are like me.  If you did buy Don Carson’s 650 page book 9 years ago, the chances are that you have looked up occasional topical references, but not quite got around to reading it.  I have now rectified this and I wonder whether I can now number myself among the elite who have actually read it all!

I decided to wade my way through this important book on the subject of Christian Pluralism for two reasons:

a)  I gather that Dr Carson has himself indicated that it now needs revising!

b)  It is a pertinent subject and one that needs the kind of considered attention which Gagging of God affords.

Having said that, I am not convinced that it quite justifies the length.  Would it not have been wiser to have published 2 or 3 books of 200 pages and thus ensure a wider overall readership?  Moreover, because it is so comprehensive, it does stray to the wider edges of the topic a bit, on more than one occasion.

Nevertheless, reading the book is a very rewarded discipline.  Dr Carson begins with three important distinctions:

*  Empirical Pluralism refers to the multiplicity of beliefs;

*  Philosophical Pluralism asserts that no religion has the right to pronounce itself true and right;

*  Religious Pluralism assumes that no religion can advance truth claims which are superior to any other (pp.16-26)

The implications of pluralism are huge, and the interplay with postmodernism is significant.  If objective truth is no longer thought to exist and if no interpretation of reality can be allowed the status of objective truth, then pluralism in all its forms becomes, not only assumed, but welcomed and cherished.

The four parts of the book deal with the major issues impacted by the three kinds of pluralism.  In Part One, Carson traces the influences of Derrida, Bultmann, Stanley Fish and others on Hermeneutics, where the shift from ‘meaning in the text’ to ‘meaning in the interpretive community’ has occurred.  It should be said that Carson wisely points out that we should not castigate postmodernism to such an extent that we give the impression that modernism was the right way of analysing and looking at our world or the text.

The next section wrestles with two of the key players in postmodernism, Derrida and Foucault.  The Christian wants to affirm that all interpretations are not equally valid because: 

a) God has spoken.  He has revealed Himself; and 

b) God has done this through the Biblical plot line, the unfolding salvation plan of God in history, recorded in Scripture.

In Part Three, there is practical help for Christians living in a pluralistic culture.  Primarily this has to do with understanding public assumptions and replacing them with the biblical vision.  We live in a world where the collapse of public morality results in a rapid drift towards privatised religion based on self-esteem.  This in turn banishes truth questions making “feeling” all important.  Moreover, ethical divisions are made pragmatically (p404).  The eschatological nature of Christian thought is critical to making sense of the world in which we now live.

Finally, in Part Four, some responses are given.  The answer to philosophical  tolerance is in part found in restating traditional Christian doctrines about the nature of heaven and hell and the imminence of the parousia.  This should issue in compassionate, but urgent and relevant, evangelism of our communities.  

Evangelicals need confidence for this task.  This comes, not purely by understanding the world-view of those around us, but by a conviction that the Bible is infallible, inerrant and sufficient.  A growth of confidence in these areas will steady the nerve of Christians living in pluralistic societies.

This is a very important which deserves a wide readership.
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