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Abstract: Religious pluralism is a fact in an ever more globalized,
individualized, and post-modern society. The reality of religious pluralism, and its
attendant ideology of tolerance, presupposes a serious shift for the Christian Church
from a position of privilege to one of marginality among many. It is necessary then
that faithful, missional, Christians reconsider their foundational theology concerning
other religions and worldviews and begin constructing a revitalized and benevolent
approach to the “religious other.” This paper is an attempt to not only outline the
facts, trends, and philosophy of religious pluralism, but also sketch a blueprint for a
friendly, missionary, encounter with other religions founded on God’s Word.

Introduction: The Architecture of Modern Religious Pluralism

Architecture may seem a strange term to introduce a discussion of Christianity
in an age of pluralism. Even so, religious buildings reflect the religious and cultural
Zeitgeist. For example, in past millennia Christian cathedrals stood at the center, and
at the highest points, of Christian communities. Mosques dominated Islamic
territories. Monasteries, temples, and stupas dotted the landscapes of Buddhist areas.
Where one religion superseded another, often as a show of imperialistic dominance,
a house of worship of the new dominant religion would be built upon the ruined
foundations of the former faith. Such was the case when mosques were built on
Jewish holy sites in Israel or Christian cathedrals were constructed on top of Incan
temples in Peru. The latter examples of religious architecture highlight, albeit
negatively, the connotation of privilege inherent in the ability of ascendant or
authoritative religious groups to build as, where, and how they please. In the modern
world, this is not a possibility; the age of religious imperialism has, if not come to an
end, been found suspect.
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In the twenty-first century, public and private space are contested by a plurality
of competing religious constituents. Buddhist statues are destroyed in Afghanistan,
Christian churches are razed in Irag, and mosques are the victims of arson in the
United States. In publicly neutral spaces, another phenomenon has begun. Multi-
faith, or interfaith, spaces are common in “airports, hospitals, prisons, shopping
malls, entertainment complexes, and universities”;' and the populace, for the most
part, is comfortable with such religiously neutral locales. What these spaces suggest
is the rise of religious pluralism in the public square. As Bender notes, “we can trace
the genealogies of ‘expanding’ religious pluralism,” via architectural developments.
By way of illustration, an architectural competition was staged in Berlin recently for
the design of a private, stand-alone space for Muslims, Jews, and Christians to
worship as neighbors under one roof.? It is being called the “House of One” and was
described sarcastically as “the world’s first churmosqugogue.™ This project is not
unique,* and the trend toward interfaith architecture is telling; it reveals not only the
fact, but the ideology, of religious pluralism.

The fact of plurality is evident when one considers statistics. Despite the claims
of philosophical secularism and “the secularization theory,” religion remains a
potent force in the world today. Upwards of 5.8 billion people (83%) around the
world identify with a religious group.® Approximately one-third (32%) of the global
population is Christian, another quarter (23%) Muslim, 16% are “Unaffiliated,”
another sixth (15%) are Hindu, and a significant sliver (7% and 6%) are Buddhist or
follow a “folk religion,” that is, beliefs and practices closely tied to a particular
people, ethnicity, or tribe with no creed or formal clergy (including African
indigenous religion, Chinese folk beliefs, Australian aboriginal customs, and Native
American Indian practices).” These sundry faith traditions and practices are widely
distributed across the globe. While many remain largely concentrated in particular
regions, e.g., Hinduism in India, Chinese folk religion in China, all are globally
dispersed to some extent, even if some not as much as others, e.g. Christianity,
Islam, Judaism. This extensive geographic distribution of religion arises from
globalization, trans-nationalism, and immigration. Due to the influence of these
flows of people, ideas, and institutions, the religions of the world are now
omnipresent in just about every nation on earth. There are Hindus in Holland,
Muslims in Mexico, Christians in China, and Buddhists in Burkina Faso.

Indeed, religious diversity is part of the very fabric of the United States. Not
only is our nation inherently secular (thanks to the aforementioned First
Amendment), but it has always been shaped by individual liberty, choice, and the
free flow of people and ideas. While religious diversity was more Protestant and
Roman Catholic in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and more Judeo-Christian
in the early to mid-twentieth century, today our religious diversity is stunningly
eclectic. It is common today to have a Hindu co-worker, a Mormon neighbor, and a
“spiritual, but not religious” nephew, not least because there are more than 1,700
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religious groups in the U.S., 600 of which are non-Christian entities.® These various
faiths compete for the nation’s soul. Forty-two different religious bodies, including
Baptists, Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Methodists, the LDS, and indigenous
religions can claim to be the largest religion in specific, selected U. S. counties.’
When it comes to the principal non-Christian tradition by county, this list expands to
include Baha’i, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism.* In
Houston, the fourth largest city in the U.S., and labeled “the most diverse city in the
United States” and “a glimpse of America’s future,”" there are four times as many
Muslims as there are Lutherans.*? Certainly, the U.S. is a religiously diverse
landscape contested by various spiritualities.

Several trends that have led to this situation and several antecedent results of
this assortment deserve analysis before we explore options for responding to
religious diversity from a Christian perspective. Diana L. Eck notes that “the
religious landscape of America has changed radically in the past thirty years, but
most of us have not yet begun to see the dimensions and scope of that change...so
gradual has it been and yet so colossal...an astonishing new reality.”*® Observing
this subtle but significant new spiritual reality, Robert D. Putnam and David E.
Campbell identified as causes “a shock and two aftershocks.” The shock was in the
1960s—the sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll culture. The first aftershock was the
conservative religious reaction steered and channeled by charismatic leaders into an
evangelical “religious right” movement. The second aftershock was a reaction
provoked by the first aftershock: the abandoning of the church in the 1990s by many
young people, repulsed by the politicization of religion.* These domestic trends
melded with the advent of the global transfer of information via the internet and
other communication technology; the increased immigration flows from Latin
America, Africa, and Asian nations; and the combined effect of transnational flows
of people, goods, and ideas to create the current religious topography of the U.S.
This spiritual panorama includes the following trends:

o the rise of secularism and “the nones”*® concomitant with an

acceptance of secularization and its attendant consequence of the
privatization of religion

e the increased numbers of “spiritual, but not religious,” wanderers who
mix-and-match their spirituality in America’s buffet style religious
marketplace™®

e the swelling influence of Latina/o religion, including the reshaping of
American Catholicism and the rise of Latina/o Protestantism,
Evangelicalism, Pentecostalism, non-religion, and Islam*

e asurging multi-cultural, multi-generational, and marginalized Muslim
population
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* the proliferation of Asian religious influence via traditional sources
such as Hindus and Buddhists (although with new communities in
unlikely locales, like the American South), but also Sikhs, Bahais,
Chinese folk religions, and Western interpretations of Asian religions
(Western Zen, popular Yoga, etc.)

* the widening scope and sequence of conflict and mutual compromise in
regard to religion in the public square

Beyond these factual trends, there is also the ideology of religious pluralism.
Lesslie Newbigin wrote, “it has become a commonplace to say that we live in a
pluralistic society—not merely a society which is in fact plural in the variety of
cultures, religions and lifestyles which it embraces, but pluralist in the sense that this
plurality is celebrated as things to be approved and cherished.”*® This cherishing of
pluralism is what educator and author Andy Wrasman calls “metaphysical
pluralism”*® and is elsewhere referred to as “literal,” “transcendental,” or “agnostic”
pluralism. This pluralism is in apposition to “social” or “religious pluralism in the
public square,” which reflects the pure facts of pluralism. The ideology of religious
pluralism not only celebrates pluralism, but seeks to point to a sole, transcendent,
truth to which all religions aspire, but none individually apprehends.

As the architecture of religious pluralism continues to expand, it looms large in
the facade of Christian privilege. Essentially, both the fact and mythos of religious
pluralism threaten to erode the foundations of Christian privilege. Not only is
Christianity no longer privileged as the religion in the United States, let alone
globally; but, philosophically, many religions now compete with Christianity in the
marketplace of spiritualities. Betwixt and between pluralism as fact and ideology,
Christianity shifted from the center to the margins, “from privilege to plurality.”*
The above overview provides a foundation for understanding the pluralism on the
rise around the globe and calls into question the Christian foundations of society that
many still hold dear. What follows is an attempt to provide a blueprint for how
Christians can successfully navigate a pluralistic world, with or without Christian
hegemony.

The Eroding Foundations of Christian Privilege

Fear that the architects of plurality are deconstructing the foundations of our
Christian privilege often leads to a typical response to plurality and the concomitant
posture toward other faiths: aggressive engagement. An editor for a popular book
review publication recently rejected my request to review two apologetic books
dealing with the world’s religions. The refusal was not based on the specific content
of the books, but on their genre. The editor lamented, “All 1 am seeing from
publishers right now is apologetics books. Enough already.” Why the exasperation?
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The popular posture of aggressive, apologetic, engagement with other religions
is indicative of a desire to shut out the pluralism, to draw strict boundaries between
Christianity and other religions, and to reassert Christian privilege. At its best, this
posture engages in combative apologetics and/or polemics; at its worst, it espouses
physical violence against “the religious other.” At this posture’s core is a philosophy
that says Christians must fight fire with fire and aim to deconstruct errant beliefs,
cast down idols and, if absolutely necessary, destroy those who would deny the
Lordship of Jesus Christ. Those who propose such an approach believe that if our
commitment to Christianity is strong, then our response to other religions must be
bellicose. That is a false correlation. First, physical violence against those of other
faiths in the name of Jesus has no place in the Christian community. Second, in our
current climate there is no way that even a verbal strike (in the form of assertive
apologetics or vigorous polemics) is the most effective way to interact with people of
other religions. Often, books that are written to defend the Christian faith and
undermine other religions are read only by the choir to reinforce their worldview and
to act as a comfort blanket for them in a religiously pluralistic world. The response
of many non-Christians to such approaches is one of accusation—that Christians are
arrogant, believing that they are the sole arbiters of truth and, therefore, superior to
other believers and practitioners. For good or for ill, amidst “this cultural milieu, the
confident announcement of the Christian faith sounds like an arrogant attempt of
some people to impose their values on others.”? As one young person shared with
Timothy Keller in New York City, “It’s arrogant to say your religion is superior and
try to convert everyone else to it.”?® With this posture of aggressive engagement,
Christians are not only not gaining a hearing but are in danger of confirming the
rumor that they are more akin to “founders of empire” than “fishers of men.”%

Such a perspective derives from the perception that Christianity has long
enjoyed its position of privilege at the expense of other religious and spiritual voices.
From the fifteenth to the twentieth centuries, Christianity was associated with
empires, empires that marched on as colonial powers, carving up the world and
claiming indigenous lands for their own. These hegemonic powers sought to replace
older world systems with their own civilization and, hence, their own religion—
Christianity.?® In the late twentieth century, there arose a desire among post-modern
and post-colonial researchers to permit “the lesser voices of history to speak.”?®
These “lesser voices” are the voices of indigenous populations, of subjugated
peoples and, often, non-Christian religions. In India and Latin America, in Africa
and Oceania, these “subaltern” voices®’ are attempting to counter the hegemony of
Western, Christian, imperial representations, research, and religions by re-telling, re-
writing, and re-presenting their story to the world. With increasing globalization,
syncretism, and plurality, hybridity or fusion becomes their point of resistance and
their platform for recognition. And so, Christians who speak out against these voices
with aggressive engagement, seeking to shut them down or drown them out, are
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quickly accused of neo-imperialism or worse. Employing a posture of aggressive
engagement with other religions and worldviews in this pluralistic world puts
Christians in danger of being perceived as self-important presumptuous preachers
who seek the reassertion of their privilege rather than peaceful prophets in an age of
plurality. This will not do for successful encounters with the world’s sundry
spiritualities.

Regardless of the degree of the entanglement of Christianity with imperialism
(the overriding perception of Christendom by popular culture) and Millennials’
suspicious perceptions of traditional Western institutions (especially the Church)
preclude any attempt by Christians to re-establish privilege or engage in any form of
aggressive engagement. The cry for the subaltern voice to be heard means that in
order to gain a foothold for proclaiming the Gospel, the Christian may first have to
be silent. Lesslie Newbigin suggests that “we must now learn to listen humbly to the
voice of other cultures. In this climate all judgments about culture and about the
relation of the gospel to culture are colored by this profound pessimism about our
own.”?® Yes, in moving from privilege to plurality, Christians will have to adjust
their posture from one of aggressive engagement to something else if they wish to
gain a hearing in a hybrid context. It may seem paradoxical, but the importance of
such a posture—this “sacred duty” or “friendly engagement”—will be elucidated
more fully below.

The good news is that, in navigating such a seemingly perilous landscape, we
are not left without guidance from Scripture. Christianity has always, in one way or
another, existed in a pluralistic context. Whether it was the religious milieu of the
ancient Near East, the imperial cultus of the Roman Empire, the mixture of
Germanic fetishisms, Islam, Medieval spirituality, or the contemporary pluralism in
the West, the Christian church has always had to construct its character in a context
of multiplicity.

Foundations for Inter-Religious Relationships

In seeking to address religious pluralism without engaging in aggressive
apologetics, we must first ground ourselves in our own Scriptures and search out
how we can shift from a strong, aggressive Christianity to what Brian McLaren calls
“a strong, benevolent” one.? The space of this essay, and its chosen scope, does not
warrant a full exposition of the passages that can be mined to help us re-construct our
approach to other religions, but a few comments on three key passages will suffice.

Genesis 1—Shared Creation, Shared Fall

One of the central moves | propose Christians make in order to engage other
religions in a pluralistic world is to deconstruct the “us vs. them” mentality,
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resurrecting an “us for them” attitude. This would mean turning “us apart from
them” to “us with them”; “us above them” to “us alongside of them”; and transforms
“us in spite of them” into “us respecting them.”* To cultivate that type of attitude,
friendly engagement, and love, we need to search our beginnings. As | said before,
Christianity has always existed in a pluralistic context. Thus, as African post-colonial
philosopher Mandivamba Rukuni advocated, “to know where we are going, we must
know where we come from.”** Therefore, the best place to start in our search for
source material for the friendly engagement of other religions is in the narrative
poetry of Genesis 1.

The creation poem, “in the beginning,” reveals the foundational elements of
humanity—who we are, what we are made from, and who made us. Thus, looking
back on Genesis, we get a sense of how to navigate our world. There are two things
in particular from the account of creation in Genesis that are relevant here: (1) all of
humanity and its people—Confucians, Christians, and Candomblé initiates—are all
created in the imago dei (the image of God); (2) likewise, we all share in the
fallenness of humanity and creation. We also see here in the book about beginnings
that, “human life is both personal and corporate. [That] [nJo human life can be
rightly understood apart from the whole story of which each life-story is a part.”** As
Timothy Keller offers, “Christians believe that all human beings are made in the
image of God...[which] leads Christians to expect nonbelievers will be better than
any of their mistaken beliefs could make them.”* The imago dei says we are all alike
in creation—Christian and Muslim, Hindu and atheist. We are all interwoven into a
divinely woven tapestry of life and human history. Therefore, we can view one
another positively, sharing in a common humanity and a common Creator. But that
isn’t, unfortunately, the end of the story. We fell from this unity. We lost this
communion. Now we live with this heritage of hate, the original sin of the “us vs.
them” divide. Where once we shared in a pure imago dei, we now share in an impure
imago ipsum—an image of selfish desire. As Brian McLaren writes, “The tensions
between our conflicted religions arise not from our differences, but from one thing
we all hold in common: an oppositional religious identity that derives strength from
hostility.”** Keller adds, “[t]he biblical doctrine of universal sinfulness also leads
Christians to expect believers will be worse in practice than their orthodox beliefs
should make them.”® Thus, part of the restoration project of the universe that we see
in Jesus is the goal of bringing unity out of diversity, wholeness out of division,
ubuntu and communion out of disunion and discord. Jesus is the realization of a new
genesis that interrupts the regression of human history. He is the embodiment of
divine creativity, and, as such, Jesus is an end to the era of hostility and a restoration
of that which truly unites us—our Creator.
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John 4—Not Just Red Text . . .

You see this restoration clearly in John 4, when Jesus grabs a drink with a
woman of scandal at the local watering hole. In this episode, we see Jesus breaking
down many barriers. First, he is with a woman at the well in the middle of the day.
Not only is this not kosher (a man and a woman together like this in public is
scandalous), but he is a Jewish rabbi and she is a Samaritan woman of ill repute. Yet,
beyond these massive gender issues there is also a significant religious divide that
Jesus bridges as he sits down to dialogue with her. Samaritans were not simply the
Jews’ neighbors to the north, they were a splinter religious sect that worshiped on a
different mountain and, by extension, a different deity. In the eyes of the Jerusalem
establishment, Samaritans were non-Jewish “others.” Samaritans were “them.”
Realizing this significant split, the woman said, “*You are a Jew and | am a
Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate
with Samaritans)” (Jn 4:9).

Even so, Jesus wades into this woman’s world at the well, drinks with the
“them” in the flesh and, shockingly, talks with her, not at her. Yes, Jesus preaches a
corrective; He brings conviction, but He does not lecture, pontificate, or sermonize.
As | like to say of this passage, it is not all red text. It is black and then red.*® She
talks, and then Jesus talks—dialoguing. Jesus appreciates what this woman has to
say and listens to her talk about her faith, her practice, her religion. She shares
according to John 4, “*Sir,” the woman said, ‘I can see that you are a prophet. Our
ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we
must worship is in Jerusalem’ (Jn 4:16). Jesus does not exactly sidestep this
argument owver right practice and worship; rather, He speaks the truth in love and
invites her to drink from His “spring of water welling up unto eternal life” (Jn 4:13)
and, with a fair bit of invitational mystery, promises that despite present religious
differences there will come a day when we all will worship the Father in Spirit and
truth (Jn 4:21-24). Listening to Him, the woman apperceives that the promise of a
Messiah who is going to come to restore all things—even worship—is realized in
this man sitting next to her. He Himself is that One. Jesus does not end by telling her
how wrong she is, how horrible she is, or how she is going to burn in hell. Instead,
Jesus simply reveals Himself. He shows her Jesus. We might do the same when
interacting with people of other religions, seeing that “the essential contribution of
the Christian to the dialogue [not the lecture, sermon, or diatribe] will simply be the
telling of the story, the story of Jesus, the story of the Bible.”*” When all else fails, it
seems, the best course of action is to share the story of Jesus.*®

Acts 17—That They Might Grope Their Way

Even so, Jesus tells the woman, concerning her religious ritual and that of the
Samaritans, “you worship what you do not know” (Jn 4:22). Similarly, in Acts 17,
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we see that Paul not only illustrates that he is educated in the beliefs, history, and
practices of the Athenians, but he also offers them something more, something they
have been looking for but did not know. Let us take a deeper look at this exchange.*

Without a doubt, Acts 17, specifically Paul’s encounter with the philosophers
and interlopers at the Areopagus, abounds with wise insights for engagement with
other worldviews. First, we notice that Paul was provoked by what he observed in
the city of Athens, a city described as “full of idols.” Here, Paul provides an example
of being aware of the religious scene of the people and engaging with it. Moreover,
his engagement with, and even exasperation over, the pluralism he saw led him to
the spiritual centers of the city: the synagogue, the city streets (marketplace), and the
town hall. The synagogue was the spiritual center of his religious homeland, the
marketplace the locus of the popular multi-religious milieu, and the Areopagus the
place where issues and ideas were discussed and decided upon. Following Paul’s
precedent, we might be led to engage with pluralism not only in our religious
comfort zones (church/synagogue), but also in places where the religious debates of
our age are being waged—in popular media and pubs, on university campuses, and
on the internet.** While not forgoing Bible study, that should not be where our
religious education or engagement ends. We should be able to balance the both the
private and the public, the practice of biblical interpretation and cultural exegesis—
to “keep our look in the book and our feet in the street.”** This approach will
produce results; notice how Paul’s popular encounter and presentation of Jesus (cf.
Jn 4) led to an invitation from those Paul wanted to engage.

The second and third elements of Paul’s method to consider involve respect and
revelation. Invited to address the Areopagus, Paul began from a place of
commonality and publicly voiced his respect for the very same “idolatry” that had so
irritated him upon initial contact.* Following his initial offense at pluralism, Paul
was urged on to talk with the people in the synagogues and in the streets. Listening
and learning, he came to an appreciation of where the Athenians were in their
religious ritual and devotion. He expressed his respect for and knowledge of their
traditions when he said, “I perceive that in every way you are very religious.”** Upon
beholding their religious devotion, Paul expressed his respect for their religiosity and
appealed to the common ground that he and the Athenians shared in their beliefs and
practices, referencing God’s hand in creating and crafting cultures like his and theirs.
He affirmed God’s will that the Athenians be Athenian. In so doing, Paul asserted
that the ethnography of cultures and the sociology of religions are teeming with
divine promptings and religious intimations.** This respect then led to a point of
revelation concerning “the God who made the cosmos and everything within it” (v.
24).** Through Paul, it is revealed that these cultures, created by God, and their
attendant religious doctrines and practices are a means by which the people of the
cosmos might “grope their way to God as if in the dark.”* Other religions,
philosophies, and worldviews are therefore preparatory programs for the revelation
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of Jesus. John Howard Yoder states that there is no sense of supplantation,
superiority, synthesis or syncretism called for in the collision of the revealed story of
Jesus with other religions, but rather a sense that other religions are preparations
and, in light of Christ, are in need of reconception. Paul proclaimed, alluding to the
people’s own poets and prophets, the uniqueness of Christ as the remodeling factor
of their historical religious outlook. In this sense, there is less a deconstruction of
their religions than a reconnection of their culture and story with the narrative of the
cosmos and its Creator in, and through, the testimony of Christ.*” In these ways, Paul
not only respects the Athenian religion, but reveals the fullness of their spiritual
quest in the person and work of Jesus Christ.

These references, as well as their short explications, are just the beginning of the
biblical basis for bridge building between Christianity and other religions in a
pluralistic age. What follows is a fleshing out of some key concepts that are derived
from the passages above.

Toward Constructing a Friendly, Christian, Approach

Below is a six-step process for better engaging with individuals from another
religious point of view. It draws on the Scripture passages above and from my own
experience as a ministry leader and interfaith activist over the last decade. The
process is not meant to be comprehensive, but a sketched blueprint for your own
constructive efforts as an individual or, as | suggest, as a congregation.

Pay Attention

The first thing any of us must do in understanding other religions and
responding to them is to attend to what is happening around us. While this paper
presented some national and global trends in religion, non-religion, and spirituality,
it is good to remember the axiom that “religion is always first and foremost local; it
lives and thrives in particular places, cultures, and people.”* Thus, it is important to
pay attention to your neighborhood, your city, your community, your workplace,
your family, and your friends. Mark Labberton of Fuller Seminary writes, “[h]Juman
existence, including global theology, involves acts of paying attention to God and
paying attention to the world (to the particular world of people, relationships, culture,
economics, religion, sociology, power, art, land, and more) in God’s name....”*
Thus, it is good for you to ask: What religions are present in my locality? What is the
religious and spiritual make-up of my community?

While the “religion question” is not posed on the U.S. census, other resources
are available. Discover your resources, whether they be census data or polling
percentages or studies from organizations such as Pew Research Center or Public
Religion Research Institute (PRRI). If the data is scant, use Google to discover
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places of worship. You can learn a lot by mapping where religious institutions are. Is
there a Buddhist temple in your community? Where is it? Is it on the outskirts of
town? Why is that? Is there a local masjid? Where is it? How easy is it to find? Who
lives on your street? Do your own informal polling of your community and discover
what religions are around you. Religion is everywhere. It is in our hearts and in our
hands. We see it in coffee shops and on college campuses, on street corners, and in
the local mall. Have you taken the time to notice how much of a melange your
hometown is? The U.S. is growing more diverse by the day. Maybe you live in a
small town and you feel like you’re trapped in a homogeneous cage. Look again, and
you will find pockets of religious and cultural miscellany in the most unlikely of
places. Take a moment the next time you are in a public place—a mall, a post office,
or an airport—and recognize the mosaic that is your community. You might be
surprised at what you find.

Find, and Form, Friendships

The next step in the process might be the most radical of them all—make a new
friend. One of the most central moves that you can take to reach people of other
religions is to form an intimate relationship as a friend. While this may not seem
revolutionary, it is positively progressive.

We “need more ordinary radicals® who are willing to build friendships for the

sake of the Kingdom of God. The Pew Research Center’s Religion and Public Life
Project report that favorable opinions of Muslims in the U.S. continue to decline
(since 2005) and posit that one of the reasons for this may be that only 41% of
Americans say they are acquainted with someone who is Muslim.** Putnam and
Campbell proposed that where interpersonal religious tolerance and religious
diversity grow, it is due to the fact that increasing numbers of Americans know
someone of a different faith through social networks or via family. The authors call
this the “Aunt Susan Principle” and claim that it is “the most important reason that
Americans can combine religious devotion and diversity.”** The corollary to this
familial connection is the “My Friend Al Principle,” reflecting connections across
religious boundaries through non-kin social networks. The authors suggest that these
connections, these friendships, engender a small, but comprehensive, religious
tolerance and can mitigate the potentially divisive aspects of religious differences in
the U.S. We need people who are willing to take bold, but simple, steps to befriend
the people they live next to—even if it stretches you, pushes you out of your comfort
zone, or grinds against your prejudices. The simplest step can often be the most
difficult. The good news is that you may already know these people—they may be
part of your family, your best friends, your teachers, your co-workers. Take the step
to become a friend, rather than just an acquaintance. Make the radical move to
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change the party line from, “I’m friends with a Muslim even though 1’m a Christian
to I’m friends with a Muslim because I’m a Christian.”*

To do this, it is best to seek “persons of peace.” In Luke 10, Jesus introduces the
idea of “persons of peace” as those who open their doors to you, invite you in, and
provide you with hospitality. While these physical elements may not be present,
there is also a psychological and spiritual side to this concept, that is, individuals
with whom you can more naturally build a relationship. Lean into those
relationships. Furthermore, drawing on the story of Jesus and Zacchaeus in Luke 19,
Mike Breen states that once you “find the person of peace, the person who is open to
you, interested in you, likes you, wants to be around you: go to their turf, where
they’re comfortable; allow them to serve you, show you hospitality; spend
intentional time with them; and be ready to do the works of the Kingdom and speak
the words of the Kingdom (in appropriate ways).”** However, on this last point, be
sure that as you find, and form, a friendship with a “person of peace” that the
relationship is not a means to an end, but the end in itself. Simply be a friend of
someone of another faith. That is radical, and world-changing, as it is.

Listen and Learn

When asked about the most important step in witnessing to people of other
religions, | often reply, “shutting our mouths.” While crass and potentially
disturbing, | frame my response with such disquieting language to prove a point—the
U.S. is suffering from a case of multi-generational, multi-national, and multi-cultural
religious ignorance, a religious illiteracy, or what Stephen Prothero calls, “religious
amnesia.”* The United States, in spite of its established secularism, is a thoroughly
pluralistic nation with robust expressions of myriad world religions, from the wheat
fields of lowa to the buckled asphalt of Los Angeles. Yet, we are simultaneously “a
nation of religious illiterates”®® who flunk the most basic of quizzes on religion—
even our own. It seems, “[m]ost Americans remain far more committed to respecting
other religions than learning about them.”’

In 2010, The Pew Research Center noted in its Religious Knowledge Survey
that America is one of the most religious countries in the developed world.*®
However, as their report revealed, atheists and agnostics, not people of faith,
recorded the best scores on a test that examined individual knowledge of various
religions. Questions ranged from topics such as the Hindu pantheon to who sparked
the Protestant Reformation. It seems that white evangelical Protestants had some of
the least knowledge concerning other religions, averaging only 16 correct answers
out of 32 questions on the quiz. On the other hand, atheists and agnostics “excelled”
with an average of almost 21, just beating out Mormons and Jews, who averaged
closer to 20. Although most Christians missed questions about other religions, even
questions from an individual’s own religious tradition proved stumpers, as Catholics
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failed to identify transubstantiation as their own belief and Protestants did not know
that Martin Luther initiated their own church movement. With that said, Mormons
and Protestant evangelicals scored the highest on questions of a biblical nature.
Rather than making atheists and agnostics look like religious gurus and white
evangelical Protestants look like stereotypical uneducated bigots, the survey points
out an altogether more depressing fact—the U.S. is fundamentally ignorant when it
comes to the world’s major religions. If the best average of any demographic is 21
out of 32 (65%), Americans fail in making the grade on religious knowledge. In one
of the most religiously diverse nations in the world, it is not acceptable that our
religious knowledge is somewhere between failing and barely passing.

Advocates of religious literacy say that one of the crucial components in
combatting religious ignorance, and the related bigotry and religiously motivated
violence, is better education. David Smock of the U.S. Institute of Peace observes,
“[o]ne antidote to hatred among religious communities is to teach communities about
the beliefs and practices of the religious other.”™ Yet, books and lectures alone are
insufficient. As Yehezkel Landau urges, “[W]e need to develop educational
strategies to overcome the ignorance that leads to prejudice, which in turn leads to
dehumanizing contempt, which in turn breeds violence.”® Thus, champions of
religious literacy will encourage individuals to study other religions in the presence
of “the religious other” and to make sure that what they are learning is true to that
religion’s own perspective and grounded in its local experience. Such experiences
“re-humanize” the religious “other” more than any lecture or in-class discussion.*"
Those with more education on religion, particularly those who took a course on the
subject, did much better on the quiz than the average American. Although there are
those who rightly point out that religion is more than head knowledge, that faith
involves experiential knowledge as well, a basic education (whether experiential or
book based) covering other religions goes a long way in building bridges. This is
why | fully advocate the Christian’s friendly study of other religions, particularly in
the context of cultivated relationships, and fully agree with Mahatma Gandhi who
said that, “the friendly study of the world’s religions is a most sacred duty”®* and
Lesslie Newbigin who held that, “mission [is] not only a matter of preaching and
teaching, but also of learning.”®®

Dine, Dialogue, and Do Together

There are distinct ways that Christians can foster these relationships and create
environments that are conducive to the friendly study of other religions. In particular,
| think there are three means by which Christian individuals and churches can take
the next step in learning about other religions: dining, dialoguing, and doing
together.
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While | continue to advocate classes, programs on other religions, and visits to
other places of worship/devotion for the sake of learning, we must be careful to not
conduct these courses in isolation. Instead, they should be informed, in some way led
and shaped by “the religious other.” Too often, Christian studies of other religions
are centered around straw man arguments and ex-member testimonies. While
apologetic/polemic studies may seem helpful, they are often taught by a pastor or
leader who lacks expertise in other religions. These types of studies usually treat
other religions as simple worldviews that can be easily deconstructed. In real life,
this is not the case. For example, Hinduism cannot be understood by reading one
book, listening to one podcast, or in one 45-minute Bible study. It is an ancient,
complex, and multifaceted faith practiced by nearly one billion people. Thus, these
studies do little more than affirm Christians in their superiority and privilege and do
little to educate them about other religions as they are really and truly believed and
practiced. And, although ex-member testimonies can be useful, they are often biased
and unreliable for an accurate, comprehensive, picture of that religion or sect. In both
cases, it is a one-sided conversation, and the careful student of religion will have to
“listen to the testimony of [both] the disillusioned apostate and the enthusiastic
convert” from a perspective of critical evaluation.*

Instead of relying on untrained pastors without proper religious studies training
or on ex-members with an axe to grind | suggest co-taught studies or a dialogue
series that involves the leadership of a Christian pastor or theologically informed
layperson alongside a practitioner or advocate of another faith or worldview. These
dialogues should be shaped around mutual interests and not be focused on a central
divisive question or organized as a debate. “The dialogue [should] not be about who
is going to be saved. It will be about the question, ‘what is the meaning and goal of
this common human story in which we are all, Christians and others together,
participants?”® This gives both sides an opportunity speak to their beliefs and rituals
and gives the Christian an opportunity to embody the story of Jesus, rather than
proclaim it through a bullhorn on top of the nearest egg crate or soapbox.®®

Meals are sacred events. Lutherans, of all people, should comprehend the vast
mystery involved in sharing a meal with another. While we accept the Lord’s Supper
as a sacramental meal because of its institution by Christ and by His command, we
also recognize the communal blessedness of a shared meal—just look at our
potlucks! Therefore, it is good if we dine together with people of other religions.
Beyond this notion of consecrated collations, we also value the gift of hospitality.
There are numerous examples of the divine nature of having someone into your
home, over for a meal, or allowing them to invite you in to dine with them.®’ Inviting
someone over for dinner, even (or especially) when it involves going above-and-
beyond for those who have specific religious dietary restrictions (e.g. Kosher, Halal),
is a supreme example of hospitality. If one is not keen on having someone over for a
meal, instead share a coffee, a curry, or a cold beverage with a friend from another
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religious perspective and use this as an opportunity to deepen the relationship and
dialogue. Sharing some companionship over a meal, you can, in the words of
McLaren: “[a]Jsk them questions. Display unexpected interest in them, their

traditions, their beliefs, and their stories. . . . Enter into their world, and welcome
them into your world, without judgment. If they reciprocate, welcome their
reciprocation; if not, welcome their nonreciprocation. . . . Join the conspiracy of

plotting for the common good together.”®®

Finally, it is advantageous if we engage in doing interfaith work projects
together. As Christians, we should be eager to cooperate with people of other faiths
in all projects which are in line with the Christian understanding of God’s purpose in
history and, according to the “Left Hand Rule of God,” those projects that honor and
bless our neighbor. Patel shared that dialogue is not enough, that interfaith action and
social justice is key to not only repairing relationships between different religions,
but also between the realm of religion and the world at large.® As Newbigin offered,
“[i]t is indeed the duty of Christians in multi faith societies to cooperate with people
of other faiths in seeking a just ordering of society, but this is in no sense a substitute
for the missionary preaching of the Church.””® What projects could we share in?
Habitat for Humanity offers “interfaith work projects,” and many homeless shelters
permit multiple faith groups to work together on site. Other projects that various
faith-bodies could work together on could be a park clean-up or the provision of
shelter for the local homeless population during the winter months—mosques,
synagogues, churches, and temples offering the gift of hospitality to those without a
home in mutual extension of “good faith.” Times of community crisis also provide
ample opportunity for various religious groups to come together and offer a unified
response to the needs of the community they share. Whatever the project, as long as
worship services are eschewed, there is nothing blocking interfaith cooperation in the
civil, left-hand, realm. All the while, these shared undertakings continue to deepen
the bonds between Christians and non-Christians and build bridges for
understanding, appreciation, and continue dialogue and peacemaking.

Discern

A wise and loving Christian will also seek to know how, when, and why they
might be able to share the story of Jesus in thought, word, and deed. Even so, the
most important prayer for the Christian engaged in a friendly association with
someone from another religion should be, “Thy will be done.” Newbigin, again, said
“[t]he central responsibility of the Church is indicated by that prayer. It is to seek the
doing of God’s will of righteousness and peace in this world.””* This prayer not only
leads us deeper into relationship with our Heavenly Father and His divine desires and
decrees, but also permits us the freedom to accept the course that our relationship
with the religious other takes—no matter the outcome. All the same, the thrust of our
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discerning prayer will be when to witness to the worldview of those we love and
cherish in interfaith kinship.

Witness to the Worldview

An honest friendly engagement with individuals from another worldview will
involve being fully ourselves. It will incorporate transparency and full disclosure.
That will mean sharing our story and its part in the divine record of history. And yet,
we do not want this witness to be cast into a context without proper reflection and
forethought. It must take root within the worldview of the one to whom we are
witnessing. This will not only require a deep, intimate, knowledge of another
person’s worldview and religious narrative, but also the sensitivity and sagacity to
know exactly when and where to turn on the light—to know what the Gospel looks
and sounds like to the person from this particular spiritual perspective.

To appreciate the science of interfaith engagement, we turn again to Acts 17 and
Paul’s interaction with the people of Athens and his witness at the Areopagus. As we
mentioned earlier, Paul knew the religious belief of his audience, their history, and
showed them his respect, speaking their language, in their idioms, quoting their own
poets and including their culture in the divine, and abiding, strategy of God. To turn
the light on for those “groping around as if in the dark,” Paul shared the story of
Jesus, pointedly in the context of the altar to “the Unknown God.” Eventually,
regardless of our method or delivery, “what we are trying to convince people about
is a story.””® This is the content of our proclamation, and, in witnessing to the
worldview of the religious “other,” we affirm that these “other” “stories have validity
to the extent that they share similarity to Jesus’ story.””® We see this missiological
approach to witnessing to people of other faiths clearly in Acts 17.

This form of approach is also grounded in the concept of “mission as
translation,” advanced by the missiologist Lammin Sanneh. In his book, Translating
the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture, and several other essays and works,
the Yale scholar expounds upon the idea that “translation” is embedded in the
Christian message, and particularly in the life and ministry of Jesus. From a
missionary perspective, “Christianity is recognizable only in the embodied idioms
and values of the cultures in which we find it.””* There is much potential here, as
Sanneh intimates, “[for] the receiving culture [to become] the decisive destination of
God’s salvific promise. . . .”"> However, there is also inherent danger, as “mission as
translation” commits to a bold and radical step that must be accompanied by
attendant safeguards against syncretism or imposition. There is an assortment of
methodologies for engaging in “mission as translation” (a subset of the field of
“contextualization™),” but at their heart is the notion that the story of Jesus must be
told, and embodied, in such a way that it is simply an extension or re-conception of
the religious story these loved ones already know. It is asking the question, “What
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does the Gospel look/sound like for these people?”’” Or, in the words of Newbigin,
“How can the Gospel ‘come alive’” in this cultural context?’® This is the essential
query of “mission as translation” and the foundation to witnessing to the worldview
of the religious “other.”

All the while, in this final step, we must be ever mindful of not forsaking a
friendship. The friendship we forge with a person from another religion, we
remember, is not simply “a means unto an end,” but “an end unto itself.” I must not,
as a witness to the story of Jesus, abandon a relationship because the proclamation of
the Gospel was not received. The friendship must endure, for this very act is part of
the irresistible force of the resurrective, restorative, and recreative kingdom of
Jesus—to bring unity and fellowship where there was disharmony and division.

As an example, let me tell you of my friendship with a Hindu man, whom we
will call “Soumil,” a dealer in deities who imports bronze and sandstone sculptures
from India for use in puja and bhakti (Hindu ritual and worship of their
gods/goddesses). He and | would, on regular occasion, gather for a good Thai lunch
and discussion of our metaphysical opinions and personal stories. In the course of
our conversation, | would share the story of Jesus and he would share his testimony
to the divine mysteries and embodied practice of Hinduism. His Hinduism could
always accommodate my Jesus, but my following of Jesus could not accommodate
his ritual devotion to Sai Baba or Ganesha. In time, it became clear that, spiritually,
we were at an impasse. He was not going to convert me to broaden my horizons and
become a Hindu. | was not going to usher him through the pearly gates and into the
kingdom of Christ. And that was okay. Really. Our lunches did not end. Our
friendship did not cease. Our mutual exchange of hospitality continued and our
friendship endured. Still to this day, | count Soumil as my friend and that will never
change. As I sit in my office writing this article, 1 glance at the bronze sculpture of
Lord Shiva that Soumil gave to me. It often reminds me of our connection, of my
learning, and of my appreciation and respect for Soumil’s sincere faith; but, most of
all, it prompts me to remember the divine purpose and the beatific tenor of our
friendly encounter with one another over pad thai and Singha beer.

Conclusion

This essay is a beginning. It is meant to work toward a blueprint, not be the
blueprint itself. There will be revisions, additions, subtractions, and perhaps a
crumpling of the entire project and a total rewrite before we can, together, build a
“strong, benevolent Christianity” that can successfully navigate a context defined by
religious pluralism. What is evident are the following points: Christian privilege can
no longer be assumed; trying to reassert Christian privilege will not prove successful
in the current context; Christian Scripture warrants a different approach; and, finally,
the Christian Church can seek helpful, orthodox ways forward in friendly encounters
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with the religious “other.” Certainly, there are blind spots in this work, further
research that can be done, and more teasing out of this proposal to be accomplished.
Even | am unsure of exactly where this might lead and how best to move forward.
For now, it is a conversation starter for a new (and yet, renewed) friendly
engagement with other religions and worldviews that, | believe, is best suited for our
age.

Given the current pluralistic landscape, the attitude that accompanies this
spiritual atmosphere, and the ever-increasing religious hybridity of our time, it is
necessary for the Christian Church to encounter the world’s religions with a posture
of open eyes and open ears, open hearts and open minds. It is time that we set aside
our polemics of aggressive engagement in favor of the peacemaking of friendly
engagement. This does not equate to a forfeiture of the Gospel; rather, it is an
amplifying of it, a commitment to Jesus’ kingdom of peace and reconciliation, a
restoration of a Gospel that invites all of humanity into the riches of His resurrection
and the eternal and global human story. Hopefully, this essay moves us closer toward
the future hope and potential reality of an architecture of bridges built between
Christian and the world’s sundry spiritualities. This bridge building effort, not to
mention its final product, is most definitely a sacred duty we must not disregard in
the present age.
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