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Abstract
This article is an interpretation of John Hick’slpkophy of religious pluralism in the
context of traditional Yoruba religion. The ultireagoal of the article is pragmatic,
viz. to provide a theoretical basis for peaceful catexice among different religions in
Nigeria. The methods adopted to achieve this objeare hermeneutical/analytical
and comparative. Hick’s theory is interpreted amdlgsed before it is applied to
traditional Yoruba theology. His concept of the Ageendent or Ultimate Reality is
equated with the Yoruba concept of the SupremedeirOlodumare. Both Hickean
Ultimate Reality and Olodumare are conceived asstrategorial. However, Yoruba
divinities are equated with Hick’personaeand impersonaeof the Real: like the
personae and impersonae of Hickean Ultimate Reality, the divinities are
manifestations of Olodumare. This interpretativethnd can be used to account for
differences in the conceptions of the Supreme Baimgng competing religions in

Nigeria, especially Islam and Christianity in theamceptions of God.
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Introduction
The role of religions in many of today’s conflidtas galvanized scholars of religion
to find a way of interpreting the apparent conitfigttruth claims of various religions
that lead to mistrust. Many hypotheses have beauyested to reconcile these
conflicting truth claims. John Harwood Hick’s plstaphy of religious pluralism is
one of such hypotheses (Hick 1989).

Hick reinterpreted what he considered to be onthefmost important beliefs in the
major religions of the world - the affirmation oftlthate Reality - so as to reconcile
the two main notions (personal/impersonal) as geimes of the same Reality. Hick’s
pluralistic hypothesis belongs to a type of religiopluralism called ‘identist’
pluralism, as compared with ‘complementary’/‘detifferential’ religious
pluralism. Identist pluralists, such as John Hidlick 1989), Wilfred Cantwell Smith
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(Smith 1967, 55) and Paul Knitter (Knitter 1985,41&ee different religions as
identical, though with apparently different condeps and interpretations.
Differential/complementary pluralists such as J&hrCobb Jr. (Cobb, Jr. 1975, 46)
and David Ray Griffin (Griffin 2005, 67) recognigbat the Ultimate Realities
perceived by the religions may be different ancheaicthe Realities may be unique.
On the surface, the conceptions of the Realitieg sneen be contradictory, but as
Whitehead, the process philosopher who inspiredtistepluralists said, “A clash of
doctrine is not a disaster - it is an opportunifyhitehead 1964, 266). This suggests
that the apparent contradictions could become ocem@htary. Therefore
‘differential’ pluralists are “pluralistic soteriogically and perhaps also ontologically”
(Griffin 2005, 24). Anything that is ‘soteriologitdas to do with ‘salvation’, that is,
how the individual or society can be delivered froorrent problems. Hence to say
that differential pluralists are pluralistic sotddgically is to say that they affirm

many ways through which the individual or sociedy de saved.

Hick’s pluralistic hypothesis has generated a widgiety of reactions among
philosophers of religion and theologians worldwidath his critics and admirers
acknowledged the plausibility of his suggestiont kith some objections. Hick

developed his hypothesis in the Western contextwitin the possible application to
the world at large. Thus there have been attenaptgitically apply his insights in

different parts of the world. The present articlakes such an attempt in the
traditional Yoruba context. Although the ultimatairpose of this endeavour is
pragmatic - to provide a theoretical basis for péalccoexistence among different
religions - the immediate aim of this article isednetical. It is a conceptual

interpretation of Hick’s pluralistic theory in tieaditional Yoruba context.

In the following (second) section, Hick’s theorypeesented. Since Hick’s theory is
primarily concerned with the Ultimate Reality iretreligions, a correspondent belief
in Yoruba Traditional Religion is presented in thigrd section. An explicit

interpretation of Hick’s theory of pluralism in théoruba traditional context is made

in the fourth section. The fifth section is the closion.

Religious pluralism should be conceptually diffarated from religious plurality and

religious relativism. Religious plurality refers tthe fact of difference” (Archard
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1996, 1) or “the empirical reality of diverse rédigs systems in the world” (Demarest
1991, 135). David Tracy distinguishes the two tH#urality is a fact. Pluralism is

one of the many possible evaluations of that fgdtfacy 1987, 2). Religious

pluralism should also be distinguished from religiarelativism. The latter is “the

claim that no religious belief is absolutely tr€&’Keeffe 1996, 62).

According to David Ray Griffin, those who accepligeus pluralism accept two
affirmations, a negative one and a positive onee Tiegative affirmation is the
rejection of religious absolutism, which means ctfg thea priori assumption that
one’s own religion is the only one that providewirsg truths and values to its
adherents, that it alone is divinely inspired, tih&as been divinely established as the
only legitimate religion, intended to replace ahers. The positive affirmation, which
goes beyond the negative one, is the acceptantkeoidea that there are indeed
religions other than one’s own that provide saumighs and values to their adherents
(Griffin 2005, 3).

John Hick’s Philosophy of Religious Pluralism: An Exposition
The major religions under consideration in JohrkHipluralistic hypothesis are what
he calls ‘post-axial’ religions. These include Ghianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism
and Buddhism. Chinese religions, and ‘primal relig’, to which African Traditional
Religion belongs, were less considered. The seleatias probably due not just to
what Hick considered as the importance of the ‘\‘Wdvlajor Religions’/‘post-axial
faiths’, but also the environment in which John lHorked at Birmingham, United

Kingdom and Claremont, California, U.S.A. where kiypothesis was developed.

Hick’s concept of religious pluralism mainly focesen the idea of the transcendent
in the religions. This is not because belief ims@endence is the essence of religion,
for Hick does not believe there is such essencek(#989, 3 ff.). The reason for his
focus on the transcendent is that in modern philbal discussions in the West, it is
a vital religious question, whether this belief has any significafarereligion or not
(Hick 1989, 6). However, Hick is convinced thatsthielief is very significant for any
religion today, so that by focusing on it, it wouh@lp him to address “the most

momentous and the most contested issue in religizgsurse today” (Hick 1989, 6).
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Hick's discussion of the transcendent concentrateshe traditional distinction in
post-axial religions, between God's essential matand God in relation to the
creatures. However, because the idea of ‘God’ cmsntheism, Hick prefers the
terms ‘Real’, ‘Absolute’ or ‘the Transcendent’. dgithe Kantian epistemological
distinction between a thing as it is in itselfrmumenorand a thing as it appears in
consciousness g@henomenonHick refers to the Real in its essential natusetree
noumenoror Realan Sich and the Real as humanly experienced as the praraom
Because the Reah Sichis ineffable, not much can be said about it. & Words of
Hick:

. it [the Realan Sich cannot be said to be one or many, person or
thing, conscious or unconscious, purposive or napgsive,
substance or process, good or evil, loving or lgatiNone of the
descriptive terms that apply within the realm ofrfain experience can

apply literally to the unexperienceable realityttbhaderlies that realm
(Hick 1989, 350).

However, Hick suggests that in its phenomenal neatations, the Real is basically
experienced in one of two ways, namely, a personainpersonal way (Hick 1990,
118). This is the reason he adopts a neutral teh@a ‘Real’. He also adopts it because
he sees it as having equivalence in various tauditisuch agl Hagqgin Islam, the
Self-existent Reality in Christianity§at/Satyanin Hinduism, andDharmakayaor
Sinyattattvain Buddhism (Hick 1989, 10 ff.).

Hick's concept of religious pluralism can be exptd in five steps. First, every
human knowledge of the Real has two sources: fhenUitimate Reality itself, which

is beyond comprehension and language, and frorauttare in which the experiencer
finds himself or herself. The second step is aclalgdeduction from the first one: it
entails the recognition that every conception efffeal is culture-coloured. Hick uses
Kant's philosophy especially, but also modern psyofly and sociology of

knowledge to explain this. His contention herehiattall revelation or manifestation
of the Real is experienced, conceived, acceptedraatpreted in a cultural context
and from a cultural perspective. Third, the facittthe conception of the Real by
every religious tradition is culture-coloured acatsufor the diversity in the religious

conceptions of the Real. For instance, people whthé ground usually conceive of
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the Real as female, since they depend on the ldmchvbears from its ‘womb’ good
things for them, while people engaged in livestkekping usually conceive the Real
as male, since that occupation requires masculiagacteristics such as courage,
independence and assertiveness. Fourth, from step$o three, we can infer that no
religion could claim to be exclusively true, sireach is formed at the interface of the
ineffable Real and the culture from which the maar religion arises. However, the
fifth step involves the claim that we can affirnatheligions are not illusions but true,
since they reflect the Real in different ways tergvculture, albeit imperfectly (Hick
1989, 206).

In the five steps outlined above, Hick, in Kantienms, distinguishes the Real in its
unperceived sense (theumenoh from the Real as perceived by each religious
tradition (thephenomenp Hick claims that this distinction is neither immovation of

his nor an imposition on the religions from Kantgimlosophy. He gives evidence of
the distinction from the major world traditions (i 1989, 236 ff.; 1990, 117). For
instance, in Hinduism, the distinction is made lsswnirguna Brahman (the
Brahmanwithout attributes and beyond human language)sagiina Brahmarfthe
Brahman with attributes, known in human religious expecenasIshvarg the
personal creator and governor of the universe).l&ilyy, in Buddhism, there is the
distinction betweendharamata dharmakaydthe Ultimate dharmakaya and the
upaya dharmakayé&heDharmaknown as the personAmidg the Buddha of infinite
compassion). What is more, the scripture of Taolemown asTao Te Chingmakes
the distinction at its beginning thus: “TA@o that can be expressed is not the eternal
Tao” In Judaism, the Kabbalist Mystics note the difece betweeen Soph(the
absolute divine Reality) and the God of the Biltfelslam, the distinction is made by
the Sufi Mystics betweeAl Haqq (the Real, which is the abyss of the Godhead
underlying the self-revealing Allah. In tradition@hristianity, the distinction is made
between Goda se (in his essential nature) and Gpdo nobis (in relation to his
creatures). In like fashion, Meister Eckhart digtiishes between the Godhead
(Gottheit/deitad and God Gott/deu$ (cited in Mojsischi and Summerrell 2011). Paul
Tillich also discusses the “God above the God efisttm” (Tillich 1980, 190) and
Gordon Kaufmann talks of “the real God” and thediable God” (Kaufmann 1972,
86).
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Traditional Yoruba Theology

At the beginning of the academic study of Tradibivoriba Religion in the 19
century by explorers and missionaries, its natuas wonfusing to them (Peel 2003,
302). The closest spiritual world to the peoplet the Westerner could see in their
day-to-day lives was that of ‘living-dead’ ancestorhen there were deities/divinities
commonly worshipped in rituals, sacrifices, prayansl festivals, among others. The
worship of ‘God’ was apparently quite uncommon, there were no temples,
sacrifices or rituals in his/her honour. If not hese of the usual mentioning of ‘God’
in ‘native’ talks, the belief would have been dedlty declared non-existent. In fact
some Western thinkers were even convinced that&fs generally cannot conceive
God. When the fact on the ground disproved thiffemint terms were used to
describe the traditional concept of God, such ls high god’ and ‘the withdrawn

god'.

The problem became complicated when it was obsehetd'the high god’ receives
no worship, whereas the divinities (including tip&iss encompassed in animism, the
deified ancestors and other gods) do. The poputanes for these divinities are
Irinmalé and Orisa The former could be shortened limale. T.F. Jemiriye also

mentionedmolé which may be a variation ¢falé (Jemiriye 1998, 25). E.B. Idowu
interpretedImalé as Eémo ti fi be nil{'The supernormal beings of the earth’),
suggesting awesomeness, eeriness,ntiisterium tremendurand to be contrasted
with Orisa which he described as “prosaic and homely” (Ido%@77, 61). In

English, apart from the term ‘divinities’, thesdrgpal beings are sometimes referred

to as gods and spirits.

Oduyoye interpreted the Yoruba concept of the diei® as “... patrons, patriarchs,
principes - who are first hero worshipped and then deifigd@duyoye 1971, 30).

However, Oduyoye’s comment indicates a lack of riisioation in the categories of
the divinities; for it is not true that every diitiy is a hero deified. Instead, ‘hero-
divinities’ belong to only one of the three categsrof divinities. The three are
primordial divinities (or divinities from heavengieified ancestors, and personified
natural forces/phenomena (ldowu 1973, 172; Awoéald Dopamu 1979, 73). In the

first category are the primordial divinities. Thesad been with God before the
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creation of the earth, so that their origin is alvec They includ®batala(Orisa-nlg,
Oranmila Est and Ogun Awolalu includes Oduduwa among the primordial
divinities, although he also acknowledges him (he®a deified ancestor (Awolalu
1979, 25). Secondly, there are the deified ancestoch asSango Orisa-Okoand
Ayélala These were originally human beings who due tar thgtra-ordinary or
mysterious lives had been deified or (to use adfibn theological term) ‘canonised’.
They have ceased to be ancestors and have absbebatiributes of divinities. Thus
were Sangoand Jakuta In the third category are the natural forces phdnomena
that are personified. In this category are rivarshsasOsunin Oshogbo, mountains
such asOlosuntain Ikere-Ekiti, lyamopoin Igbéti andAdasdéboin Kishi, the earth,

lagoons, the sea, trees and wind.

There is no doubt that the divinities are godd)algh acknowledged by the Yoruba
to be less than the Supreme G@dodumarg. Scholars were hesitant to say that the
divinities were creatures because they (the dies)litshare some aspects of the divine
nature. ldowu, Awolalu and Dopamu would rather gt the divinities ‘emanated’
or were ‘engendered’ bylédumare (Idowu 1973, 169; 1977, 62; Awolalu &
Dopamu 1979, 72). The Yoruba expressions abouttlggn of the divinities are
ambiguous. Nevertheless, we should not forgetttiege are myths, and so would be
greatly misunderstood if taken literally. We bebéewthe purpose of giving a
supernatural origin to the divinities is simplygoint out their difference in kind from

humans.

Is Yoruba Traditional Religion then monotheism, yplogism, animism or ancestor
worship, as some other aspects of the religion smesuggest? ldowu (1973, 165)
and Awolalu and Dopamu (1979, 16 ff.), three of gneatest writers on traditional
Yoruba religion, use the terms ‘polytheism’ andufgllism’ almost interchangeably,
although they disagree on whether or not they pmicable to traditional Yoruba
religious belief. Awolalu and Dopamu characterizelytheism/pluralism as

guantitative, to which ldowu disagrees.

Idowu took his meaning of ‘polytheism’ from Paulllith who regarded it as “a
gualitative and not a quantitative concept. It a a belief in a plurality of gods but

rather the lack of a unifying and transcendingmgtie which determines its character”
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(ldowu 1973, 166; Tillich 1957, 246). This quotatioreveals an apparent
contradiction when compared with the interpretatainAwolalu and Dopamu for
whom polytheism is a quantitative concept. Thestexice of the many divinities led
Awolalu and Dopamu to infer that Traditional AfritaReligion is in a way
polytheistic (Awolalu & Dopamu 1979, 17). Idowu éixfily rejects this latter claim
(Idowu 1973, 168). The second part of Tillich’stetaent that polytheism is “the lack
of a unifying and transcending ultimate which detees its character” led ldowu to
conclude that African Traditional Religion is moheistic, although with

qualification:

| conclude that the religion can only be adequat@#scribed as
monotheistic. | modify this ‘monotheism’ by the edijive ‘diffused,’
because here we have a monotheism in which thése aher powers
which derive from deity such being and authoritgtthhey can be
treated, for practical purposes almost as eidj in themselves (Idowu
1973, 135).

An Interpretation of Hick’s Pluralistic Hypothesis in the Yoruba

Traditional Religious Context
The thesis of this article is that what Idowu reféo as ‘diffused monotheism’ or
Olodumareéismis identical in content and explanation with whtitk means by his
concept of pluralism. Awolalu and Dopamu are themefcorrect when they state that
“the Supreme Being is the cohesive, unifying angesoatural ultimate that holds the
religion together.” This is because the divinitikave no *“absolute existence”
(Awolalu & Dopamu 1979, 17). Idowu’s ‘diffused maheism’ is in no way different
from the philosophical explanation given of thefeliénce between the Reah Sich

and its manifestations in Hick.

How do we make the metaphysical distinction betwt#en Realan Sichand its

manifestations in Yoruba Traditional Religion? Télesence of abstract thinking in
the Yoruba conceptualisation of the Supreme Beiightrsuggest that the concept
cannot be identified with the Hickean ultimate Rddle latter is presented in abstract,
Western philosophical garb, whereas the Yorubdi®eenbedded in myths, folktales,
songs and proverbs, among others. ldowu has seghelsat the reason for the

Yoruba conceptualising the Supreme Being in sucbreerete manner is that they do
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little abstract thinking (Idowu 1977, 39). | beleVdowu is mistaken in this, but that
Sogolo is correct in pointing out that the Yoruba mbt conceptualise God in an
abstract manner because they simply believe thdtdaonot be fully conceptualised.
This is illustrated in the kingship system among ¥oruba, where the KingDba
can only be approached indirectly through his chiéfe continues: “he [God] is by
his very nature too incomprehensible to the humardi(Sogolo 1989, 125). Sogolo
is however mistaken and contradicts his earlietestiant when he later asserts that
“God in African religion, is not transcendental” ogblo 1989, 125). It is the
transcendent character of God that makes him inoelnemsible, and this is similar to
what Hick refers to as the ‘Real’, ‘transcategoral ‘ineffable nature’ (Hick 1989,
350).

Awolalu illustrates the apparent total transcengiewdhout immanency of God in
Yorubd religion through the Yoruba political set. upe points out that it is the
‘numinous’ status of the Yorub@ba (king) that traditionally prohibits the subjects
from going directly to him, but rather through Hukiefs who act as intermediaries
(Awolalu 1979, 17 ff.). This statement of Awolalaténtionally alludes to a similar
interpretation of the religious system of the Yaulhhe ‘numinous’ character of the
Supreme Being prevents the Yoruba from going digothim, but rather through his
‘chiefs’ - the divinities. This explains why thevdiities appear to receive all worship
and sacrifices, without much, if any directed te Bupreme Being himself. The use
of the word ‘numinous’, a cognate efdumenoi) for the Supreme Being supports the
thesis being proposed in this article: the SuprBeiag is numinous (adjective) or the
noumenor(noun). He is a “Wholly Other” (Awolalu 1979, 50).

In discussing the transcendency of God, Idowu siryilexamines the idea of the

numinous character of the supreme being. With tetgahis transcendency he writes:

He [God] is transcendent; so transcendent is Hettlefact of his
immanence has received little emphasis except, oofrse, in the
implicit understanding that He is there all the dinin control of the
whole course of nature, and available to man, wiremele is called
upon (Idowu 1977, 47).

However, to ldowu, the idea of the ‘holy’ in thense of the active, swift, consuming
‘numinous’ is lacking in the Yorub& conception bktDeity himself (Idowu 1977,
47). The concept and the feeling of awe and eesities the numinous feeling evokes
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have been transferred to two divinities, namdgkata the thunder divinity and
Soponathe small pox divinity.

The most important point for us here is that thaltranscendency @lédumare or
the ‘transcategorial’ nature, to use a Hickeanagé is undeniable. This is evident in
three clearly observable facts in Yoruba religiéirst, unlike the divinities, the
Supreme Being is not represented by graven imaggsctorial paintings. There
might be symbols and emblems associated with hith si8 a circle, but not images
or paintings (Awolalu 1979, 14). This is becauseiheainique and incomparable.
Secondthere are usually no temples dedicated to hiroalee he is not localised in
the thought of the people, in spite of them refegrrio him aOlérun (“the owner of
heaven”).Third, if we agree with Idowu that the proper name ofdGo Yoruba is
Olédumaré just as his proper name as far as the Hebrews wemncerned is the
unpronounceable YHWH, then the meaning of the n@&itumareitself conveys
transcategoriality. As Idowu observes, it means “One who is supreme,
superlatively great, incomparable, and unsurpassabl majesty, excellent in

attributes, stable, unchanging, constant, reliagtwu 1977, 36).

However, there is an obvious objection to the tpidposal above. A reading of Hick
reveals one fact that we do not want to obscurejehg that all personal gods,
whether of explicit monotheisms such as Yahweh lef gews or Allah of the
Muslims, or polytheism such as there was in thee&mantheon and the impersonal
absolutes in Eastern religious thought, are reghedephenomenal manifestations of
the Real. This neatly categorises the Yoruba cdnoépghe Supreme Being as a
phenomenon (the conception of God in the mindshefworshippers), and not the
Realan Sich(the concept of God as God is in Godself orrtbeamenoj as is being
suggested in this article. We do not want to clmseeyes to this clear categorisation.
Nonetheless, an impersonal concept of the SupreenggBs totally alien to African
thought. God is thought of as being beyond humarcegtion rather than as being
impersonal. Impersonality is meaningless in thistext. Moreover, as we have seen,
the comparable concept to the concept of ReaSichis Olédumare For example,
Parrinder observes that the myths abOlddumaréare less anthropomorphic than
those of divinities (Parrinder 1961, 227). Thisdensupport to our hypothesis of

seeingOlédumareas the Reahn Sich
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Nevertheless, it cannot be denied th&l6dumaré is usually pictured
anthropomorphically. For instance, in another wdthrrinder observes that as much
as Africans can conceive God in an abstract martheir myths about him are
anthropomorphic. He writes: “Wise Old Africans, whguestioned on this point of
the absence of worship, say that God is too greabe contained in a house”
(Parrinder 1982, 19). He adds: “... in myths, the r8ope Being is spoken of in a
personal manner as if he were a man with a body,often with a wife and family”
(Parrinder 1982, 19). The anthropomorphic pictdr®©dumarein Yoruba thought
is best summed up by Idowu when he writes thathtbeght ofOl6dumareéis

... of a Personage, venerable and majestic, ageddhwging, with a

greyness which commands awe and reverence. He spéék

commands; He acts; He rules; He judges; He dodbatlla person of

the highest authority, in whose control everythisgwill do (Idowu
1977, 39).

Of course anthropomorphism is not in any way peculo either the Yoruba or
Africans generally. It is found in most, if not alieistic religions, both monotheistic
and polytheistic. Even in all the so-called develbpeligions it is present. As Idowu
observes,

Man really finds little satisfaction except in aifyevho lives, who has

a heart, who speaks, who hears. Centuries of mgaath thinking

have not succeeded and may never succeed in cumiay of

anthropomorphism in his private thought about Hide will ever

project something of himself into his thought ohHiin order to make

the Unknown intelligible by analogy from that whighknown (Idowu
1977, 39).

We have another support for our proposal to likesmpersonae(the conception of
God as personal) andhpersonagthe conception of Ultimate Reality as impersonal)
to the divinities of the Traditional Yoruba ReligioAs thepersonaeandimpersonae
are products of both the Real and human percepdiosh thus ‘windows’ or ‘images’
through which the Real is apprehended, so are ithimittes conceived in Yoruba
religion. The ‘transcategorial’ or ineffable chaextstic of the Real (theoumenohis
what makes it imperceptible. Similarly, as Awolaxplained, it is because of the

Supreme Being’s “wholly otherness” that Africans dot go directly to him, but
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indirectly through the divinities (Awolalu 1981, f8); or as he puts it in another
instance, “They [the divinities] exist for the poge of bringing the Supreme Being
closer to his creatures” (Awolalu 1979, 50). Theneadea is being expressed when
the divinities are described as offspring, interragds, ministering Spirits, or
functionaries of the Supreme Being (Awolalu 1970).3dowu expressed the same
idea when he noted that the divinities are “chamietough which man ... should

normally approach Deity” (Idowu 1973, 171).

Another issue that evokes comparison is the onitdbgtatus of the divinities: are
they objectively real, so that we can say of eaealh t... in addition to the many finite
centres of consciousness, reason, emotion anaavilitituting the millions of human
selves, there is another limitlessly greater sumttre of consciousness which is the
divine self?” (Hick 1989, 269). Answering this qties in the affirmative is an
essential part of religious pluralism. Hick therefaritically examines such beliefs in
different religions. The question is: What is tlgital implication of believing that
eachpersonaof the Real is objectively real and with qualit@sributed to it? It is
possible to accept the claim that each of thermislogically real and thus end up in
polytheism. However, there is a logical problenthie plurality of the divinities which
would affect the ultimacy of the religion. Eachtbesepersonaesuch asyHWH of
the Jews, Heavenly Father of the Christians, Alitthe Muslims, among others
claims to be the sole creator or source of thearsa/. If each of them is accepted to
be objectively real and different from the othenonamong them

did indeed create the universe, if any of them did?

One option is to accept and interpret each of tipessonae as different names of one
divine reality. This has great similarity to whaitk suggests, but it is not identical to
it. The problem with this second suggestion is that not simply the names of these
gods that are different, but also the descriptainthe divine personages behind each
of the names. The logical implication of this igstldifference in description points to
difference in essence. However, it is this conolughat Hick rejects. He accepts the
point of the first suggestion that the deities aifferent. He also accepts the
apparently contradictory suggestion of the secdmat the deities are somehow
identical. The formula he uses to reconcile thersegly conflicting propositions is
the essence of his pluralistic hypothesis. The €damis exemplified in an
interpretation of the relations between the threesgns in the Godhead in the
Christian idea of the Trinity - the ‘modal’ consaitwof the trinity (the interpretation of
the Trinity as manifestations of one divine realitythree forms or modes). According
to Hick, the formula is also illustrated in the Rildst trikaya doctrine (Hick 1989,
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272). The Christian ‘modal’ construal of the triniinderstands the concept of person
in the Trinitarian doctrine. Father, Son and Sgreé three modes of activities of one
divine reality. Similarly, in the Buddhistikaya doctrine, the Ultimat®harmakaya -
the Sambhogakaya- and the Nirmanakaya are distinguished. The Ultimate
Dharmakaya somehow similar to the Christian theological aptcof the Father, is
the Eternal Truth or Reality of the Buddha natufimdestructible, timeless, Absolute,
the one essence in and behind all that was, isvalhte ... the absolute reality,
besides which there is no other reality” (Schuma®n3, 272). The counterpart belief
to the personality of the Son Bambhogakayawhich consists of a plurality of
transcendent Buddhas. The Spirit has its counteipathe Buddhist doctrine of
Nirmanakaya which consists of earthly human beings who hattaireed to final

enlightenment and thus become vehicles of a trawlsce Buddha.

The most important analogy for our understandinghef ontological status of the
divinities in Yoruba religion is the Buddhist exgdtion of SambhogakayaThis is
supposed to be understood “as mental creationgjesgions of the Bodhisattva”
(Schumann 1973, 102), that is, the religious. T@riligious, “his ideal becomes so
vivid and alive that it takes shape as a subjeatadity” (Schumann 1973, 104-105).
Hick agrees with this interpretation thusSgmbhogakayaare thus projections of the
religious imagination” (Hick 1989, 273). Applied tioe gods opersonaeof the Real

- Jahweh the heavenly Fathepllah, Shivg Vishny etc. - it means that these “are not
objectively existent personal individuals with theswn distinctive powers and
characteristics.; but they are neiere hallucinations either, without any objective
source. Rather, they are “veridical hallucinatio(tdick 1989, 273).

This treatment of the gods as neither totally nwistent nor objectively real as
conceived by the religions is not different frone tliay Idowu treats the divinities. He
indirectly agrees with Richard Garnett Tie Twilight of the Godsn which it is
cautiously stated that the divine beings (in caitt the Supreme Being) were
creations of men’s minds. To support his intergreta ldowu cites a saying of
Yoruba Elders: tbiti éniyan kosi, kosi imal@vhere there is no man, there is no
divinity)” (Idowu 1977, 63). However, ldowu notdsat we should be cautious and so
not say that the divinities are totally non-exi$téfo a believer in them, they are real,

“ ... so real that they have in fact been substitdtedthe Supreme Being in many
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worships” (ldowu 1977, 63). In other words, likeetiBuddhistBodhisattvas in
worship, the divinity of an adherent becomes sadvand alive: his (the believer’s)
ideas would be encased in the divinity. The diyinitus serves as an inspiration for

what the believer conceives as the ideal form afterce.

We find this phenomenon of religious experienceawrrated by Wole Soyinka, an
adherent of Yorubé religion who is also a firseratellectual in the modern world. In
his own testimony, in an interview with a Nigeristagazine, he states:

“Early in life as a child, | found that my temperant, my instinct, my

spirituality leaned toward®gun He is the god of creativity, god of

iron, a destructive deity, and at the same timeeative deity because

he is the god of creativity as well. He is the gddyric, god of the

song, and the god who likgangobelieves rigidly in justice, and that is

why people swear i©guns artefact, metal, and for me justice is a

crucial principal ... He is my persondémiyurge... my elder brother

and he weaves a kind of protective aura around meHe..is a
metaphor of existence for me” (Soyinka 1999, 29).

Soyinka’s statement th&gun “is a metaphor of existence for me ... a contextual
metaphor” is not different from what Hick and Idowe saying. The divinities are
not objective existents; rather, they are “contaktmetaphors”. Judith Glearson
explains the same experience in relation to Yowikinities thus: “TheOrisha [sic]
are like immense magnifying mirrors, in which wehbkel ourselves as potentialities.
To those who believe in them, tlisha[sic] are guardians through whom one lives
a more intense life vicariously, guides whose exadsnergy leads their devotees to
a more placid, a more balanced existence” (Gleat9@9, 112-113). Similarly, there
is no one who knowSangoéworshippers that would not agree with Benjamin Ray
when he writes:

Shangdsic] devotees exhibit a personality that strongly neiskes the

violent, antisocial and sexually unbalanced charaaf Shango

himself. A study by Wescott and Morton-Williams sf®that many

devotees have tendencies toward aggression anehel Others are

boisterous or highly temperamental. WHehangés spirit enters his

priests, they display unusually violent and errajossession

behaviour, and appear to be venting aggressionlgepyRay 1976,
71).

In other words, just as a Christian imaginativebpoKs at Christ intensely and

struggles to be like Him, just as His cross symdadly represents and inspires the
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Christian that he or she should likewise give hiinge herself as a sacrifice for the
good of humanity (Nabofa 1994, 19), and he or sHewes Christ empowers him or
her through the Holy Spirit to grow in/into his als, so does Soyinka and other
adherents of traditional divinities look at thefrosenOrisaintensely, and so become
like him/her. One’s context and psychological makeeontribute to the nature of
one’s god; and because we have different contexdspaychological make-ups, our

conceptions differ.

Nonetheless, some conceptions of divinity thatdeemed to be destructive have to
be ruled out, thus the need for criteria by whizlliscriminate between adequate and
inadequate conceptions of the Real. The benchmar&res suggesting to achieve this
is the Yoruba form of the Hickean soteriologicaldagthical criteria. This is not
strange to the Yoruba, as they generally accept iwa I'ésin (religiosity is shown in
personal quality)”lwa (character) is the highest ethical demand of Yartedigion.
Idowu points out thawa signifies two things: ‘being’ and ‘correct persbathos and
approved moral issues’. To signify these two appiiyelifferent ideas, the worliva

in Yoruba is pronounced and spelt alike. Idowu ectly observes that this is not
accidental but rather intentional: “To the Yorulti@e nature of a person’s essential
being determines the moral issue of life, so th& unmistakably implied in Yoruba
theology that ‘being’ and correct chemistry of lgeimwith regard to personal
integration and moral attributes are so correlateat they can be regarded as

synonymous” (ldowu 1971, 89).

Wande Abimbola corroborated the traditional Yorubew that good character is
essential to religiosity when he pointed out thai is from the verbal roowa (to be,
to exist) “by the addition of the deverbative pxefi ”. The original meaning ofiwa,

he interpreted as “the fact of being, living orstiig”, citing anlfa saying that:

Ire Owo

Ire Omo

Ire Aika pari Iwa.

(The blessedness of money

The blessedness of children

The blessedness of longevity

Are the fruits of character) (Abimbola 1975, 293).
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Iwa (character) is then the “very essence of being he. tery aims of human
existence ...” (Abimbola 1975, 293-294). Abimbola gam to point out that to the
Yoriba, the essence of religious worship considtscudtivating Iwapeélé (good
character) - thusia I'ésif’ (“religiosity is shown in character” orlWa is another
name for religious devotion”) (Abimbola 1975, 29342.

Conclusion

In his conception of religious pluralism, John Hitks suggested that the differences
between the religions of the world are real, buittthese differences should be
interpreted in the light of Immanuel Kant's insigkiant suggested that our perception
of things is more complex than we think, that & tata of our perception do not
accurately reflect objective reality. Instead, dsersituations and other similar
experiences that we perceive are differently setécordered and interpreted to be
processed in our consciousness, just as we hawectmsciously choose what we are
conscious of seeing and hearing among the innurgethimgs surrounding us. The
implication of this modern epistemology is thaisithot possible for us to perceive a
thing as it is in itself: we have to perceive i@iontext, that is, from a position.

Applied to the differences among religions, Hicks hgostulated that the apparent
multiplicity of transcendent realities behind tledigions could be seen as singular and
identical, in spite of the differences in conceptiddick applies this interpretation
especially to the concept of Ultimate Reality idigiens. For him, the Ultimate
Reality as it is in itself, in its essential natui® distinguished from its phenomenal
manifestations in different cultural contexts arduhe world. According to this view,
it is the same Ultimate Reality that is perceivedbheit at different levels of
transparency/adequacy to the Real. The criterionagsessing the adequacy of a
conception of Ultimate Reality is soteriologicdhieal, that is, the conception results

in good character in the lives of the believers.

Using the Hickean interpretative model in the tiiadial Yoruba context, This article
has equatedOlédumare with the Hickeannoumenon However, the concept of
Olédumaréis explicitly theistic, that is, it is a notion dhe Real as personal.
Nevertheless, since an impersonal concept of tiemblie Real is absent in the
African, and by implication Nigerian context, th&snot a problem. The article goes

on to propose viewing the divinities as phenomemagaling Olédumare - the
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noumenon This interpretation is not novel: it is inhereimt traditional Yoruba

religion, although not logically articulated in they we have done.

In conclusion, This article suggests that in thetemporary religious scene in
Nigeria, Christians, Muslims and adherents of AfricTraditional Religion should see
themselves as worshipping the same God. ‘God’ cessarily conceived differently
due to the diverse contexts of revelation from Wwhice religions come. This is the

moral of this conceptual exercise.
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