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Joshua Kalapati wants to concentrate on the apologist Radhakrishnan; but is it really so clear that Radhakrishnan is an apologist? There is a philosophic dimension to Radhakrishnan’s Vedantic monism (advaita Vedanta) which the author declines to take into account. It is eminently clear that a Christian who believes in the literal truth of the Bible cannot accept any philosophical criticism or interpretation of Christianity. The question that Kalapati fails to answer is whether Radhakrishnan has anything to offer to Christians who are not believers in the literal sense. An author who chooses to ignore the philosophical elements and focus on the apologetic elements of Radhakrishnan’s works unsurprisingly rejects Radhakrishnan’s general evaluation of Christianity. However, in doing so Kalapati entirely misses the point.

In what sense does Radhakrishnan, according to Kalapati, misrepresent Christianity? On deeper inquiry we discover that this supposed inaccuracy consists in Radhakrishnan’s tendency to favour figurative over literal interpretations of religion, and of ‘the human Jesus’ as opposed to ‘the divine Jesus’. Conveniently, the author has already eliminated all of the philosophical reasons behind Radhakrishnan’s methodology. Hence it is unsurprising that Kalapati should find groundless misinterpretation everywhere in Radhakrishnan: he has dismissed Radhakrishnan’s presuppositions and methodology at the very start.

Kalapati correctly points out that Radhakrishnan is attempting to turn the tables on Christianity. The comparative and contrastive approach Radhakrishnan adopts was originally introduced by the Christian theologian A.G. Hogg to expose the limitations of Indian religious beliefs. The author here openly refers to the aim of the contrastive rather than the comparative study of the Hindu religion. “The Christian thinker, whether missionary, theologian or evangelist, must selectively draw certain fundamental contrasts between the beliefs of Christianity and Hinduism, and then subject these to a more rigorous philosophical analysis. In the process the person would inevitably disturb the ‘Hindu equilibrium’,” resulting in the feeling that there is a lack in Hindu religion “which can be met with satisfaction in Christianity.” 

Kalapati appears fairly convinced that an academic approach has an essential connection with the faith of the person who invents it, so that it is then a mistake for Radhakrishnan to have used Hogg’s approach to criticize Christian beliefs. This is, however, highly questionable. The author also refers to “Christians” without specifying which denomination of Christianity he means. It would have made Kalapati’s basic thesis that Radhakrishnan’s position is incompatible with Christianity more credible if he at the very least made reference to a specific denomination of Christianity rather than assuming that all of the many sects of Christianity are in agreement on basic issues of interpretation such as ‘the Christ of faith’ versus ‘the Jesus of history’.

Kalapati further ignores the speculative aspect to Radhakrishnan’s historical investigation of Christianity in the work Eastern Religion and Western Thought. Radhakrishnan is not the only scholar of his time to have undertaken the task of exploring the non-Christian sources and influences of Christianity. The 19th century works of Heinrich Zimmer, Max Müller and Paul Deussen are also widely known for their comparative survey of Eastern and Western thought. The hypothetical idea that “India was the spiritual mother who cradled other civilizations” was common to most comparative disciplines interested in the Indo-European connection in Radhakrishnan’s time. Additionally, Kalapati’s extreme skepticism with regard to the historical influences on Jesus’ personality appears rather exaggerated. He is suspicious of even banal and fairly well known historical connections such as the influence of John the Baptist and the Essenes on Jesus. Surely assuming an influence of John the Baptist on Jesus’ personality is not unreasonable?

At its best, Kalapati’s Dr. Radhakrishnan and Christianity provides an interesting account of Radhakrishnan’s initiation into apologetics, but it greatly undermines the philosophical and speculative quality of Radhakrishnan’s  comparative study of religions in general, and not just that concerning Christianity and the figure of Christ,  taken either literally or figuratively. It presents Vedantic monism as fundamentally hostile to scripture, rituals and organized religion and, therefore, also Christianity without acquainting the reader with the details of this intellectual tradition in India and its role during the Hindu Renaissance. One is inclined to ask: Is it impossible for more literal forms of religion to co-exist with the more intellectual forms? In reading Kalapati’s book one is bound to reach a negative conclusion. 

