The Christian Perspective on Other Faiths

A common Christian perspective is that people of other faiths must convert to Christianity or risk eternal damnation.  It is human nature to declare that "my way" is the right way and all others must be wrong.  The traditional, theological argument goes something like this: all humankind deserves death because of our sinful nature.  Jesus died on the cross to redeem our sins and it is only through the belief that Jesus died for our salvation that we are made right with God.  Therefore, if one does not accept Jesus as one's personal savior, he or she is condemned to eternal separation from God.  Statements attributed to Jesus in the Gospels are used to support this viewpoint.  In the Gospel of John, Jesus states, "I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me." (John 14:6).  In another section he states, "I and the Father are one." (John 10:30).1
There are serious problems with this theology.  Thinking along these lines leads to an exclusive and intolerant faith.  It divides people into the "saved" and "unsaved".  It also leads to a dangerous "us against them" mentality.  One must look no further than the Crusades or the Spanish Inquisition to see evidence of this.  It also leads to a faith of legalism, a faith where one must practice according to "our" narrow and rigid criteria or be condemned.  Jesus rebelled against the legalism of his day, in which the Pharisees followed their laws to the letter, yet were lacking God's love and compassion.  He condemned the elements of Judaism that divided people into the righteous and unrighteous.  He was never interested in forming a "members only" church based upon reciting the correct creeds.

Divisive theology is not consistent with the teachings of Jesus.  Jesus was more interested in the conduct of one’s life, rather than the recitation of creeds.  In the parable of the Good Samaritan, it is the Samaritan who is closer to the Kingdom of God by loving his neighbor, not the priest or Levite.  The Hebrews of Jesus’ time thought God must condemn the Samaritans because some of their practices varied from traditional Judaism.  Jesus points out to them in this parable that they are wrong.  This is reaffirmed in the Parable of Last Judgment:

Then the king will say to those at his right,‘ Come, O blessed of my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food to eat; I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink; I was a stranger and you took me into your home, naked and you clothed me, sick and you took care of me; I was in prison and you came to me.’

Then the righteous will answer him saying,‘ Lord when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink?  And when did we see you a stranger and take you in, or naked and clothe you?  And when did we see you sick or in prison and come to you?’

And the king will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you in so far as you did it to one of the least of these, my brothers and sisters, you did it to me.’

Then he will say to those at his left, ‘Depart from me you cursed, into the eternal fire which is prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was hungry and you did not give me food to eat; I was thirsty and you did not give me something to drink; I was a stranger and you did not take me in, naked and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and you did not take care of me.’

Then they also will answer saying,‘ Lord when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and we did not minister to you?’

Then he will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, insofar as you did it not to one off the least of these, you did it not to me.’

And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.  (Matthew 25: 34 -- 46)

Clearly in Jesus' eyes what you do is more important than what you say. Twice Jesus proclaims, "I desire mercy, not sacrifice" (Matthew 9:13; 12:7).  Yet somehow fundamentalists maintain that only those who accept Jesus as a sacrifice for our sins can be reconciled with God.  Based upon His life and teachings, can we really think that Jesus cares whether we proclaim the atonement of our sins by his sacrifice on the cross?  I doubt it.  Jesus concludes His Sermon on the Mount with a these words:

Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord.  Lord.' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.  Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophecy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?'  Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!' 

Does this mean that creeds, doctrine, and dogma are irrelevant to God? Certainly they have value.  Reflecting on the tenants of our faith and respecting church tradition is important, but creeds and doctrine are made by humans, for humans.  The essence of God is love.  What God really cares about is how much mercy and compassion we show the people we encounter in our everyday life, and He is filled with great joy when we depend upon His strength to venture out of our comfort zone to alleviate suffering among those living on the edge of society.     

Let us compare two men.  The first man is a professed Christian.  This man attends church every Sunday.  He recites the Apostle's Creed with vigor.  However, when returning to work on Monday, he treats his coworkers with disdain.  He has no empathy for their problems.  He doesn't hesitate to demean their character if it will lead to his promotion.  After work, he gets in his Lexus and drives to a splendid home where he will eat gourmet meals.  Leisure time is devoted to his own pleasure.  The second man is either a Jew, Buddhist, or Muslim; take your pick.  He devotes his life to AIDS orphans in Africa.  The orphans see God through the love and compassion of this man.  He is a faithful man.  He realizes that he is not perfect and asks God for forgiveness of his failings.  He is an appreciative man who thanks God for the gifts that have been given him.  However, he does not acknowledge that Jesus is the Son of God who died for his salvation.  Which one of these men do you think is closer to bringing God's dream for humankind into the world?  Which one is more connected to and trusts more in God?  Which one is living the "kingdom" life, the life one lives when God reigns in their heart?  Based upon the teachings of Jesus, it is the second man, not the first.

When Jesus states that "I am the way" or "I am the gate", He is indicating that His way of love, compassion, forgiveness, and generosity is the way to God.  He is distinguishing His way from the prevailing way, which was adherence to Judaic law, purity codes, rituals, and sacrifice.  Jesus proposes love as an alternative way to God.  We see this in Luke's story of a sinful woman who anoints Jesus' feet.  Jesus is having dinner with one of the Pharisees.  A woman who had lived a sinful life enters the house, stands behind Jesus and weeps at His feet.  She then wipes His feet with her hair, kisses them, and pours perfume on them.  The Pharisee is appalled.  This is a sinful woman.  By conventional standards, she shouldn't even be in the house.  If she truly desired reconciliation with God, she would certainly go to the temple, undergo cleansing rituals, and make the appropriate sacrifices.  But Jesus teaches us about redemption through love: 

Then He turned toward the woman and said to Simon, "Do you see this woman?  I came into your house.  You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair.  You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet.  You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet.  Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven -- for she loved much" (Luke seven: 44-47)

 In his book The Heart of Christianity, Marcus Borg expounds on the verse in John often used as the basis of Christian exclusivism: "I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me." 

Christian exclusivism understands this verse to mean that you must know about Jesus and believe certain things about Jesus in order to be saved.  But "the way" that John speaks of is not about believing doctrines about Jesus.  Rather, "the way" is what we see incarnate in Jesus: the path of death and resurrection as the way to rebirth in God.  According to John, this is the only way--and, as I shall soon suggest, it is "the way" spoken of by all the major religions of the world.  Dying and rising is the way.  Thus Jesus is "the Way"--the way become flesh.  Rather than being the unique revelation of a way known only in him, his life and death are the incarnation of a universal way known in all of the enduring religions.

Jesus is teaching us that we must die to our self-centered ways, our focus on wealth and materialism, our need to condemn others.  We must be "born again" from above into God's ways.  As Christians, Jesus is still our Savior.  Through His life and death, He taught us of the way we must follow for our salvation.  But this does not mean that His way cannot be found through other religions.  Transformed people of other faiths can also find the "Kingdom of God", the same Kingdom modeled and proclaimed by Jesus.  They can still seek forgiveness for their sins.  They can still worship God and seek a relationship with Him through prayer.  Let's remember that people were reconciled to God through their faith long before the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.  Abraham, Noah, David, and hundreds of other heroes of the Hebrew Scriptures were forgiven and justified by their faith.  Ultimately, it comes down to how we define faith.  Faith is not embracing a correct creed or set of beliefs.  The Greek word for faith, pistis is better translated as ‘trust’ rather than ‘belief’.  Faith is trusting in the enduring truths revealed to us by God and maintaining a relationship with God through all circumstances.  This is the faith Jesus refers to when he tells people they are healed or forgiven because of their faith.   

The principles of how we should live our life are similar for most religions.  All major religions call for us to treat each other with love and compassion.  It makes perfect sense that God would go to any length to reconcile with His creation and that He would approach people of different cultures in different ways.  Each major religion has helped people of a region reach out and develop a relationship with God.  God's truth is revealed to people in many different religions.  Mother Teresa understood this.  She wasn't interested in proselytizing.  She evangelized with her acts of compassion.  She never demeaned other religions.  At one point she remarked, "We ought to help Jews become better Jews and Hindus become better Hindus."  As long as people are practicing their religion as it was originally intended, and not a distorted version of it, they should be encouraged. Unfortunately, this does not come easy for many people.  Jimmy Carter writes in his book Our Endangered Values:

 It is a natural human inclination to encapsulate

ourselves in a superior fashion with people who

are just like us--and to assume that we are fulfilling

the mandate of our lives if we just confine our love

to our own family or to people who are similar

and compatible.  Breaking through this barrier

and reaching out to others is what personifies a

Christian and what emulates the perfect example

that Christ set for us. 

Mahatma Gandhi lived his life in accordance with Jesus’ principles.  He treated everyone with the same respect whether they were from the highest order of society, or a beggar.  Other than basic necessities, he gave away his possessions.  He devoted a portion of every day to spiritual meditation and prayers.  He led millions of followers on a peaceful revolution that helped liberate half a billion people.  Gandhi refused to respond to violence with retaliation, always choosing to "turn the other cheek."  He befriended the "Untouchables" of Indian society, calling them his brothers.  Although Gandhi was extremely well versed in Jesus’ teachings from the Gospels, he never converted to Christianity.  I have a hard time believing that this man, who so obviously brought God's love, peace, and compassion into the world, is condemned to eternal separation from that same God.  Christians believe that Jesus is the Son of God, and therefore believe that the truest revelation of God comes through Jesus' teachings.  However, they should never condemn another person of great faith if their religion is not Christianity.

1  The majority of "exclusive" language attributed to Jesus in the Gospels is found in the Gospel of John.  This was the last Gospel written, approximately 100-110 A.D., 70 years after Jesus’ death.  What was once a Jewish sect who followed Jesus, has now become a distinctly separate Christian religion.  The need to be "right", to be the exclusive owners of the truth emerges in some of this community's theology.  Note that exclusive language is largely absent in the earlier Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke.
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