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“Difficult Texts: Christian Exclusivity”

John 3:1-21; 14:1-7

Sunday, July 20, 2008

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

This morning we continue our summer series on difficult texts of the Bible. We have looked at passages of extreme violence seemingly ordered by God. We have looked at passages that provoke our sensitivity to equality between men and women, husbands and wives. We have pulled from passages in the Bible that rarely get an airing, and perhaps for good reason, because they are indeed difficult texts. It is hard to make sense of them even with our faithful approach to reading Scripture.

Today’s difficult texts are of a different genre. In fact some may be wondering, “what are these passages doing in the difficult text series?” These are beloved lessons from the Bible that we have grown up with and love. These are some of the texts that we have learned as children and have comforted us

We remember with some glee how Nicodemus could not fathom what Jesus was talking about. Being a religious man Nicodemus saw something special in Jesus and new that he must be a man of God. Jesus responded with the inference that if you can see that Nicodemus, then surely the Spirit must be moving within you for no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.

This is strange language. And Nicodemus responds, “What are you talking about Jesus? I am an old man. What’s this nonsense about being born when you are already old? I can’t crawl back into my mothers womb and be born again.” Jesus explains that it is a new kind of birth. Not only are you born through the water of the physical birthing process, but you also must be born into the spirit. Body and spirit call us into existence.

Nicodemus remains a little mystified, but John has Jesus continuing the explanation where we get perhaps the best known – broadcasted from many an end zone at football games and outfield seats at baseball games –and memorized Scripture, John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, that whosoever believes in him will not perish, but have everlasting life.”

So, why is this part of the difficult text series?

Then there is the other passage from the Gospel of John – chapter 14:1-7 which is probably used in 80% of funeral services because here Jesus promises that he is going to prepare to bring us to God where we will live forever after we are finished in this life. “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe me when I tell you that there is room in my Father’s house, and I am going to prepare a place for you.” It ends later in the chapter, beyond what we read with a wonderful blessing when Jesus says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you, not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled and neither let them be afraid.”

Tell me again. Why are these difficult texts?

Well, they’re not, in some ways. These are the texts that have brought us comfort and meaning. And maybe because they are so familiar to us we don’t really scrutinize what they say anymore.

The reason these texts become difficult is because of how exclusive they can sound and how exclusive they have been interpreted. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, that whosoever believes in him will not perish, but have everlasting life.” And verse 17 expands on that in even greater ways when John continues, “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”

Then there is verse 18, “Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already.” Is it really that simple? Is God really that arbitrary?

In the fourteenth chapter, after Jesus promises to prepare a room in the Father’s house, Thomas questions how one gets there, John has Jesus saying, “I am the way the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”

There is this image that passage draws in my mind. It is Jesus as an offensive tackle on a football team and God as the quarterback, and Jesus tells the defensive tackle as they line up, “The only way you are getting to that guy is through me.”

Or perhaps Jesus as a bodyguard and he is telling us that “the only way to get to my boss is over my dead body.” To which the Christian responds “Yes! That’s it!” (But we will save that for next week’s sermon on exclusivity between Christians).

The fact of the matter is, as traditional and perhaps comforting these passages are, they cause some Christians (and many non-Christians) to pause because of how exclusive they sound and how exclusive they have been interpreted. Either believe that Jesus is the only way to know God, or be damned. 
They give us pause because we have seen in life people who have claimed this exclusivity in faith, but who are in practice only about as holy as my old socks. Conversely, we have known people who have not assented to the propositions of the Christian faith and yet are some of the most Christ-like people we know.

My mother confesses that she was a young adult before she realized that Mahatma Gandhi was not Christian. Gandhi himself claimed that he would be a Christian, if it weren’t for Christians. I assume that was somewhat of a tongue-in-cheek confession. Dare we assume that Gandhi, not having proclaimed Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior is damned for all time?

We are left to reconcile the exclusive sounding claims of Christianity with our belief in the inclusive love of God. And many good Christians are uncomfortable with how exclusive it sounds: “those who do not believe in [Jesus] are condemned.”  “No one comes to the father but through me.” To which other good Christians can say “Oh well! That’s what it means to be Christian.”

And I would have to agree, except it doesn’t have to be exclusive. Particular, yes. Exclusive, no. Now what do we mean by that?

Sharon Peebles Burch, who teaches at Boston University School of Theology, wrote an article where she talks about Christian particularity in terms of truth claims that are universal and truth claims that are exclusive. Exclusive truth claims, she says, are couched in terms of polarities. That is a claim is either true or false. A belief system that is based on the truth, as defined by believers, is right. A belief system that is based on any other understanding is wrong.

An example she gives of an exclusive truth claim is the idea that Christianity is God’s religion, and is therefore superior to any other.

Another way to understand Christian truth, however, is to fully acknowledge Jesus Christ as an incomparable gift to the world. The truth revealed by Jesus is of such infinite value that it must be shared, but not reduced to exclusivity. The truth revealed in Jesus is a universal Truth. As Burch states, “to be convinced that one has something of value that needs to be shared is quite different from imposing one system of truth on others because without it they are lost.”

We have come to know this universal truth as God, particularly through the person of Jesus Christ. But does that mean other belief systems are void of the universal Truth we know as God? Now there are some good Christians who will say yes, and anything else is just pluralistic pabulum. To which I would have to strongly disagree. In fact I believe it to be just the opposite. 

I believe it was Groucho Marx who said something like “I wouldn’t belong to any club who would have me as a member.” That same sentiment rings true in my approach to my faith. I wouldn’t worship any God for whom I have full knowledge and full understanding. That God would be too small to worship.

But that doesn’t mean I don’t stake my faith on claims of truth. And I am excited about the truth I know, and the grace that has been afforded me in my life by walking in the way of Jesus Christ. I am excited to claim and proclaim that. That is something I want share. I know about this Truth with a capital “T” that all humanity yearns for. I know about it particularly because of Jesus Christ. But that doesn’t give me exclusive knowledge. As Christians, we have been called to stand firm on and share the truth as we have come to know it, with an openness to how others have come to know truth.

I believe this is the conversation that God has called us to. Not to find the lowest common denominator among the religions and call that universal truth. No, God is bigger than that. And, I don’t believe it does us any good to ignore the differences in our community in order to build community.

I have been in organizations with an interfaith make up who would like us to keep our faith at the door, so as not to offend or exclude. I was even a part of one group who had within it many different religions, and still had in their order of business an invocation. But we were told that if we were to do the invocation that should be something like a poem or a nice reading, because we didn’t want to offend others by our particular form of prayer.

But I want just the opposite. That is the time that I would like to hear another’s particularity of truth, of what gives them purpose, and how they commune with God or whatever else they call Truth with a capital “T.” And I would like to have had the chance to share mine.

We are afraid to be exclusive, and for good reason. That is not who God calls us to be. But we should not shy away from proclaiming our particular call to truth. I don’t believe it does us any good to ignore the differences in our community in order to build community. Rather, community is built when we have the conviction to share the truth as we know it, and to have an openness to let others do the same. And let the differences be the current that binds us in this sea of truth.

Proclaiming our Christian faith as exclusive truth slams the door on people. Proclaiming our Christian Faith as particular truth is an invitation to discover.

Let me end with a quote by Al Hsu, who is a columnist for Christianity Today and wrote the book, The Suburban Christian: Finding Spiritual Vitality in the Land of Plenty. On his blog he puts it this way:

So instead of seeing John 14:6 [“I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me”] as a trump card to close the deal and hammer home the uniqueness of Jesus and Christianity, see it as an invitation. Jesus invites us to discover that God is a different kind of God than we might have presumed. Hang out with Jesus for a few years, explore who he is, experience what he does. And then it won't seem so strange that this Jesus claims to be the way.

I pray that it will be true for your life and for mine. Amen.
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