
Why Comparative Theology Needs a Clearer Account of Religious Disagreement

Stefan Bekturov1, Ingrid Pavlovic2, Mathieu Kim3

1 Department of Social Sciences, Pannonian University Centre for Social Sciences, Oman

2 Department of Social Sciences, Transylvanian Center for Social Sciences, Barbados

3 Department of Social Sciences, Hejaz School of Social Sciences, France

International Journal of Philosophy and Theological Studies, Volume 1, Issue 1, 2026, pp. 20-24
Perspective · Published 2026-09-14 · DOI: https://doi.org/10.62715/ijpts.2026.v1.i1.pp20-24
Open access, CC BY 4.0

Abstract
Comparative theology presents itself as theological learning from the texts and practices of another religious tradition, carried out by someone who remains committed to a home tradition. It grew in part from dissatisfaction with the theology of religions and its general verdicts on the truth and saving power of other faiths, and its practitioners have preferred patient reading to adjudication. This Perspective argues that the preference has left a gap. Comparative theologians regularly meet claims in other traditions that conflict with their own, yet the field has no agreed account of what such conflict should do to the confidence with which they hold their beliefs. The epistemology of disagreement, developed in analytic philosophy over the past two decades, offers distinctions that can supply one: between conciliatory and steadfast responses, between disagreement about a single proposition and disagreement between whole outlooks, and between acknowledged and merely possible epistemic peers. The article sets out the argument, answers three objections, and proposes that comparative theologians state for each study what they take the other tradition to claim, where it conflicts with their own, and what epistemic weight they give that conflict. Doing so would make the discipline's judgements open to assessment without returning it to wholesale verdicts.
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1. Introduction

Comparative theology in its contemporary form is the practice of doing theology from within one tradition by way of sustained study of another. Clooney (2010) describes it as faith seeking understanding that is rooted in a particular tradition and ventures from that base into learning from one or more others, for the sake of fresh insight into both. Its typical product is a close reading of paired texts, a Hindu commentary beside a Christian one, a Buddhist treatise beside a scholastic question, after which the theologian reports what has been learned.

The field defined itself partly by contrast. Fredericks (1999) argued that the theology of religions had reached an impasse. The familiar options of exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism, set out as a typology by Race (1983), each claimed to settle the standing of other religions before anyone had studied them, and comparative theology offered a way of proceeding without such a prior settlement. The proposal has been productive. It has also encouraged a habit of leaving one question unasked: when the other tradition says something that the theologian's own tradition denies, what follows for what the theologian should believe.

This article contends that the question cannot be left aside and that comparative theology has, close to hand, the means to address it. The argument is about method. It takes no position on which religious claims are true.

2. How Comparative Theology Handles Conflict at Present

The literature on method is rich in descriptions of attitude and comparatively thin on epistemic norms. Cornille (2008) identifies the conditions under which dialogue between traditions is possible as humility about one's own grasp of truth, commitment to a tradition, recognition of interconnection, empathy and hospitality toward the truth of the other. In a later work she classifies the kinds of learning that comparison

yields:

intensification,

rectification,

recovery,

reinterpretation,

appropriation

and reaffirmation (Cornille, 2020). These are valuable categories. Several of them, rectification and reaffirmation above all, presuppose that the theologian has judged a claim in one tradition against a claim in the other. The classification names the outcome of that judgement and does not say by what standard it was made.

Hermeneutical accounts have a similar shape. Moyaert (2014) draws on Ricoeur to describe the encounter with the religious other as an exercise in interpretive hospitality that is always fragile and exposed to misunderstanding. The account explains well how a reader can receive an unfamiliar text. It gives less guidance about the moment at which reception meets contradiction. Critics from outside the hermeneutical approach have noticed the gap. Nicholson (2011) argues that comparative theology cannot escape the oppositional and political dimension of religious identity by declining to pronounce on other traditions, since the refusal is itself a position. Much earlier, Griffiths (1991) maintained that when representatives of a religious community recognise that their doctrines are incompatible with those of another, they are obliged to engage in argument about them, and that avoiding such argument does not show respect.

3. The Argument

The case for a clearer account can be put in three steps. First, comparative theology is a truth-seeking practice. Its practitioners say that they learn from the other tradition, and learning is the acquisition of truth or understanding, not only of information about what others think. Second, learning across traditions regularly brings the theologian up against conflict. A Christian reader of Advaita Vedanta meets the denial of any final distinction between the self and ultimate reality. A Christian reader of Madhyamaka meets the denial of intrinsic existence, applied to everything, where Christian doctrine speaks of a creator who depends on nothing. Third, a truth-seeking practice that meets conflict owes an account of how the conflict bears on belief. Without one, the selection of what to appropriate and what to set aside is unaccountable, and readers cannot tell learning from preference.

The third step is the contentious one. It may be said that the comparative theologian simply follows the norms of the home tradition, which already contain criteria of orthodoxy. That reply settles what the tradition permits, and it leaves open whether the theologian's confidence in the tradition's claims should change on finding that learned, sincere and reflective people in another tradition hold otherwise. This is exactly the question that epistemologists have examined under the heading of disagreement.

4. What the Epistemology of Disagreement Offers

The philosophical debate concerns what a person should do on discovering that someone equally informed and equally capable has reached a contrary conclusion. Table 1 sets out the principal views and what each would imply for a comparative theologian.

Table 1: Views in the epistemology of disagreement and their implications for comparative theology	View	Central claim	Source	Implication for the comparative theologian
	Conciliationism	Disagreement with a peer requires moving toward the peer's view	Christensen, 2007; Elga, 2007	Confidence in contested doctrines should fall after serious study
	Suspension of judgement	Peers who share evidence cannot both be reasonable; both should suspend	Feldman, 2007	Contested doctrines should be held as open questions
	Steadfast view	One may keep a belief if one has in fact reasoned well	Kelly, 2005	Conflict alone gives no reason to revise
	Rarity of peers	Acknowledged peers with the same evidence are seldom found	King, 2012	The theologian must say why the other is or is not a peer
	Partisan justification	Insight into the grounds of belief can warrant holding firm	Pittard, 2019	Holding firm requires stating the insight relied on


Three features of this debate are of direct use. The first is the distinction between conciliatory and steadfast responses. Conciliationists hold that the bare fact of peer disagreement is evidence that one may have erred and that confidence should be reduced accordingly. Defenders of steadfastness reply that what matters is the first-order evidence and how well each party has assessed it. Comparative theologians already take up positions along this line without naming them. A scholar who reports that study of another tradition has unsettled a doctrine is conciliating, and a scholar who reports reaffirmation is holding steadfast.

The second feature is the analysis of peerhood. Philosophers disagree about how often the idealised condition of equal evidence and equal competence is met, and King (2012) argues that it is met rarely. Religious cases are especially hard, because the parties differ about what counts as evidence, including the standing of scripture, tradition and religious experience. De Cruz (2019) reviews the application of the debate to religion and shows that the central issue is whether one has reasons, independent of the dispute itself, for regarding the other as less reliable. Comparative theology is unusually well placed here. Years of reading another tradition's texts with its commentators supplies just the kind of detailed knowledge of the other party's reasoning that abstract discussions of peerhood lack.

The third feature is the recognition that religious disagreement is seldom about a single proposition. Pittard (2019) argues that disputes between outlooks reach down to the standards by which the dispute would be assessed, and that a believer may be justified in holding firm when there is real insight into the grounds of belief. Whether or not that argument succeeds, it shows the form an answer must take: it must say what the insight is. The matrix in Figure 1 uses these distinctions to separate four stances a comparative theologian may adopt.

[image: Figure 1: Four stances toward a conflicting claim, by depth of engagement and readiness to revise]Figure 1: Four stances toward a conflicting claim, by depth of engagement and readiness to revise
The upper right quadrant describes the practice this article commends. The lower right describes much existing work, which is learned and generous and stops short of saying what the conflict it has uncovered implies. The two left-hand quadrants are the failures that comparative theology was founded to avoid.

5. Three Objections

It may be objected that attention to disagreement brings back the theology of religions and its general verdicts. It does not. The typology of exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism concerns whole religions and their saving efficacy. The pluralist hypothesis of Hick (1989) and the defence of exclusivism by Plantinga (1995) are answers at that level. The account proposed here is local. It asks, of a particular claim met in a particular text, whether it conflicts with a particular home commitment and what weight that conflict carries. Such judgements can be made one at a time, and they do not add up to a verdict on a religion.

A second objection draws on the cultural-linguistic account of doctrine. If, as Lindbeck (1984) proposed, doctrines function as rules of a community's speech and practice and not primarily as propositions, then apparent contradictions between traditions may be no more than differences of grammar, and the apparatus of disagreement has nothing to grip. The objection has force where it applies, and it should be applied case by case. Deciding whether two statements conflict or merely differ is itself part of the account being asked for. Comparative theologians make that decision constantly. The request is that they make it in the open.

A third objection is that epistemic peerhood across traditions cannot be established, so the philosophical models are idle. The difficulty is real, and it cuts both ways. If peerhood cannot be affirmed, it cannot be denied without argument either, and a theologian who treats the other tradition's thinkers as a source of learning has already granted them considerable standing. The virtues Cornille lists point the same way: humility and hospitality toward another's truth make little sense if that other is assumed in advance to be unreliable.

6. Implications for Practice

The proposal can be stated as three undertakings for any comparative study. The author should state what the other tradition's text is taken to claim, in terms its own interpreters would accept. The author should say where, if anywhere, that claim conflicts with a commitment of the home tradition, and whether the conflict is one of proposition, of practice or of the framework within which either makes sense. And the author should say what epistemic weight the conflict is given, whether the response is revision, reaffirmation or suspended judgement, and on what grounds.

None of this requires a comparative theologian to become an epistemologist or to adopt one of the views in Table 1. It requires that an implicit judgement be made explicit. The gain is accountability. Readers in the home tradition can see why a doctrine has been reinterpreted, and readers in the other tradition can see whether they have been understood and can answer. A field that describes itself as learning across borders has an interest in making its learning open to checking from both sides.

7. Conclusion

Comparative theology was right to resist verdicts on other religions delivered before those religions had been studied. The resistance has hardened in places into reticence about conflict as such, and that reticence weakens the field's claim to be seeking truth. A clearer account of religious disagreement, built with tools that the epistemology of disagreement already provides and informed by the detailed knowledge that comparative study produces, would let practitioners say what they have learned, what they continue to deny, and why. That is a modest addition to method, and it would make the results of comparison easier to trust.

Conflict of interest

To be declared by the author(s) before publication.

Funding

To be declared by the author(s) before publication.

References

	Christensen, D. (2007). Epistemology of disagreement: The good news. The Philosophical Review, 116(2), 187-217.  https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-2006-035

	Clooney, F.X. (2010). Comparative Theology: Deep Learning Across Religious Borders. Wiley-Blackwell, Chichester. 

	Cornille, C. (2008). The Im-Possibility of Interreligious Dialogue. Crossroad, New York. 

	Cornille, C. (2020). Meaning and Method in Comparative Theology. Wiley-Blackwell, Hoboken, NJ. 

	De Cruz, H. (2019). Religious Disagreement. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

	Elga, A. (2007). Reflection and disagreement. Noûs, 41(3), 478-502.  https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2007.00656.x

	Feldman, R. (2007). Reasonable religious disagreements. In: L.M. Antony (ed.), Philosophers Without Gods: Meditations on Atheism and the Secular Life. Oxford University Press, New York. 

	Fredericks, J.L. (1999). Faith among Faiths: Christian Theology and Non-Christian Religions. Paulist Press, New York. 

	Griffiths, P.J. (1991). An Apology for Apologetics: A Study in the Logic of Interreligious Dialogue. Orbis Books, Maryknoll, NY. 

	Hick, J. (1989). An Interpretation of Religion: Human Responses to the Transcendent. Macmillan, London. 

	Kelly, T. (2005). The epistemic significance of disagreement. In: T.S. Gendler and J. Hawthorne (eds.), Oxford Studies in Epistemology, Volume 1. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

	King, N.L. (2012). Disagreement: What's the problem? or A good peer is hard to find. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 85(2), 249-272. 

	Lindbeck, G.A. (1984). The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age. Westminster Press, Philadelphia, PA. 

	Moyaert, M. (2014). In Response to the Religious Other: Ricoeur and the Fragility of Interreligious Encounters. Lexington Books, Lanham, MD. 

	Nicholson, H. (2011). Comparative Theology and the Problem of Religious Rivalry. Oxford University Press, New York. 

	Pittard, J. (2019). Disagreement, Deference, and Religious Commitment. Oxford University Press, New York. 

	Plantinga, A. (1995). Pluralism: A defense of religious exclusivism. In: T.D. Senor (ed.), The Rationality of Belief and the Plurality of Faith. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY. 

	Race, A. (1983). Christians and Religious Pluralism: Patterns in the Christian Theology of Religions. SCM Press, London. 



OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents

		Abstract

		1. Introduction

		2. How Comparative Theology Handles Conflict at Present

		3. The Argument

		4. What the Epistemology of Disagreement Offers

		5. Three Objections

		6. Implications for Practice

		7. Conclusion

		Conflict of interest

		Funding

		References





OEBPS/fig1.png
Readiness to revise home commitments

High

£
g

Eclectic borrowing Accountable learning

revises without close study revises for stated reasons

Detached apologetics Appreciative reading

defends without close study studies closely, defers judgement

Shallow Deep
Depth of engagement with the other tradition





