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 George Barna does a lot of research about the religious 
convictions of Americans.  He has recently reported on the 
thoughts of 16 – 34 year olds.  When asked what they think 
of Christians the majority say that Christians are anti-
homosexual, anti-abortion, anti-other faiths, too much 
involved in politics, and too judgmental.  16 – 34 year olds 
have a largely negative view of Christians.  Many Christians 
define themselves by what they are against rather than what 
they are for.  This is a difficult stance for Christians in a 
pluralistic world. 

 The Christian who defines himself as anti everything 
gives the impression that he is afraid of the world, and 
indeed I think many Christians are afraid.  Many 
fundamentalists have this “batten down the hatches” 
approach because they are afraid of the storm of pluralism 
which is encompassing our world.   Pluralism means a 
society’s tolerance of many beliefs systems.  In the old days 
Christianity was the main religious belief system in America, 
but there are many beliefs now.  Instead of seeing this as a 
threat we should see it as an opportunity. 

 How do we as Christians relate to the pluralism of our 
world, where some pray in the name of Allah, others to the 
God whose name is too holy to pronounce, some pray in the 
name of the Great Spirit, and others do not pray at all?  
After all we are followers of the One who said, “I am the 
Way, the Truth and the Life; no one comes to the Father 
except by me.”  And in today’s reading 1 Timothy 2:5: “For 
there is one God; there is also one mediator between God 
and humankind, Christ Jesus, himself human, who gave 



himself a ransom for all.”   Can Christ and pluralism co-exist?  
Or to put it another way, Is Christ the Only Way or are there 
many ways? 

 Intellectually and theologically there are two basic 
approaches to this question.  The first approach is to put the 
emphasis on pluralism, the many ways to God, and the 
second approach puts the emphasis on Jesus Christ as the 
exclusive way to God.    

 The basic idea of the first approach, pluralism, is that 
all faiths offer different paths to the same God.  According to 
this approach, if one studies the different religions one will 
find a common core of beliefs, a perennial philosophy, which 
they all share.  In our post-modern world no one has 
cornered the market on ultimate truth.  Christ is the way to 
truth for Christians.  Buddha is the way for Buddhists, and 
Mohammed for Muslims, etc… But below our differences 
there is a common core.  

There are many flavors of ice cream, strawberry, 
vanilla, chocolate, chunky monkey, but they are all ice 
cream.  So it is with different religions.  Different religions 
describe God differently, and each is valid– but they share a 
common core.   That’s a truly pluralistic view. 

Some have tried to identify the best ideas and practices 
in all religions and combine them into one faith, like the 
Bahai faith.   But the idea has not caught on because people 
like the particularity of their own religious traditions.  There 
are all kinds of historical, cultural and family associations 
that come with a particular religion, which people do not 
want to give up in favor of a common core. 

Some people have used a mountain analogy.   Every 
religion is a way to God and gives truth and saving life to its 
believers.  But there are different degrees of revelation and 



Christ is the highest peak on a common mountain range of 
truth and life.  People can be saved through other religions, 
but Christ is the clearest revelation of God.   This version 
tries to include some of the exclusive claims of Christianity 
by saying that our mountain is superior to others. 

But this kind of superior thinking bothers me.  When 
Jesus says he is the way to God, I have no problem 
believing him.  But I have great difficulty in claiming that the 
Christian faith is somehow superior to others.  That smacks 
of pride and insensitivity and a complete lack of humility.  
But this is the second approach to dealing with pluralism, 
that the Christian way is the exclusive path to salvation. 

There’s no question that the New Testament makes 
striking claims about the work of Christ and the meaning of 
his death and resurrection for the whole world.  I believe 
that Jesus died to save the whole world from the 
consequences of its rebellion, and that God is re-creating 
that world through Christ’s resurrection and the work of the 
Holy Spirit.  But that does not mean that God only works 
through the Christian religion and its institutions.  There’s 
plenty of evidence in the Bible of God working through 
people of other religions or no religion.   It is the task of 
Christians and the church to proclaim the good news that 
healing and reconciliation, forgiveness and peace are 
available through Christ.  We are to tell the world what we 
believe God has done in Christ, and not be ashamed of that 
glorious message.   It is a message of salvation to those 
who are willing to hear it. 

But I reject the view held by many Christians that their 
view of salvation is the only true one and that all other faiths 
are falsehood.  This smacks of imperialism, an exclusive 
attitude that says our way is better than your way.  So Jerry 



Falwell proclaims that God does not listen to the prayers of 
the Jews.  Pat Robertson derides the prophet Mohammed.  
And other religious conservatives try to aggressively convert 
Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, etc…  Those who do not decide 
for Christ in this life will perish eternally.  This makes the 
task of converting the heathen urgent.  But it also tends to 
lead to an arrogant attitude. 

The attitudes Jesus criticized the most were arrogance 
and self-righteousness.  The virtues he praised the most 
were humility and willingness to serve others.  I just do not 
see how we can have an attitude of humility and respect 
towards people of other religions if we approach them 
thinking that our faith is superior to theirs and they need to 
think the way we do.  I have found in interfaith dialogue 
that a willingness to listen to and respect others is essential 
to building relationships and peace.   

Even our military commanders are stressing the 
importance for our service men and women stationed 
overseas to be respectful to local customs and beliefs.  
There is no greater way of stirring up resentment and 
hostility than for Americans to adopt a superior attitude in 
countries where we are guests.  

 The NT scholar Marcus Borg says it is very important 
for Christians to hold their beliefs about Jesus deeply and to 
live out of those beliefs.  We believe Jesus is the light of the 
world, and we do not have to apologize for that.  All the 
more should we try to let that light of truth and love shine 
through our deeds and words.  “When you are looking for 
water it is better to dig one well 60 feet deep than six wells 
10 feet deep,” says Huston Smith, a world religions scholar. 
In other words rather than tasting a little bit of six different 
religions, it is better to dig deep into the well of salvation in 



our own tradition and to live out of that tradition.   The 
validity of any religion is demonstrated ultimately by the 
compassionate living of its practitioners. 

Yes, Christ is the way to God: He is the way, the truth 
and the life.  But remember that way and truth and life 
consisted of self-giving and self-denying and loving God and 
neighbor above all else.  Most of all his was the way of 
humility, so may that guide us in our relationships with those 
who hold different beliefs than us. 

So appreciate the diversity of religious belief and 
practice in the world.  Do not be afraid of honest seekers in 
other religions.  Learn from them, respect them.  But also 
don’t be afraid to share what Christ means to you.   As for 
making judgments about who makes the grade and who 
does not, we can leave that up to history and to God. 


