PAGE  
11

Other Faiths
Our topic this evening is the relationship between Christianity and other faiths.
We’ll start by exploring that relationship
· and I want to suggest that it can be a positive, mutually enriching relationship.

We’ll look at the Bible and how some Christians include other faiths in their theology.

We’ll consider what’s distinctive about Christianity.

And we’ll end up in Hell – or at least reflecting on hell.

First a joke about a rabbi, an imam and a priest.  They were discussing what to do with the money they receive from their people.  The Rabbi said, “I draw a circle on the ground and throw the money in the air.  Whatever lands inside the circle is mine.  Whatever lands outside the circle is God’s.’  The imam said, “I do something very similar.  Except whatever lands inside the circle is God’s and whatever lands inside is mine.”  The priest said, “That’s very interesting.  I throw the money in the air.  Whatever lands on the ground is mine.  Whatever stays in the air is God’s.”

There are lots of people in Hong Kong involved with interfaith activities; people of different religions coming together.
I’m part of a group that meets each month for discussion and friendship.

Last week we met at the Oleah Synagogue on Robinson Road.

In October we held an Interfaith Day of Peace here at St. John’s.  
People of many different faiths and traditions came together to celebrate what we have in common and to learn from each other – to make peace.  
There was Christian singing, 
· Muslim praying, 
· Hare Krishna dancing, 
· Sikh chanting 
· and Buddhist mediation.  
Interfaith Day of Peace photos
Rabbi Michael spoke about peace.  
Imam Arshad chanted from then Qur’an.

At the end of the day we gathered in the Cathedral Garden with candles.
You can see Sister Nishita in the gold robe.

It was a wonderful afternoon.  
These wonderful people, all God’s children, all made in God’s image, 
· from different religious traditions and cultures were right here in the Li Hall.

I don’t know who will go to heaven and who will go to hell.

Only God knows that.

Christianity has traditionally said that you have to be a Christian to go to heaven.

I find that very difficult to believe.

I don’t believe that holy people will go to hell just because they belong to a faith that is different to my own, 
· just because they don’t share exactly the same beliefs as me.  
When you meet Rabbi Michael or Imam Arshad or Brahmacharini Nishita you can feel their godliness, their holiness, their love and warmth, their generosity of spirit and their kindness.  I’m proud to call them my friends.  
It often seems to me that they are better Christians than I am, 
· even though they aren’t Christian at all.
They inspire me to be more holy:

· to pray more – Imam Arshad prayers 5 times a day

· to think more carefully about what I eat – Rabbi Michael is vegetarian

· to reflect on how the world outside affects my inner spiritual life – Sister Nishita teaches about that.
They inspire my own faith and make me a better Christian.
Talking to people of other faiths makes you think about what you believe.

They have questions about Christianity 
· and it’s a great exercise to try to answer those questions.

Notice that we’re only talking about the most basic human contact and interaction.  

· We’re still a long way from discussion about faith and theology.  

Faith and theology are important and we shouldn’t underestimate the differences of belief between faiths. 

· But its remarkable how quickly such concerns evaporate when you shake hands and smile with another human being.  

· When you great each other as people of faith, respectful of each other’s beliefs and celebrating what you have in common.  
Many Christians would be shocked by what I’m saying.

Many Christians believe that if you’re not a Christian you cannot be saved.
But other Christians don’t share that narrow-minded position.
There’s a long tradition of dialogue between Christianity and other religions.

· Many examples of Christians who have learnt about other faiths and respected their traditions.

Elephant (Drawing) by Jeff MacNelly (1947-2000)

You may know the wonderful story of the three scholars in a distant land. 

The scholars were blind, 

· but they were the first people in their land to encounter an elephant. 
They were also very competitive 

· and tried to out do each other in knowledge.  

Each of the three scholars was convinced that they could describe what an elephant was.  

The first had felt the beast’s leg 

· so said that an elephant was thick and strong like the trunk of a tree.  

The second scholar had felt the beast’s trunk 

· so said that an elephant was like a snake, a python.  

The third scholar had felt the beast’s ear 

· so said that an elephant had wings like a bird.  

Meanwhile, of course, the elephant was much bigger than any of them.  

But until their dying day each of the scholars claimed that he alone could describe the elephant.  

If only they had combined their knowledge, 

· the scholars would have had a more accurate description of what an elephant is really like.

I think the story is originally Muslim.
God is greater than any one faith

· greater than any human system can describe.  

That is a belief that the great faiths have in common.  
God is mystery.
And it means that we can learn about God from people of different faiths to our own – 

· if we are prepared to recognise God in them.
Christians should recognise God in them.

Christianity says all people are made in God’s image.

· all people carry the divine spark.

Jesus’ teaching to love our neighbour opens us up to people of other religions.
The three scholars in the story were all too human: 
· self-centred and competitive.

You know the feeling, perhaps.

But faith doesn’t need to be a competition.

We humans are obsessed with right and wrong, with who is the best, with winning and losing.
Winning and losing is important in football.

But faith is different.

We normally think that for us to be right, other people have to be wrong.
For too long, Christianity has seen itself in competition with other faiths.

It doesn’t have to be that way.

We believe that God speaks to us through our faith.

Why shouldn’t God speak to other people through their faith?
It’s quite possible that they know things about God that we don’t.

It’s very likely that we share insights into God.

I’m not pretending for a moment that all faiths are the same
They aren’t. 
Some of the differences are big.

For example, Christians believe that Jesus was the Messiah, God’s chosen one.

Jews do not believe that.

However, let’s remember that Jesus was Jewish.  
He said that the greatest commandment was to love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength and to love your neighbour as yourself.  
That is straight out of Deuteronomy, the Jewish part of our Bible.
Another example, Christians believe that Jesus died on the cross to save us and then was raised by God to new life.

Muslims do not believe that.  
They believe that Jesus didn’t die on the cross, 
· but was still alive when he was taken down from the cross.

However, let’s remember that Muslims, like many Christians, believe in the Virgin birth.  Muslims believe that Jesus will judge the world at the end of time.

The special case of Buddhism

One major difference is between theistic and non-theistic faiths

· faiths that believe in God and faiths that don’t.

Christians, Muslims, Hindus and many others believe in God who has created the world.

Buddhists though don’t believe in God.

Lotus flower – a Buddhist symbol of enlightenment

Their goal is to reach enlightenment, as the Buddha did, by overcoming the distractions and pain of this world and seeing things as they really are.

This makes Buddhism different from many other faiths for it is not centred on the relationship between humanity and God.
However, central to Buddhism are compassion or love.  
Prayer in the form of meditation is crucial.  
As are morality and wisdom.

Buddhist are naturally tolerant of those whose beliefs are different from theirs.

The Dalai Lama doesn’t try to convert people.  
He says if you a Christian, be a good Christian.  
If you are Sikh, be a good Sikh.
My point is that whilst there are big differences between faiths, 
· there are also many common beliefs.  
We have much in common and it’s much more productive to focus on those things.
The bottom line is we have religion in common.

In an increasingly secular world, that is important.

In a world divided along lines of culture and faith, it is crucial.

It is terrible that these divisions are sometimes violent.

That reminds me of the story of the little girl who was asked, “Who are pagans?”  She replied, “Pagans are people who don’t argue about religion.”

Sadly, many people have enough religion to hate; but not enough to love.

World religions image

At a time when terrorism is being waged in the name of religion, it is vital to let the world know that all faiths abhor that twisted fallacy and that people of different beliefs and different cultures CAN and DO live together peacefully in this country. This InterFaith Concert is a magnificent demonstration of that principal. It is faith in action, here at home." 

-Austin Kiplinger, Interfaith Conference, Washington

The Bible

Many Christians would be outraged by what I’m saying.

For them, you have to be a Christian to be saved.

Their wish and prayer would be for these people of other faiths to turn to Christ.
The Bible is a source of contention.
There’s not time this evening to look at everything, 
· so I’m going to talk about one important example which shows that this approach to other faiths is Biblical.

The title page from St. John’s Gospel in the Lindisfarne Gospels

John’s Gospel, chapter 14 is a contentious passage.

John describes Jesus talking to his disciples: 
Jesus says. 
“I am the way, the truth and the life. No comes to the Father except through me.”
This is often interpreted as meaning that you can’t know God unless you believe in Jesus.

Superficially it seems to say exactly that.

But it’s always dangerous to take verses from the Bible out of context.

In John’s Gospel, Jesus is not just a special man who teaches us about God.

In John’s Gospel, Jesus is God.

At the beginning of his Gospel, John describes Jesus as God’s Word.

 “In the beginning was the Word … What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people … The true light, which enlightens everyone”.  
In John’s Gospel, Christ is a cosmic Christ, a universal Christ; Christ for everyone.
John’s Gospel suggests that Christ, 
· the Word of God, 
· is the source of life itself.

John suggests that Christ is the force behind any searching for God, 
· in all people whether they are Christian or not.  
So when Jesus says that no one can come to the Father except through him, that’s because he is the force behind any searching for God.

This has led to some theologians speaking of “anonymous Christians”.

Since the Word of God, Christ, inspires any awareness of God

· then people of other faiths are Christians without knowing it;

· they are anonymous Christians.

Karl Rahner was the theologian who came up with this.
At its time it was revolutionary within the Roman Catholic Church.

And it’s a good idea.

Though you can imagine my interfaith friends being a confused if I told them they are Christians, they just don’t know it.
Interestingly, Imam Arshad of the Kowloon Mosque speaks in a similar vein from the Muslim perspective.

A Muslim is someone who obeys God and does what God commands.

So anyone of any faith who does that is a Muslim.

Imam Arshad shows that Islam does value and appreciate other faiths, 

· despite the image of Islam in Western media.

The recent Muhammad cartoons show again how Western media focuses on the extremist, violent Muslims.

The media doesn’t say that the majority of Muslims are peaceful people.

Imam Arshad said that the violence after the cartoons is un-Islamic.

His people held a peaceful protest here in Central, 2 weeks ago.
Mountain
The goal of religion is relationship with the divine, with God (to use Christian terms)

· to climb the holy mountain.

The majority of humans believe in God and subscribe to one faith or another.

Most people are aware of the mystery of God and of God’s mercy and love.

All religion is about reaching towards the transcendent.

But there are different paths up the mountain.

Why be a Christian?

You might be thinking “so why be a Christian?”

I’m a Christian because of love.

For me, love is the heart of the Christian faith – 
· I talked about that a few weeks ago in relation to Jesus.

God’s love for us; 

· the people we love in our lives.

Love is the most important thing in my life.

Love is a force that changes lives.

And love is the heart of the Christian faith.

I’m a Christian because the Christian story makes sense of my experience.
What’s also true is that I am a Christian because of my background: 
· I was born in a Christian country; 
· my parents are both Christian; 
· I went to a Christian school.
That’s true for many people around the world: be they Christian; Muslim; Hindu…
You might say that faith has a lot to do with luck – where you happen to be born.

People do convert, 
· they become a Muslim or Christian from a background of no faith.

And people do change faith.  
Often a great personal risk.

For me, the Christian story makes most sense of my experience, 

· but I recognise there are other stories.

What’s distinctive about Christianity?

Jesus is unique among world religions

Christians claim that Jesus is the Son of God 
· that’ a unique claim
That was our topic 3 weeks ago.

We looked at the idea that when we look at Jesus we see what God is like 

· and we see that God is love.
Muslims believe Muhammad (pbuh) was the prophet of God, 
· but certainly not the Son of God.

Some Jews are still waiting for the Messiah.

Hindus believe God has many faces.
The person of Jesus is the particular gift of Christianity to world religions.
Laughing Christ image

Jesus gives God a human face. Christianity is distinctive.
Hell
The subtitle for this session is “Will people of other faiths go to hell?”

I think you know my answer to that already.

Hell is a tricky issue for liberal Christians.

At least the traditional view of hell.

As John said last week, hell is absence of love rather than place of punishment.
So if someone has lived this life aware of God’s love;
· if someone has lived a loving life

· then they are destined for heaven.

That person could be of any faith.

However, if someone has lived without love

· if someone has lived in the arrogant belief they do not need love,
· if someone has rejected God’s love

· then perhaps they are destined for hell.

They certainly have lived in hell in this life.

This line of thinking doesn’t reject hell: 
· hell is annihilation: 
· people go there, but there is no one there
· because if we are separated from God’s love we are nothing

· without God’s love there is no life.

Here we have to speak carefully.
We dare not be too certain.

For God alone saves.  
God who is love.
10 years ago, the Church of England published “The Mystery of Salvation”.

It said this:

Creation
“It is incompatible with the essential Christian affirmation that God is love to say that God brings millions into the world to damn them.”
“Hell is not eternal torment, but it is the final and irrevocable choosing of that which is opposed to God so completely and so absolutely that the only end is total non-being.”

One of Jesus stories is about sheep and goats.
It’s a story about people going to heaven or hell.

The sheep are destined for heaven

The goats are destined for the eternal fire.

How is the distinction made?

The sheep are people who feed the hungry, clothed the naked; cared for the sick; visited people in prison.

The goats are people who failed to do those things.
The story is a good example of how Jesus seemed to have been more concerned with the way people lived, than the details of what they believed.  

It’s that teaching of Jesus that inspires charities like Christian Aid.

Christian Aid
They work for the relief of poverty around the world

“We strive for a new world transformed by an end to poverty and we campaign to change the rules that keep people poor.”
Their tag line is a favourite of mine
“we believe in life before death”

“Poverty has been eroded partly because people have fought together for justice: rich and poor, North and South, people of all faiths and all races. They didn’t give in to despair. They hoped – and acted.”
“people of all faiths and all races”

The bottom line is that people of all faiths and all races need to work together to put an end to the world’s problems: war; poverty; disease and others.

The major theistic faiths believe that in the end we are saved by God, 
· by God’s love and mercy, 
· not by what we believe.
I’ll end on a lighter note.
Which of these quotes are from the Bible and which are not?

“Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” 

Matthew 6

“A kind word with forgiveness is better than charity followed by an insult.”  

Qur’an 2.263

“An eye for an eye and the world is blind.” 

Ghandi

“Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or rude.” 

1 Corinthians 13

“Fear leads to anger.  Anger leads to hate.  Hate leads to suffering.” 

Yoda – Star Wars

“Fools think their own way is right; but the wise listen to advice.” 

Proverbs 12.15

“Your lips are like a crimson thread, and your mouth is lovely.’ 

Song 4.3

“O! speak again, bright angel; for thou art as glorious to this night, being o'er my head, as is a winged messenger of heaven’ 

Shakespeare – Romeo & Juliette

“Send out your bread upon the waters, and after many days you will get it back.” 

Ecclesiastes 11.1

“Everything that has a beginning has an end” 

Matrix

 “Respect yourself and others will respect you.” 

Confucius
