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Essay 5: Can people who have never heard of Jesus Christ be saved? 

 
 

Introduction 
 
The issue of salvation is not unique to Christianity. As McGrath points out, Christianity, from its 
beginning, has operated in a world with multiple theories as to how one might come to obtain 
right relation with, and ultimate salvation from, God.1 However, the traditional Christian claims 
to salvation, expressed faith in Jesus Christ’s life, death and resurrection as the means to God’s 
grace, have been increasingly called into question in the past century. The reasons for this are 
many, but largely include the rise of multiculturalism in the West2, a growing interest in focusing 
on God’s love (as opposed to merely defending the faith) and the belief that doctrines, creeds and 
even Scripture is the work of men (and not God; thereby eliminating the need to see defending 
these as defending God).3 For all of these reasons, many theologians in the past century have 
begun to question whether Christianity’s historical approach of claiming salvation by express 
faith in Christ alone is valid as a modern approach. As Gavin D’Costa writes, “If salvation is not 
possible outside Christ / Christianity, is it credible that a loving God would consign the majority 
of humankind to perdition, often through no fault of their own?”4 Similarly, many have asked 
whether such teaching claims that those who have never had the opportunity to hear of Jesus 
Christ (referred to as the “invincibly ignorant”) are then condemned. This, then, is the question 
this paper will attempt to address.  
 
In order to do so, we will begin with an overview of the three traditional options of understanding 
salvation and Christianity’s claim to salvation in relation to other world religions. These positions 
include pluralism, which suggests all religious traditions ultimately provide equally valid means 
to God and His salvation; inclusivism, which claims that although the unique Christ event is 
normative as the revelation of God’s salvation, salvation is still possible for those non-Christians; 
and exclusivism, which states that only those who hear and respond to the “Good News” of the 
Christian message will receive God’s salvation. Following a review of these three general 
positions, we will briefly consider several suggestions that fall outside of these categories before 
concluding that salvation is, indeed, available even to those who have never heard of Jesus Christ. 
 
Pluralism 
 
In contrast to the highly conservative exclusivist position, and even its more welcoming 
counterpart, inclusivism, the pluralist position frames salvation not around Christ, but around 
God’s ultimate plan of salvation for the world. John Hick, author of God and the Universe of the 
Faiths (1973) and leading proponent of the pluralistic approach, suggests a paradigm shift away 
from a Christo-centric view of salvation to a Theo-centric approach to this conversation. As 

                                                             
1McGrath, Alister E., Christian Theology: An Introduction, p.448 
2 McGrath, p.458 
3 Gilkey, Langdon, “Plurality and Its Theological Implications,” John Hick and Paul F. Knitter (eds.), The 
Myth of Christian Uniqueness, p.38 
4 D’Costa, Gavin, “Theology of Religions,” David Ford (ed.), The Modern Theologians, p.627 



2 of 8 

McGrath writes, “Hick declared that it was necessary to move away from ‘the dogma that 
Christianity is at the centre to the realization that it is God who is at the centre, and that all 
religions. . . . including our own, serve and revolve around him.”5 This approach, then, is based 
on the a priori rejection of a methodology that begins with the presupposition of Christ’s central 
role in God’s plan of salvation. 
 
Clearly, the pluralist view is recognized as the most positive, welcoming view for inter-religious 
dialogue, and this is largely how it is positioned by its advocates. Indeed, often those who hold to 
this view claim pluralism is the only appropriate manner to discuss salvation in our modern, 
plurastic world with so much contact between different religions: “No longer does it suffice to 
ask whether and what religious traditions have to do with the mystery of the salvation of their 
adherents in Jesus Christ. More positively and profoundly, the question is what positive meaning 
the religious traditions themselves have in God’s single overall plan of salvation.”6 While Karl 
Rahner and those in the inclusivist camp hold that Christianity is the ultimate or central means of 
God’s plan of salvation, even if not the only, exhaustive vehicle for said plan, those who hold to a 
pluralistic view of salvation claim other religions offer equally viable paths to salvation. 
Bernhardt seems to suggest just such a position when he makes the claim that not even Jesus 
pointed toward Himself for salvation.7 Jesus Christ, then, according to this view transitions from 
being the historic figure of salvation to one among many. As Dupuis writes, “All these ways are 
in principle of equal value; no ‘singular’ uniqueness need or can be attributed to Jesus Christ as 
universal Savior of humankind.”8 This, then, is the distinction between inclusivism and pluralism: 
that of the role Jesus plays in God’s plan for humanity’s salvation.  It is worth noting, though, that 
there is a certain amount of variety, in the pluralism category. For example, one proponent of this 
view might suggest all religions, ultimately, teach the same universal truths: “Hick draws the 
conclusion that it is necessary to recognize that all religions lead to the same God. Christians have 
no special access to God, who is universally available through all religious traditions.”9 This 
position, however, would be in contrast to those pluralists who, while acknowledging the 
differences inherit to the world’s various religions, maintain that these differences are not 
mutually exclusive and still offer complementary and equally valid paths to God. In terms of our 
question concerning those who have never heard of Jesus Christ, the pluralism view would offer 
no reason why such an individual could not receive salvation, at least not on the basis of their 
invincible ignorance alone. 
 
While this position is clearly the most open in terms of how one might receive salvation, and how 
Christianity relates to other religions, it has received a number of criticisms from those who do 
not share such a position. The most obvious criticism directed is that it is unbiblical, and that by 
its very nature completely ignores the uniqueness of the Christ event. In addition, Hick has 
received criticism for assuming all of the world’s religions can be boiled down to, ultimately, 
reflect the same truth.10 This position becomes particularly troubling when considering not only 
the differences between mono-theistic and poly-theistic traditions (i.e. Judaism and Christianity 
compared to Hinduism), but how one might suggest that those traditions without a divine being 
(i.e. Buddhism) are ultimately teaching the same truths as that of those religions that are based on 
                                                             
5 McGrath, pp.462-3 
6 Dupuis, Jacques, Christianity and the Religions: From Confrontation to Dialogue, p.4 
7 When he writes, “Jesus points beyond himself to the coming Son of Man, and he points to God (John 
12.44), in whose name he has come as Christ (John 5.43).” Bernhardt, Reinhold, Christianity without 
Absolutes, p.125 
8 Dupuis, p.253 
9 McGrath, p.463 
10 For examples of such criticisms, see Gilkey, Langdon, “Plurality and Its Theological Implications,” in 
John Hick and Paul F. Knitter (eds.), The Myth of Christian Uniqueness, pp.42-3; and McGrath, p.463 



3 of 8 

the fundamental presupposition of one or more divinities. Perhaps in response to this very 
argument, some have suggested that there remains an esoteric / exoteric divide between all 
members of religions throughout the world. According to this view, which has been labeled the 
“Perennialist Philosophy,” there does, indeed, exist a universal, mystic central nature to all of the 
world’s religions, and only an elite group in each religion (i.e. esoterics) have access to this 
truth.11 The exoterics, in contrast, maintain an absolute role for the symbols of their tradition and 
are unable to come to a place of unity. Another criticism maintained against the pluralist position 
is that, while it often refutes those in the exclusivist and inclusivist positions for their intolerance, 
there exists an innate form of intolerance in pluralism itself. As D’Costa rightly notes, “Hick’s 
pluralism is an exclusivist secular agnosticism . . . Pluralism must operate with criteria to discern 
‘truth,’ ‘God,’ and ‘salvation.’ And in so doing, it will naturally exclude all that is not in keeping 
with these criteria. Hence, in this respect, it is no different from exclusivism.”12 
 
Inclusivism 
 
Not as open as pluralism, nor as conservative as exclusivism, inclusivism espouses something of 
a compromise between these positions. While inclusivists believe Jesus Christ is the distinct 
mode of God’s plan of salvation, it does not, therefore, also exclude non-Christians. As Dupuis 
puts it, Jesus Christ is understood by those in this position as the central means of God’s 
salvation, but, at the same time, Christ does not therefore exhaust God’s salvation: “Rather, the 
historic (and as such particular) saving event of Jesus Christ leaves room for a saving action by 
God, through his Word and his Spirit, that goes beyond even the risen humanity of the incarnate 
Word.”13 
 
The German Jesuit Karl Rahner (1904-1984) is the theologian most often associated with the 
inclusivist position. While Rahner supported the unique role of Jesus Christ in God’s plan of 
salvation, he went on to distinguish his inclusive position using four theses: there exists a 
potential for a great number to be excluded if salvation is only available via Christianity (e.g. 
those who became the person of Jesus Christ, those who have yet to hear about this event, etc.); 
other religions can play a mediating role in God’s ultimate plan of salvation (“despite their errors 
and shortcomings”); those non-Christians who thus find salvation are to be known as ‘anonymous 
Christians’; and, lastly, other, non-Christian, religions will continue to exist in our pluralistic 
world.14 In this way, Rahner upholds the unique, absolute, role of Jesus Christ in God’s plan of 
salvation, but, at the same time, he establishes that not only may individual non-Christians be 
saved, but entire non-Christian religions may receive the grace made possible by the saving work 
of Christ, and by the individuals’ implicit desire for God.15 John Paul II, too, refers to this implicit 
desire among those non-Christians who can be included in Christ’s saving work, when he makes 
clear that such individuals must be among the invincibly ignorant.16 Inclusivism, then, certainly 
holds that those who have never heard of Jesus Christ may, in fact, be saved, through an implicit 
faith, and thereby be given the title, ‘anonymous Christian.’ 
 
Biblical support of the inclusivist position includes both Old Testament and New Testament 
scriptures. For example, Jacques Dupuis refers to Bible verses that speak to those outside of 
                                                             
11 D’Costa, p.628 
12 D’Costa, p.638 
13 Dupuis, p.254 
14 McGrath, p.461 
15 D’Costa, p.632 
16 In his Osservatore Romano of 1 June, 1995, Pope John Paul II retains the traditional axiom, “there is no 
salvation outside the Church,” with a particular nuance being that adhesion to the Church can take place 
through a mysterious, implicit union for those unaware of the Gospel; Dupuis, p.205. 
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Israel, even some of Israel’s enemies, as “God’s people”, such as Deuteronomy 2, Amos 9:7 and 
Isaiah 19:22-25.  As Dupuis writes, “These texts, admittedly few, make it possible to understand 
that God acts salvifically even toward other peoples.”17 Interestingly, Dupuis is willing to use an 
“admittedly few” Bible verses as sufficient proof to support God’s saving work of those outside 
Israel and Christianity, when, elsewhere, he uses this point as an argument against the 
exclusivists’ use of the same for their own position.18 In addition to these OT references, the 
Apostle Paul’s words in Romans 2:12-16 have been used as support for the belief that those who 
have never heard of Jesus Christ are not, by definition, excluded from God’s plan of salvation. 
 
The inclusivist position is a favorable one for those who struggle with the more conservative, 
exclusive nature innate to the exclusivist position. Gilkey, for example, suggests this position as 
the most effective solution for Christians living in our modern, pluralist world: “That is, it is the 
Christian God of justice and love who is revealed and at work elsewhere, and it is that same God 
who saves all who are saved.”19 However, this position is not without its critics. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, those in the exclusivist position criticize Rahner and those in this camp for 
neglecting the solus Christus principle (latin for “Christ alone”, one of the central tenants of the 
Protestant Reformers basic beliefs concerning salvation). For example, one might genuinely ask, 
what would the difference be between an anonymous and an explicit Christian in terms of 
faith?”20 Others argue that such a view, that of Rahner’s invisible church, is unbiblical and 
ignores the importance of confession.21 Those on the pluralist side of the debate have their own 
critiques of this position, including that Rahner’s concept of referring to the “anonymous 
Christians” in other religions is grossly imperialistic, and that it is simply unacceptable to place 
such a title on those who, quite frankly, do not wish to receive it.22 D’Costa also notes that such 
an approach will ultimately end in “a stalemate in dialogue with each side calling the other names 
(anonymous Hindus, anonymous Muslims, and so on).”23 In Rahner’s defense, the term 
‘anonymous Christian’ was never intended for conversation with those outside of Christianity, 
but the criticisms presented here still seem valid. Lastly, Gilkey makes the helpful observation 
that such an approach largely results in a deconstructive pattern for other religions. Maintaining 
their own view as the only way to finally find ultimate reality, Gilkey argues, “each [religion] 
incorporates others into its own world, interprets and defines them from an alien perspective . . . 
Thus in effect such an interpretation deconstructs them, transforms them into something they are 
not.”24 While the inclusivism position is widely praised for providing a helpful solution in terms 
of how a Christian view of salvation can exist in a pluralistic world, with many other religions 
and even those who have never heard the unique Christ event, the above criticisms are valid and 
worth one’s consideration. 
 
 
 

                                                             
17 Dupuis, p.100 
18 When he writes, “With regard to the theology of religions, taking as a starting point the dogmatic datum 
of the universal salvation of humankind in Jesus Christ, itself based on a few key isolated New Testament 
texts (Acts 4:12; 1 Tim 2:4-5), it was concluded with astonishing ease that the other religions had no saving 
value,” Dupuis, p.8. 
19 Gilkey, p.42 
20 D’Costa, p.636 
21 Ibid., p.636 
22 See John Hick’s statement that using the title ‘anonymous Christian’ for non-Christians is “paternalist, 
offering ‘honorary status granted unilaterally to people who have not expressed any desire for it;’” as 
quoted in McGrath, p.462 
23 D’Costa, p.635 
24 Gilkey, p.42 
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Exclusivism 
 
While pluralism and Inclusivism clearly have room for the invincibly ignorant in their views of 
salvation, historically speaking, Christianity has made the claim that, apart from Jesus Christ, no 
one can receive salvation. This claim is substantiated by several references to New Testament 
Scriptures (i.e. Acts 4:12; 1 Tim 2:4-5), including Jesus’ own words: “I am the way and the truth 
and the life. No one comes to the Father, but through me” (John 14:6).25 Building on such texts, 
the exclusivist position holds that 1) God has sent His Son, Jesus Christ, into the world for the 
express purpose of salvation, and that 2) it is only those who hear and respond in faith to the 
Christian message of salvation by Christ alone who may find salvation.26 This position was 
developed within the first four hundred years of Christianity, after the Christian faith became the 
official state religion of the Roman empire. The exclusive claim of salvation by Christ alone was 
brought to an even finer point by the third-century bishop Saint Cyprian of Carthage, who wrote 
that, outside of the Christian Church, there is no salvation (Extra ecclesiam nulla salus). This 
claim was later taken up and included in official Church documents, including the Lateran 
Council IV (1215), and the Decree on the Copts of the Council of Florence (1442), which states 
that the Church “firmly believes, professes and preaches that ‘no one remaining outside the 
Catholic Church . . . can become partakers of eternal life; but they will go ‘to the eternal fire 
prepared for the devil and his angels’ (Mt 25:41), unless before the end of their life they are 
joined to it...’”27 While the exclusivity of such a claim is jarring to our modern ears, it is worth 
noting that its authors were working on the (false) assumption that everyone in the world had the 
opportunity at that point in time to hear and respond to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Those who 
chose not to respond in faith to such a claim, and thereby chose not to join the Catholic Church, 
they believed, were rightly condemned. 
  
While it has been noted that not even the Catholic Church still holds to a literal interpretation of 
Cyprian of Carthage’s claim of no salvation for those outside of the Church,28 the exclusive claim 
of salvation by express faith in Christ alone is indeed supported by some. Some of the most 
prominent advocates for this view include the Dutch Reformer Hendrik Kraemer (1888-1965) and 
the Swiss theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968). Kraemer used the above reference to Jesus’ own 
words in the Gospel of John to claim, “God has revealed the Way and the Truth and the Life in 
Jesus Christ, and wills this to be known throughout the world.”29 According to Kraemer, the 
revelation of Jesus Christ was such that no competing claims to revelation from other religions 
could be set alongside it. Barth, too, held to such an understanding of salvation, whereby he 
believed salvation is found only in Christ, and this excludes those from other, non-Christian 
religions.30  
 
Because of the extremely exclusive nature of this position, those who hold to it are typically 
criticized for their naiveté, ignorance and intolerance.31 The argument others make against this 
view is that no reasonable person could possibly believe the loving God of the Bible who speaks 
clearly of His plans of salvation for all could be limited to only those who profess faith in Christ 
for salvation. As the pluralist John Hick argues, “If God wishes everyone to be saved . . . it is 
inconceivable that the divine self-revelation should be effected in such a way that only a small 

                                                             
25 Other relevant NT references include Matthew 11:27-28; John 1:29; and 1 John 5:11-12. 
26 D’Costa, p.630 
27 Dupuis, p.203 
28 Ibid., p.203 
29 McGrath, p.460 
30 Ibid., p.460 
31 Bernhardt, p.116 
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portion of humanity could be saved.”32 Jacques Dupuis, while not a pluralist, but who holds 
something of an inclusivist position, criticizes Karl Barth for his arrogance, lack of consideration 
of other religions and exclusivity. He also comes down hard on Barth for being unable to defend 
his position with anything other than ‘arrogance’: “Upon being asked how he could know and 
state with such certainty that the other religions were nothing but an idolatrous human pretension 
of self-justification, Karl Barth answered with unswerving arrogance: I know it a priori.”33 
(Interestingly, Dupuis also notes that Karl Rahner uses the same a priori argument to defend his 
(shared) inclusivist views34). The exclusivist position has also been criticized for its faulty 
methodology (i.e. starting from a rigid church dogmatic and applying it to reality35). Taken to its 
logical conclusion, the exclusivist position holds that God would allow billions and billions of 
souls to be condemned to eternal torment simply because they did not profess faith in Jesus Christ 
for salvation, including those who have never heard of Jesus, and this is a position many simply 
cannot hold to.  

 
However, it is important to note that exclusivists do not also always assume salvation is 
unobtainable for those who have never heard the “Good News” of Jesus Christ. D’Costa points 
out that some exclusivists are willing to include the invincibly ignorant in God’s plan of salvation 
through Jesus Christ, but that most exclusivists are also unwilling to theorize how this might be 
the case (because we are told we cannot know the fate of non-Christians, and, instead, must 
simply trust in the mercy of a sovereign, good and loving God).36 The American Lutheran George 
Lindbeck, however, is one example, of an exclusivist who offers a potential solution. Lindbeck 
suggests a post-mortum meeting with Christ, and the opportunity for a confession, “thereby 
satisfying the fides ex auditu principle) to account for the fate of non-Christians.”37 In addition, it 
is worth noting that even though Barth held to an exclusivist position of salvation only being 
obtainable for those who profess saving faith in Jesus Christ, he also suggests that, ultimately, all 
will come to a right relation with God through the name of the Son. According to Barth, “God’s 
grace will [eventually] triumph completely, and all will come to faith in Christ.”38 In this way, the 
exclusive nature of God’s grace through Christ and His universal salvation are not mutually 
exclusive, but work in collaboration. It is because of Barth’s view on this point that he has been 
labeled a universalist.39 
 
Alternative Positions 
 
While we have now seen how the views of exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism respond to the 
issue of salvation, Jesus Christ and the relationship between the two for non-Christians, it is 
worth noting that not all theologians fit so neatly into one of these three categories. In fact, there 
are a growing number of theologians who refuse to fit their view of salvation into one of these 
options. Rowan Williams, for example, has argued that there are undeniable challenges innate to 
all three positions, “[Exclusivism] rules [dialogue] out in principle. . . . [Inclusivism] makes a bid 
for ownership of all that is tolerable and recognizable in other traditions. . . . [and Pluralism] 
allows no more than unquestioning co-existence.”40 Ultimately, Williams argues that all three of 

                                                             
32 McGrath, p.463 
33 Dupuis, p.8 
34 Ibid., p.9 
35 Ibid., p.8 
36 D’Costa, p.631 
37 Ibid., p.631 
38 McGrath, p.460 
39 D’Costa, p.630 
40 Williams, Rowan, On Christian Theology, p.95 
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these positions are inadequate to participate in effective inter-religious dialogue. 41 D’Costa notes 
a similar frustration with the traditional three-tiered structure of Christianity’s dialogue with other 
religions on the question of God’s salvation. The inherent problem, according to D’Costa, is that 
all three positions, in the end, fall prey to exclusivism.42 Bernhardt suggests that the only way 
Christians will ever into fruitful inter-religious dialogue other traditions is by seriously 
reconsidering our understanding of truth, and by realizing that any commitments to absolutes will 
prevent this mission.43 Bernhardt goes on to claim that Christianity was never intended to operate 
as a body of absolutes, and this is the central problem modern Christianity wrestles with when it 
comes to inter-religious dialogue. In contrast to some of the pluralists we’ve discussed, Williams 
refuses to suggest that Christ’s role in salvation is unique, but he also suggests that Christians 
ought to re-evaluate the way this message is shared with the world’s religions if it is to be heard 
with open ears.44 
 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, while it is perhaps desirable to organize the many views on the relationship 
between salvation, Jesus Christ and non-Christians into neat categories, there remain criticisms 
not only to those approaches that fit into such labels, there are approaches that simply will not fit 
neatly into these three options. In addition, as Williams notes, the appropriate strategy for moving 
forward in the Christian effort to dialogue with non-Christians will not fit neatly into any of these 
three categories. 
 
However, in response to the question posed at the outset of this paper, we have seen that even 
within the most conservative, even restrictive category, there remain opportunities to provide for 
the idea of God enacting salvation for those who have not heard of Jesus Christ. While some, 
particularly those who are typically labeled as conservative, will take issue with Barth’s idea of 
universalism, there remain other, alternative means by which such salvation might be made 
available to the invincibly ignorant (e.g. by referring to one’s implicit desires, Lisbeck’s notion of 
a post-mortum meeting with Jesus Christ and opportunity for confession, etc.). In light of this 
conversation, it seems unreasonable to assume that those who have yet to hear of God’s saving 
plan for humanity, as revealed in Jesus Christ, will be condemned to eternal punishment. No 
serious theologians defend such a position, nor does its defense seem readily available from a 
reading of the New Testament.  

                                                             
41 Williams, p.95 
42 D’Costa, p.638 
43 Bernhardt, p.119 
44 Williams, p.105 
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