




Meaning and Method  
in Comparative Theology





Meaning and Method  
in Comparative 

Theology

Catherine Cornille



This edition first published 2020
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, except as permitted by law. Advice on how to obtain permission to reuse material from 
this title is available at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

The right of Catherine Cornille to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in 
accordance with law.

Registered Offices
111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, USA
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

Editorial Office
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, customer services, and more information about Wiley 
products visit us at www.wiley.com.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats and by print‐on‐demand. Some 
content that appears in standard print versions of this book may not be available in other formats.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty
While the publisher and authors have used their best efforts in preparing this work, they make no 
representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this 
work and specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation any implied warranties 
of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by 
sales representatives, written sales materials or promotional statements for this work. The fact that 
an organization, website, or product is referred to in this work as a citation and/or potential source 
of further information does not mean that the publisher and authors endorse the information or 
services the organization, website, or product may provide or recommendations it may make. This 
work is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional 
services. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You 
should consult with a specialist where appropriate. Further, readers should be aware that websites 
listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when this work was written and 
when it is read. Neither the publisher nor authors shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other 
commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other 
damages.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Cornille, C. (Catherine), author.
Title: Meaning and method in comparative theology / Catherine Cornille.
Description: First edition. | Hoboken : Wiley, 2019. | Includes  

bibliographical references and index. |
Identifiers: LCCN 2018056440 (print) | LCCN 2019005559 (ebook) | ISBN  

9781119535157 (AdobePDF) | ISBN 9781119535249 (ePub) | ISBN 9781119535225 (pbk)
Subjects: LCSH: Religion–Comparative studies. | Religion–Methodology.
Classification: LCC BL41 (ebook) | LCC BL41 .C625 2019 (print) | DDC  

202.01–dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018056440

Cover Design: Wiley
Cover Image: © CARACOLLA/Shutterstock

Set in 10/12pt Warnock by SPi Global, Pondicherry, India

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com


For Wilfried Cornille, my father





 Acknowledgments ix
 Introduction 1

1 Types of Comparative Theology 9
1.1  Comparing Theologies 11
1.2  Confessional Comparative Theology 18
1.3  Meta‐Confessional Comparative Theology 25
1.4  Between Confessional and Meta‐Confessional  

Comparative Theology 30

2 The Status of Other Religions in Comparative Theology 43
2.1  Exclusivism and Comparative Theology 45
2.2  Particularism and Comparative Theology 49
2.3  Closed Inclusivism and Comparative Theology 54
2.4  Open Inclusivism and Comparative Theology 57
2.5  Pluralism and Comparative Theology 61
2.6  Postcolonialism and Comparative Theology 65
2.7  Dialogue between Perceptions of the Religious Other 70

3 Comparative Theological Hermeneutics 79
3.1  Understanding the Other through the Self 81
3.2  Understanding the Self through the Other 89
3.3  Participation and Understanding 93
3.4  Dynamics of Interreligious Borrowing 97
3.5  The Problem of Syncretism 101
3.6  The Problem of Hegemony 104

4 Types of Learning in Comparative Theology 115
4.1  Intensification 116
4.2  Rectification 121
4.3  Recovery 124
4.4 Reinterpretation 129
4.5  Appropriation 134
4.6  Reaffirmation 137

Contents



viii Contents

5 Comparative Theology and Confessional Theology 149
5.1  Comparative Theology as Constructive Theology 151
5.2  The Hybrid Religious Identity of the Comparative  

Theologian 153
5.3  The Problem of Choice in Comparative Theology 157
5.4  Discernment in Comparative Theology 160
5.5  The Target Public of Comparative Theology 166
5.6  Comparative Theology and Apologetics 169
5.7  Importance of Comparative Theology for Confessional  

Theology 172
5.8  The Place of Comparative Theology within Confessional  

Theology 176
5.9  Comparative Theology beyond Confessional Theology 178

Conclusion 185
 Bibliography 191
Index 207



The young discipline of comparative theology is taking shape through the 
 combined effort of many scholars and students whose pioneering work has 
inspired and informed the theoretical models and methodological reflections 
presented in this book. Among the trailblazers of this academic field, I wish 
to thank in particular Francis Clooney, David Burrell, James Fredericks, Paul 
Knitter, Daniel Madigan, John Keenan, Klaus von Stosch and Joseph O’Leary, 
whose friendship and support, and fearless exploration of new ways of doing 
theology, have sustained and inspired me.

This book has grown out of years of teaching and introducing graduate 
 students to the complex field of comparative theology. I want to thank the 
many students whose questions and comments have helped to shape and 
sharpen my thinking on the subject. Thanks in particular to my colleagues 
and students in comparative theology who participated in the year‐long doc-
toral colloquium focusing on draft chapters of the book: John Makransky, 
Ruth Langer, James Morris, David Mozina, Natana DeLong‐Bas, Michael 
VanZandt‐Collins, Bethany Slater, Hans Harmakaputra, Katie Mylroie, Sam 
Zhia, Won‐Jae Hur, and David Mayaan. Their critical and constructive 
feedback, arising not only from Christian, but also from Buddhist, Jewish, 
and Muslim approaches to comparative theology has been invaluable. The 
lively discussions during the seminars strengthen my hope that this book will 
stimulate critical reflection on some of the fundamental methodological 
questions in comparative theology and draw in theologians from any 
 religious tradition engaged with the teachings and practices of any other 
 tradition. A special thanks to David Mayaan for his careful and thoughtful 
editorial work. I am grateful also to Marianne Moyaert and Thierry‐Marie 
Courau for reading selected chapters of the book and for their helpful 
comments.

Finally, I wish to thank my husband, Jeffrey Bloechl, and my children, 
Tessa, Nicholas and Julia, for filling my life with joy and meaning.

Acknowledgments





Meaning and Method in Comparative Theology, First Edition. Catherine Cornille.  
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Introduction

Comparative theology forms an integral part of every religious and theological 
tradition. Throughout history, religions have developed their beliefs, prac-
tices, and overall sense of identity through a process of borrowing, refuting, 
and reinterpreting elements from other religious traditions. Any new religion 
builds on the materials of prior religions through a play of adoption and 
rejection that remains profoundly indebted to the other. And in the course of 
history, religions continue to consciously or unconsciously absorb ideas and 
practices of other religions even as they clash with one another or coexist in 
the same cultural sphere. As such, the reality of religious growth and change 
through engaging the teachings and practices of other religions is as old as the 
history of religions.

What is new about the modern discipline of comparative theology is the 
conscious, open, and systematic engagement of other religions in the process 
of theological development. While religious borrowing traditionally hap-
pened unwittingly or without revealing its source, comparative theology 
openly acknowledges and credits other religions as a possible repository for 
constructive theological insight and inspiration. This attitude of humility and 
generosity toward other religions is the result of both historical and theological 
developments, and of the remarkable scholarly advances in the study of 
 religions in the course of the past century.

A synthesis of religious studies and theology, comparative theology draws 
from the methods of both disciplines. From the history and the comparative 
study of religions, it has inherited not only a vast amount of scholarly material, 
but also an understanding of the complexity and diversity of religious tradi-
tion and of the need to focus on particular texts, teachings or practices. It has 
also gained a keen awareness of the challenges and instability of applying 
“what the one thing shows me to the case of two things”1 and of the fact that 
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comparing religions is, as Kimberley Patton puts it, “like juggling torches; 
either we mishandle them and they will burn and wither us, or else our faces 
will begin to glow.”2 Comparative theologians are thus expected to engage in 
an in‐depth study of another religion, of its languages and history in order to 
understand a particular religious text in its own historical and cultural con-
text and in order to perform relevant and fruitful comparisons. Like theology, 
on the other hand, comparative theology is oriented to gaining not only 
greater understanding of a particular religious phenomenon, but of the ulti-
mate reality and truth itself. It is thus an explicitly normative discipline that 
involves the comparison of religions from a faith  perspective and/or for the 
purpose of advancing theological understanding.

Though the term theology may be seen to suggest a focus on teachings, 
texts, and purely speculative or philosophical understanding, comparative 
theology may be applied to ritual practices, ethical principles, spiritual prac-
tices, and institutional and artistic forms.3 The absorption of elements from 
other religions on a popular level indeed generally occurs in the area of ritual 
practices, leaving speculative theology to the level of second order reflection. 
And artists are often at the forefront of comparative theological activity, 
expressing through sculptures, paintings or architecture a vision of reality 
which includes inspiration from various religious traditions and which may 
in turn become the basis for further reflection. To be sure, sacred texts form a 
relatively stable and accessible component of religious traditions, and often 
contain a blueprint or record of other forms of religious expression. They also 
tend to be more hermeneutically flexible and thus open to different interpre-
tations within and across religious traditions. While it is thus not surprising 
that comparative theology often focuses on texts, it may involve any dimension 
of religions.

Though a relatively new discipline, comparative theology has taken differ-
ent forms. Not only is there a natural diversity depending on the religions 
involved and the topics addressed, but even within one and the same religion, 
theologians have developed different conceptions of the nature and goal of 
the discipline. This is already reflected in the various definitions of compara-
tive theology. While some emphasize the tradition‐based or confessional 
origin and goal of comparative theology, others present it as a transreligious 
or meta‐confessional discipline. David Tracy defines comparative theology as 
“any explicitly intellectual interpretation of a religious tradition that affords a 
central place to the fact of religious pluralism in the tradition’s self‐interpretation.”4 
This broad definition attempts to avoid the particularity of the term  “theology” 
while also including internal religious reflection on the very fact of religious 
plurality (often called “theology of religions”). Focusing more specifically on 
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the actual process of  comparison, Francis Clooney defines comparative 
theology as:

acts of faith seeking understanding which are rooted in a particular faith tradi-
tion but which, from that foundation, venture into learning from one or more 
other faith traditions. This learning is done for the sake of fresh theological 
insights that are indebted to the newly encountered tradition/s as well as the 
home tradition.5

This classical definition emphasizes the confessional nature of comparative 
 theology while pointing to the possibility for theological change and growth 
through learning from other religious traditions. The constructive dimension 
is also in evidence in James Fredericks’s definition of comparative theology as 
“not only a revisionist but also a constructive project in which theologians 
interpret the meaning and truth of one tradition by making critical correla-
tions with the classics of another religious tradition.”6

While these definitions thus approach comparative theology from within 
the self‐understanding of a particular religion, others seek to move beyond 
the boundaries of any particular religion. John Thatamanil describes compar-
ative theology as engaging “specific texts, motifs and claims of particular tra-
ditions not only to understand better these traditions but also to determine 
the truth of theological matters through conversation and collaboration.”7 
Whereas confessional comparative theologians might seek to elucidate the 
truth of their own traditions, religious truth is here considered more open‐
ended, to be determined in the process of comparative theological engage-
ment. Thatamanil still emphasizes the relationship between theological 
reflection and practice when he states that “Comparative theology in its 
 constructive dimension seeks to do what theology has done always and 
 everywhere: guide and orient faithful practice, especially when practice 
assumes forms heretofore unseen.”8 Here, however, faithful practice may or 
may not be understood in terms of traditional religious communities.

Keith Ward draws a sharp contrast between confessional theology as “the 
exploration of a given revelation by one who wholly accepts that revelation 
and lives by it” and comparative theology as “theology not as a form of apol-
ogetics for a particular faith but as an intellectual discipline which enquires 
into ideas of the ultimate value and goal of human life, as they have been per-
ceived and expressed in a variety of religious traditions.”9 Here, comparative 
theology thus draws from the teachings of various religious traditions without 
privileging or assuming the perspective of any one in particular. Perry 
Schmidt‐Leukel speaks of interreligious theology as a process of reflecting on 
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one’s own tradition “in order to see what possible contribution might be made 
to the issues on the agenda of a global interreligious inquiry.” He believes that 
“theology, instead of being an essentially denominational enterprise, will 
become increasingly interreligious.”10 In the same universalizing vein, Ram‐
Prasad Chakravarthi similarly conceives of comparative theology as “a global 
discourse beyond cultural hegemonies.”11 Though these comparative theolo-
gians still acknowledge a home tradition, and draw from the material of var-
ious religions, they thus seek to move beyond the confines of any particular 
tradition. Chapter 1 elaborates on this basic distinction between confessional 
and meta‐confessional approaches to comparative theology.

There is an ongoing debate – at least among Christian comparative theolo-
gians – about the relationship between comparative theology and theology of 
religions, the latter referring to the religious conceptions of the status of other 
religions. While some argue that comparative theology should be conducted 
without  prejudices as to the presence of truth in other religions, others insist 
that the very engagement with other religions already reflects an implicit the-
ology of  religions.12 In Chapter 2, I will discuss various religious views of the 
status of other religions and their direct impact on the ways in which compar-
ative theology is conducted.

Though comparative theology, like comparative religion, presupposes in‐
depth study of the other religion and an effort to understand the religious 
other on its own terms, it also is particularly attuned to the historical and 
cultural shaping of all understanding across religious and cultural borders, 
and to the hermeneutical shifts that occur when teachings from one tradition 
are brought into the framework of another. Chapter 3 discusses some of the 
particularities of comparative theological hermeneutics, and addresses the 
critiques of religious hegemony or domestication often leveled against com-
parative theology.

The ultimate goal of comparative theology involves “deep learning across 
religious borders.”13 This learning, however, may take different forms, rang-
ing from the rediscovery of certain forgotten or neglected elements of one’s 
own tradition, through the appropriation of relatively new teachings and 
practices, to the reaffirmation of one’s own teachings or practices in light of 
the other. In Chapter 4, I identify and discuss six possible types of compara-
tive theological learning.

Though a solitary and demanding theological pursuit, comparative the-
ology, like all theology, is ultimately in the service of the truth and of the faith 
and understanding of others. This raises various questions, discussed in 
Chapter 5, regarding the relationship between comparative and confessional 
theology. What is the place of comparative theology among the other tradi-
tional disciplines of theology? How might the insights of comparative theolo-
gians become part of a broader process of theological discernment and 
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reception? A fairly new discipline within theology, comparative theology still 
faces a number of methodological and procedural challenges which need to 
be addressed not only within the community of comparative theologians but 
also with other theologians and with the communities that are ultimately the 
beneficiaries of comparative theological efforts.

The book draws mainly on examples from Christian comparative theolo-
gians. This inevitably raises the question whether comparative theology is a 
distinctly Christian discipline and whether the methodological issues raised 
have any bearing on other religious traditions. It is true that the modern dis-
cipline of comparative theology has developed mainly in the context of 
Western and Christian academic theology. There are various reasons for this. 
Considering the number of Christian universities where theological teaching 
and research are being promoted and institutionally supported, it is not sur-
prising that it is here that new avenues for theological reflection are being 
explored. It is also here that the discipline of religious studies has taken flight, 
with departments of theology in some cases becoming departments of reli-
gious studies, and the boundaries between the two disciplines at times fading 
or leading to new approaches to theology. The establishment of scholarly 
groups, PhD programs and academic positions in departments of theology 
has led to a further acceleration of this field of study within Christian institu-
tions of learning.

But these practical circumstances do not address the more fundamental 
question of whether comparative theology is a uniquely Christian theological 
discipline. This question has been answered in different ways. Though 
Marianne Moyaert admits that it may be in theory possible to engage in com-
parative theology from within different religions traditions, she suggests that, 
at least in its current state, it is “Catholic/Christian through and through.” She 
believes that this has to do with its textual focus and argues that “comparative 
theology would fare well through critical reflection on its own genealogy and 
how some of its Christian biases may limit this project when it comes to 
transfer to other traditions.”14 Though Klaus von Stosch admits that compar-
ative theology is “grounded in the Western academic tradition” and that its 
focus is mainly on the rational understanding of the faith,15 he sees no reason 
why Muslims should not “want and be able to participate in the project of 
comparative theology.”16 Reinhold Bernhardt states more unequivocally that 
comparative theology “is to be regarded as a method which can be applied to 
every religion. The method remains the same while the frame can change.”17

Theologians from various religious traditions have indeed been actively 
engaged in comparative theology. The Buddhist scholar John Makransky, for 
example, has drawn from Christian social teaching in developing a more com-
munal Buddhist understanding of liberation.18 Amy‐Jill Levine and Marc 
Brettler edited a Jewish commentary on the New Testament.19 Anantanand 
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Rambachan and Ram‐Prasad Chakravarthi both explicitly use the methods of 
comparative theology to develop Hindu Thought.20 And Reza Shah‐Kazemi 
has engaged in comparative theological dialogue from a Muslim perspective 
with both Buddhism and Christianity.21 And a host of examples can be given of 
conscious or unconscious, spontaneous and deliberate forms of interreligious 
borrowing and learning. The systematic and constructive engagement with 
other religions is thus by no means a prerogative of the Christian tradition.

Insofar as comparative theologians situate themselves within a particular 
 religious tradition, they will need to draw from their own religion the 
 rationale and motivation for engaging constructively with other religious 
traditions. As Paul Griffiths points out,

different communities of practice will have different methods of proceeding 
here. Muslims or Hindus or Buddhists who work as deep readers of alien texts 
or practices with a view to seeing what can be learned from them about the 
LORD have different constraints upon what they do and what they hope to 
learn from doing it than do Christian theologians in general, or Catholic theo-
logians in particular.22

The reasons for learning from other religions as well as the types of learning may 
thus differ from one religion to the next. But most of the methodological ques-
tions and approaches discussed in this book apply to comparative theologians 
from any religious tradition. Even though the institutional structures may differ 
from one religion to the next, as well as within religions, the challenges of inject-
ing comparative theology into the mainstream religious discourse and practice, 
and of reaching a broader community of faith are pertinent to all comparative 
theologians, regardless of their religious background and commitments.
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Types of Comparative Theology

In the centuries since its first use – which has been traced back to 17001 – the 
term “comparative theology” has been used in various ways, or applied to 
 different types of engagement with religious plurality. It has been put forth 
as  a counterpart to apologetic approaches to other religions, as proto‐ 
comparative religion, as a means to develop a universal or world theology, 
and as a new form of constructive systematic theology. It may involve any two 
or more  religions and any schools or denominations within larger traditions. 
There is thus a natural proliferation of different types and expressions of 
 comparative theology.

In one of the early systematic discussions of the modern field of compara-
tive theology, David Tracy developed a basic distinction between comparative 
 theology as “a comparative enterprise within the secular study of the history 
of  religions in which different ‘theologies’ from different traditions are being 
 compared” and comparative theology as “a more strictly theological enterprise 
(sometimes named ‘world theology’ or ‘global theology’) which ordinarily 
studies not one tradition alone but two or more, compared on theological 
grounds.”2 Though the difference between the secular or historical and the 
normative or theological approaches to the discipline seems clear, there is in 
the actual practice of comparative theology often less of a marked 
differentiation between the two. Historians of religions have come to duly 
recognize their own normative biases, while comparative theologians at times 
refrain from explicit normative statements or conclusions.

There are, nevertheless, still important differences between historical and 
 theological approaches to the comparison of religions. These differences are 
manifest in both the starting point and the goal of the comparativist. While 
the comparative theologian and the scholar of comparative religion alike may 
declare their particular historical and religious or other identity and location, 

1
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scholars in the history and comparative study of religions generally disclose 
their personal biases in order to minimize their impact. In contrast, compar-
ative theologians fully embrace their religious presuppositions as constitutive 
of their work. Though recognizing the continuity between comparative the-
ology and comparative religion, Reid Locklin and Hugh Nicholson highlight 
this important difference:

Comparative theology can therefore be regarded less as an alternative to com-
parative religion, running alongside the latter in a parallel track, than as one of 
a range of critically self‐conscious approaches to the study of religion after “reli-
gion,” albeit with at least one important difference: whereas the recognition of 
normative commitment remains a methodological problem for most scholars 
in religious studies even today, it belongs to the very nature of the comparative 
theological project.3

In addition to its starting point, comparative theology is also distinguished 
from the comparative study of religion by its goal. While the scholar of com-
parative religion may be driven primarily by intellectual curiosity and the 
desire to understand a particular phenomenon in light of a larger whole, the 
comparative theologian seeks to deepen and advance theological truth. The 
ultimate goal of comparative theology thus involves comparison not for its 
own sake or only for the sake of greater scholarly insight, but for the purpose 
of enriching and enhancing the self‐understanding of a particular religion, or 
theological truth more broadly conceived. While comparative religion is ori-
ented to a deeper understanding of the nature of religion or the meaning of a 
particular religious idea or phenomenon, comparative theology is more inter-
ested in their meaningfulness or validity. It is this normative question which 
ultimately separates comparative theology from comparative religion.

Within the field of comparative theology itself, different types or approaches 
to comparative theology have developed rooted in varying conceptions of 
theology and of theological truth. While some view theology as a reflection 
on the faith and practice of a particular community, others view it more 
generically as a  discourse on the gods, or as the study of divine realities. And 
while some conceive of theological truth as based on a body of revealed or 
received teachings and practices, others do not limit theological truth to any 
particular religion. I mark the difference between these two approaches by 
distinguishing between confessional and meta‐confessional comparative 
theology. The term confessional is here thus used to denote a tradition‐
specific type of comparative  theology. It may be practiced from within any 
religion and it is oriented to advancing the  self‐understanding of that 
particular tradition. Meta‐confessional comparative theology, on the other 
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hand, uses the teachings of different religious traditions to pursue a more 
encompassing or universal truth. The difference between confessional and 
meta‐confessional comparative theology is at times only a matter of degree. 
Meta‐confessional comparative theologians are often still shaped  primarily 
by a particular religious tradition, and confessional comparative theologians 
often test and push the boundaries of the revealed teachings of a particular 
religion. But the two approaches still use slightly different methods that also 
warrant different nomenclatures.

Both confessional and meta‐confessional comparative theology themselves 
arose from the checkered history of the comparative study of religions, and 
remain grounded in some of its basic methodological principles. The term 
 comparative theology was originally used to designate an attempt at a more 
 neutral and scientific approach of religious differences and as a counterpart to 
the apologetic and normative approaches to other religions. Adding to the 
 confusion about terms is the occasional discrepancy between the stated and 
the actually apparent goals of the work of some comparative theologians. 
Whereas early forms of comparative theology claimed to offer a neutral and 
scientific comparison of religions while being in reality profoundly biased, 
more recent forms readily admit their normative and religious presupposi-
tions without always drawing out the normative conclusions of their work. In 
basic terms, comparative theology involves comparing theologies from a nor-
mative starting point and/or with a normative goal.

1.1  Comparing Theologies

The origins of comparative theology and the comparative study of religions 
are intimately intertwined. Early attempts to develop a more historical and 
descriptive approach to other religions often used the term comparative the-
ology to distinguish it from the explicitly normative and apologetic approaches 
to other religions. As Louis Jordan points out in his early history of compara-
tive religion (1905), there was some debate among scholars about what to call 
the new science of religion. Historians of religions such as Friedrich Max 
Müller and James Freeman Clarke favored the term comparative theology, 
but since “the designation in question would cover only a part of the field 
which has to be surveyed” and since “it would limit inquiry to the purely 
dogmatic teaching of the several Faiths that chanced to be compared,” it was 
decided that the designation comparative religion was “decidedly to be 
preferred to that of Comparative Theology.”4 Within this framework, com-
parative theology was thus to be seen as “only a department of Comparative 
Religion.”5 Clarke spoke of the “science of Comparative Theology” and stated 


