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There is no greater challenge to traditional Christian faith and theology than its
encounter with other faiths.  The influence of Christian theology in both positive and
negative outcomes in interfaith relations is clear.   The subject merits intentional and
urgent concern from Christian theologians.   My intention this afternoon is to spell out
for you the implications of Christian beliefs which can place roadblocks in the way of
productive and positive relations with other faiths.  I will also propose that the
theological emphases of Progressive Christianity offer a way to harmonious
relationships with people of other faiths.  There is no doubt that the majority involved
in interfaith dialogue are of a progressive or liberal mindset.  This is no accident, as I
will point out as we go along.  You will find that the lecture will proceed in
accordance with the handout.

First let me give you a brief outline of historical data concerning the effect of
Christian beliefs on relationships with Jews and Muslims.  After the Jews were
expelled from Palestine following the Jewish War of 66 – 70 CE, they moved to
traditional Jewish enclaves in Syria, Babylon and Egypt.  Trouble followed them.  As
Roman persecution of Jews increased over the next two centuries, Christian
antisemitism encouraged a widespread hatred of Jews and Judaism.   Three ‘saints’ of
the early church were among the worst contributors.  In Cappadocia (or modern day
Turkey) St Gregory of Nyssa called the Jews “slayers of the Lord, murderers of the
prophets, adversaries of God, advocates of the devil, brood of vipers, assembly of
demons, wicked men, haters of righteousness”.

At Antioch in Syria, St John Chrysostom said he was concerned about Christians
associating with Jews and celebrating Jewish festivals.  His ‘concern’ is best
described as hatred for the Jews.  He said: “The synagogue is a criminal assembly of
Jews, a meeting of the assassins of Christ, a den of thieves, a dwelling of iniquity, the
refuge of devils.”  He then described the Jewish people in antisemitic terms: “It is
unfit for Christians to associate with a people who have fallen into a condition lower
than the vilest animals.”   He did not describe some Jews that way, but all Jews,
which is classic antisemitism.   Meanwhile, at Alexandria in Egypt, when Christians
set fire to a synagogue, St Athanasius said: “The Jews are no longer the people of
God, but the rulers of Sodom and Gomorrah.  I declare that I set fire to the
synagogue, or at least that I ordered those who did it, that there might not be a place
where Christ was denied.  It was burnt by the judgment of God.”

In the third century Cyprian wrote his “Three Books of Testimonies Against the
Jews”.  He listed 24 theological arguments that Christians had been revealed as the
true people of God.   He argued that the Jews betrayed God by worshipping idols, and
that since then God planned the demise of Judaism and the rise of Christianity.   His
final argument states: “By this alone the Jews could obtain pardon of their sins, if
they wash away the blood of Christ slain in His baptism, and, passing over into the
Church, should obey His precepts.”   For these ‘church fathers’, the Jews had,
ironically, become theological necessities, essential to the proclamation of Christian
doctrine.
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As a result of this Christian antisemitism, based on Christian doctrine, some Jews
moved east of Palestine, to countries on the Arabian peninsula.   The majority moved
to the north and north-west, across Europe.   As they did, they found themselves in
even more trouble.  They had settled down in societies where Christianity was being
established as the state religion of the Roman Empire.  Along with the spread of
Christianity came the spread of antisemitism.  Millions of European Christian children
heard about Jews for the first time when they were told that Christ was crucified by
the wicked Jews.  Then they learned that God had punished these wicked people and
cursed their nation for all time.  For that reason they were outcasts from all nations,
and unfit to associate with Christians.  When these children grew up, most of them
continued hating the race of so-called ‘Christ-killers’.

In the twelfth century St Bernard of Clairvaux reinforced the view that the Jews had a
necessary, if negative, role in Christian proclamation.  He wrote: “They are living
signs to us, representing the Lord’s passion.  For this reason they are dispersed to all
regions, that they may pay the penalty of so great a crime, that they may be witnesses
of our redemption.”   He also explained to the Crusaders that the Jews ought not to be
persecuted too much; if they were treated too harshly, it would be difficult to convert
them.   During the 14th and 15th centuries thousands of Spanish Jews were killed either
in riots or by the Vatican Inquisitors.   They had refused to submit to forced baptism.
In the 16th century Martin Luther said this about the Jews of Germany:  “What shall
we do with this rejected, condemned Jewish people?  We dare not be partakers in
their lies, their cursing, their blasphemy.  We cannot quench the fire of God’s wrath,
nor convert them.  With prayer and in the fear of God we must exercise a sharp
compassion in the hope of saving a few of them.  Revenge ourselves on them we dare
not.   I shall give you my sincere advice.”

He then listed seven measures to be taken against the Jews, including burning their
homes, synagogues and sacred books, and forbidding the teaching of Judaism among
their children.  Their valuables were to be taken from them, and they were to be
denied the protection of the law.  They were also to be segregated into ghettos, and
forbidden to venture out of the ghettos after dark.  Luther’s rationale for all this was
theological; this was punishment for Jewish refusal to be baptized.  He believed that
unbaptized Jews stood in the way of the universal salvation God had promised at the
end of time.  That would come only after all of the Jews had been converted to
Christianity.  (This is also the standpoint of many fundamentalist Christians today,
and their reason for evangelism among Jews).

Tragically, Luther’s instructions were revived by the Nazis as justification for their
persecution of the Jews.  By then racial strains had entered theological antisemitism,
and Jews were declared to be subhuman, no longer capable of conversion and
cleansing at the baptismal font.  In fact they were described as a ‘virus’.  The
conditions were ripe for their systematic persecution and extermination by a nation
which also declared itself Christian.   For the first two decades after World War Two,
Christian theologians were too stunned by the Holocaust to say anything substantial
about it.  When the first official attempts by the church to enter into dialogue with the
Jews took place from the 1960’s, there looked to be insurmountable obstacles in the
way.  The obstacles consisted almost entirely of tenets of Christian doctrine, and how
they had been implemented through the history of the church.  There was a
monumental task of healing and reconciliation to be done.
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Briefly now, an explanation of historical Christian attitudes to Islam and
Muslims.   The background includes Christian demonization of Islam over many
centuries, beginning with the ‘Crusades’.   An eyewitness description of the capture of
Jerusalem from the Saracens in 1099 refers to Muslims as ‘pagans’, meaning they
were ‘godless’.  After the Crusades ended, Christian scholars added to their virulent
antisemitism an equally virulent Islamaphobia.   Yet Karen Armstrong (Dawn June
2002) reminds us that the Quran does not rule out either the revelations of Judaism or
of Christianity.  Contemporary Muslim scholars say that had Prophet Mohammed
(PBUH) known about Buddhists and Hindus, native Americans or Australian
Aborigines, the Quran would have endorsed their sages and shamans too.   This
accords with Muslim belief that all rightly guided religion comes from God.
Unfortunately, entrenched western ideas about Islam make it difficult for Christians to
believe that.   It is worth remembering that until 1492 Christians and Jews lived
peacefully together in Muslim Spain.  That state of affairs was impossible elsewhere
in Europe.  In the 21st century the major difficulty for Christians is the influence of
Islamic fundamentalists, who promote a distorted view of Islam as a religion of
violence and warfare.  But because of the Iraq war, it is not difficult to see why
Islamists might view western Christianity in much the same way.

The area causing most difficulty in Christian-Muslim relations is the Muslim doctrine
of monotheism, alongside Muslim understandings of the Doctrine of the Trinity.   The
20th century Christian theologian Karl Rahner argued that Judaism, Christianity and
Islam all professed monotheism.  He qualified that by saying that Judaism and Islam
had “failed to achieve (that monotheism) which finds expression precisely in the
doctrine of the Trinity”.  Rahner decided that the crucial difficulty between the two
faiths lay in the Christian understanding of the concept ‘person’.  He dismissed
completely the idea of God communicating through human agency.  “The mediation
itself must be God,” he said, “and cannot amount to a creaturely mediation.”  There
are obvious difficulties here with reconciling Muslim belief in Mohammed as the
human mediator of the word of God (or Allah).   Rahner also developed the concept
of “anonymous Christians”, which has been widely adopted by Christians intent on
converting Muslims to the “absolute religion” as Rahner put it.   He argued that
“Christians may confront others not as non-Christians but (perhaps more kindly) as
‘anonymous Christians’.”

Earlier, at the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference in 1910, the Dutch
missiologist Hendrik Kraemer rejected attempts to find points of contact between
Christianity and non-Christian religions.  He refused to speak of Christianity as
fulfilment of the longings and aspirations of non-Christians, or to consider non-
Christian religions as ‘preparation’ for the Gospel (some of Rahner’s points).
Kraemer concluded by saying: “The Christian maintains, in the face of the highest
and loftiest religious and moral achievements in the non-Christian religions, that they
need conversion and regeneration as much as the ordinary sinner needs it.  The right
attitude of the Church, properly understood, is essentially a missionary one.”
Responses to Kraemer ranged from William Temple’s ringing endorsement, to C. F.
Andrews’ equally passionate one.  He dropped Kraemer’s speech unceremoniously in
the waste paper basket!
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Some delegates were more humble.  The American theologian Walter Marshall
Horton pointed out that we do not claim to possess the truth of God in its entirety.
When we face the mystery of the future and the mystery of death, we humbly
acknowledge that much is veiled from our sight.  He said: “When we sit down with
men of other faiths to speculate on these themes, we sit down with them as fellow
mortals, bound like them by our finiteness, still wondering and hoping rather than
“knowing” as the agnostics and theosophists claim to know.”

Responding to the enthusiasm of delegates to bring Christianity to the “ignorant
heathen”, Dr K. Chatterji, a converted Hindu, had this word of warning about the
doctrine of penal substitutionary atonement: “Hindus have a vivid sense of
punishment due each individual for his wrongdoing, and it is inconceivable to them
that another should suffer for their sins.”  In a previous session a speaker had called
for the preaching of “the old-fashioned gospel in the old-fashioned way”.  Dr Chatterji
pointed out how pathetically missionaries are handicapped who do not appreciate the
inner life of the people whose religion they wish to supplant.

I have referred extensively to the Edinburgh Conference because the viewpoints, even
though they seem dated, are still claimed today by Christians whose aim is conversion
to Christianity.   The few notes of warning in the midst of the missionary enthusiasm
went largely unnoticed.

Recent Understandings.  Real progress in relations between Christianity and other
faiths was made later in the 20th century by the Christian theologian Hans Küng.  He
took Islam and Muslim thought very seriously.  He was aware that any Christian
understanding of Islam will always be against the background of past encounters and
contemporary relations between Islam and the West.  There is no need to emphasise
the truth of that in 21st century Christian-Muslim relations.  Küng hit the nail on the
head when he echoed the thoughts of many Christians: “Let us admit the fact: Islam
continues to strike us as essentially foreign, as more threatening, politically and
economically, than either Hinduism or Buddhism.  It is a phenomenon, in any case,
that we have a hard time understanding.”   Yet Küng’s assessment of Mohammed
likens him to the prophets of Israel; a visionary, who had a personal relationship with
God, but who insisted upon unconditional obedience, devotion and ‘submission’ to
this one God.   Most Muslims appreciate Küng’s work, but feel he did not go far
enough in his description of Mohammed as God’s personal messenger.

William Dalrymple, in his recent book “From the Holy Mountain”, has this to say
about Christians perspectives on Islam: “Today the West often views Islam as a
civilisation very different from and indeed innately hostile to Christianity.  Only when
you travel in Christianity’s Eastern homeland do you realise how closely the two
religions really are linked.  For the former grew directly out of the latter and Islam
still, to this day, embodies many aspects and practices of the early Christian world
now lost in Christianity’s modern Western incarnation.  When the early Byzantines
were first confronted by the Prophet’s armies, they assumed that Islam was merely a
heretical form of Christianity, and in many ways they were not so far wrong: Islam
accepts much of the Old and New Testaments, and venerates both Jesus and the
ancient Jewish prophets.”
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Another problematic area between Muslims and Christians is the Progressive and
mainstream Christian view of scripture as a ‘human product’ (to quote Marcus Borg).
Küng and other Christian theologians and biblical scholars have argued that where the
Quran is concerned the Muslim world has a lot of catching up to do in terms of
biblical criticism.   Küng states that he hopes the “historiocritical study of the holy
book will eventually be allowed to become a reality.”   Muslim scholars argue that
this implies human authorship of the Quran, which they emphatically deny.  So
whereas Christian and Jewish scholars can sit down together and look at the Bible in
terms of historical and literary criticism, that is not likely to be the case with Muslim
scholars in the foreseeable future.

I’ve given you a short historical overview so I can refer back to it as we look at
Christian doctrines which largely determine the outcomes of interfaith dialogue.   I
will take them in order from the foundational doctrine of ‘original sin’.

Original Sin.
There have always been diverse Christian attitudes to the Doctrine of Original Sin.  It
was adopted by the Protestant reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin.   It was a
foundational doctrine in the Methodist Church.  These days it is not part of the
confessions of mainstream churches.  It is not official doctrine of the Roman Catholic
Church, although it continues to be taught in the Catholic catechism.  It also forms the
background of the Catholic doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of Mary, who is
said to have been born without the “stain of human sin”.  The Doctrine of Original Sin
is denied by the Eastern Orthodox Churches.  It is not official doctrine of the Uniting
Church.  Yet its continuing influence across the church cannot be denied.  It remains
the foundation stone for the whole edifice of Christian doctrine.   In essence, it regards
the basic human condition as sinful, human beings having been born into sinfulness.
It refers to the biblical ‘first sin’, when Adam and Eve succumbed to the serpent’s
temptation and ‘fell’ into sin.  This ‘fall’ caused the ‘fallen state’ of humanity.
‘Original sin’ then became the inheritance of all human beings through their parents’
descent from Adam and Eve.  Several years ago, at a Uniting Church Assembly, an
indigenous leader was heard to remark that if Adam and Eve had been Aboriginal, the
problem of ‘original sin’ would not have arisen.  They would not have bothered with
the apple; they would have killed and eaten the snake!

The Apostle Paul is thought to have implied the idea of original sin in his description
of human sinfulness as universal, and reliant upon Christ’s righteousness for
salvation.  In Romans 5 he wrote: “just as sin came into the world through one man,
and death through sin, so death spread to all people because all sinned.”  Paul then
offers what became the Christian response: “just as one man’s trespass led to
condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life
for all.”  The Doctrine of Original Sin is based largely on the writings of Augustine of
Hippo.   He concluded that because of original sin, unbaptized infants go straight to
hell.  By the late medieval period theologians were reacting to distress among
Christian families about the implications of this teaching.   At that time the church
modified its teaching to say that unbaptized infants suffered no pain at all.  From then
on they were said to inhabit a kind of ‘limbo for infants’.  They did not know God, but
they were still ‘happy’.
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What do Jews and Muslims think of the Christian idea of original sin?   Liberal
branches of Judaism, known in Australia as Progressive Judaism, are totally
dismissive of the doctrine of original sin.  They see no source of human sin other than
the evil actions of individual human beings.  Eve disobeyed God’s order, but Adam
did nothing to stop her, nor did he refuse to follow her lead.  Progressive Judaism says
Adam and Eve had to learn by their mistakes, in order to grow up and live as
responsible human beings.  If they had never eaten from the forbidden tree they would
never have discovered the possibility of choosing to do evil or to do good.
Progressive Christianity echoes that view.   Its way of interpreting scripture says that
the story of Adam and Eve and the fruit is symbolic.  It expresses the development of
human beings into moral agents responsible for their own lives and decisions.
Judaism teaches the biblical way for reconciliation with God, through sincere
repentance and forgiveness.

Given that many Jews and Christians engaged in Christian-Jewish dialogue are
theologically and biblically ‘Progressive’, the doctrine of original sin does not stand in
the way of harmonious conversation.   Where Christians in dialogue are more
traditional in their view of scripture, the idea of original sin continues to promote a
conviction that dialogue with other faiths must include attempts at conversion.   Only
through conversion to Christianity will people of other faiths be ‘rescued’ from God’s
condemnation of human sin.   This is one illustration of the undoubted fact that
Progressive Christian recognition of scripture as story, metaphor, analogy and symbol
can lead to positive and hopeful outcomes in relations with other faiths.

In Islam, the Christian doctrine of original sin is also firmly denied.   Islam teaches
that all humans are innocent at birth and become sinful only when they consciously
commit a sin.  Islam regards the concept of ‘original sin’ and the need for atonement
by God Himself – via dying on the Cross – as a pure invention of those who came
after Jesus Christ, declaring themselves as Christians.  The Islamic concept of sin is
that one person’s sin cannot be transferred to another; nor can the reward due to a
person be transferred to someone else.    The Quran, in Surah 17, verse 25, says:
“Who receiveth guidance, receiveth it for his own benefit: who goeth astray doth so to
his own loss.  No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another: nor would We
punish until We had sent a message [to give warning].”   Instead of banishment from
the Garden of Eden, the Quran has Adam and Eve repenting, and turning to God for
forgiveness: “Then Adam received some words from his Lord, so He turned to him
mercifully; surely He is Oft-returning (to mercy), the Merciful.”

Muslims also refute the idea that sin is passed on to the sinner’s offspring.   To quote
the Quran again: “Allah does not impose upon any soul a duty but to the extent of its
ability; for it is (the benefit of) what it has earned and upon it (the evil of) what it has
wrought.”  Just as it is with dialogue between Progressive Christians and Jews, the
doctrine of original sin does not cause problems in conversations between Progressive
Christians and Muslims.

I said the doctrine of original sin was the foundation stone of all traditional Christian
doctrine.  Let’s move on now to the next building block, and see how it affects
Christian relationships with people of other faiths.   This is the Doctrine of
Atonement, which is closely allied with the Doctrine of the Incarnation.
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The Doctrine of Atonement.
The idea of atonement for sin has spawned several theological theories, including
Satisfaction Theory, where the God who demands blood sacrifices will be totally
satisfied only by the blood of his own son; Substitution Theory, where each of us
deserves a horrible, lingering death and Jesus steps in to be our substitute; Ransom
Theory, where God pays with Jesus’ death to release humanity from captivity to
Satan; Victory Theory, where Jesus shows he can take anything the devil can dish out;
and Moral Theory, where Jesus gives the example of someone who stays faithful to
his convictions in the face of injustice and brutality, even to death.   Of the five
theories, the ‘satisfaction’ and ‘substitutionary’ ideas are the most popular.  The least
popular with traditional theologians is the ‘moral’ idea, which wipes out the idea of
original sin, and implies that humans are only in need of an example to follow.   It’s
hardly surprising that a ‘moral theory’ of atonement, where Jesus risks his life to show
human beings the way to become ‘fully human’, is the one many progressive
theologians find helpful.

On the other hand, most Evangelical Christians promote the substitutionary theory
above all others.  Any attempt to argue against its authenticity as an article of
Christian belief will bring fierce condemnation from evangelical theologians.  A case
in point is Mark Drever, senior pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington,
who says, “At stake is nothing less than the essence of Christianity.   Historically
understood, Christ’s Atonement gives hope to Christians in their sin and in their
suffering.  If we have any assurance of salvation, it is because of Christ’s Atonement;
if any joy, it flows from Christ’s work on the Cross.  Apart from Christ’s atoning
work, we would be forever guilty, ashamed, and condemned before God.”  He then at
least acknowledges that these days not everyone sees it that way.

The question for us this afternoon is, in what way might the Doctrine of
Substitutionary Atonement affect relations between Christians and people of
other faiths?    If you consider what C. J. Mahaney, the pastor of the charismatic
Sovereign Grace Ministries, said to his young son, it’s easy to see the depth of the
problem: “This is what I hold out to my young son as the hope of his life: that Jesus,
God’s perfect, righteous Son, died in his place for his sins.  Jesus took all the
punishment; Jesus received all the wrath as he hung on the Cross, so people like
Chad and his sinful daddy could be completely forgiven.”   Perhaps that’s why
soteriology, or the study of salvation, was not listed by the World Council of
Churches to be discussed during the first forty years of the Jewish-Christian dialogue.
It is possible it was avoided because talking about theories of atonement would have
meant facing up to irreconcilable differences between the two faiths.  Clearly, this was
due to the traditional Christian view of the central role of Christ in atonement.  At the
same time it was also recognized that avoidance of this subject meant the topic of
Christian evangelism could not be addressed.   Christian evangelism and Christian
theories about salvation continued to be the ‘elephant in the room’ whenever
Christians and Jews sat down together.

At this point it’s important to understand how faiths other than Christianity and
Judaism view the idea of salvation.   Muslims believe that salvation comes in the
afterlife resulting from God’s recognition and acceptance of the individual.  This is
related to their virtue, obedience and/or good deeds performed in their earthly life.
Sikhs advocate the pursuit of salvation through disciplined, personal meditation on
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the name and message of God.  This process is designed to bring a person into union
with God.   Hindus believe that human beings are caught in a cycle of death and
rebirth called Samsara.   Hindu understandings of salvation are devoted to the
attainment of liberation from this cycle.   Buddhism focuses on attaining two things -
liberation from suffering (nirvana), and enlightenment.

Finally, in 1986, a symposium was organized in Rome called ‘Salvation and
Redemption in Judaism and Christianity’.   This was the first time salvation had
appeared on an official agenda for Christian-Jewish dialogue.  In the first paper of the
symposium, Rabbi David Rosen spoke about personal salvation.  He saw it as being
“allocated a portion in the world to come” through repentance and reconciliation with
God.  He said the divine attributes of God, such as mercy, compassion and loving
kindness, make it possible for ‘at-one-ment’ with God to be effected through sincere
contrition.   In reply, several Catholic scholars pointed out differences and similarities
in the two faiths.  Then, alongside their own faith commitment, they embraced the
Jewish concept of salvation Rosen spoke about.  In other words, they found a
pluralistic solution to the incompatibility of traditional Jewish and Christian concepts
of salvation.  This approach allows participants in dialogue to express their own
understanding of salvation, while allowing that the other has a different but legitimate
perspective.   It often leads to partners in dialogue being affirmed in their own faith
perspective.   It has facilitated a much more productive outcome to interfaith dialogue
– “I’ll tell you about my faith, and I’ll affirm what I can also accept about your faith.”
This illustrates the fact that Progressive Christianity’s rejection of substitutionary
atonement opens doors to positive and hopeful relations with people of other faiths.

It also illustrates that these days there is ambiguity in the church’s attitude toward the
salvation of people of other faiths.  The traditional Catholic position, as written by
Origen, Cyprian and Augustine, is perfectly clear: “No salvation outside the church”.
The Ecumenical Council of Florence in 1442 defined this very clearly: “The Holy
Church of Rome believes firmly, confesses and proclaims, that no one outside the
Catholic Church, neither heathen nor Jew nor unbeliever, nor one who is separated
from the Church, will share in eternal life, but will perish in the eternal fire prepared
for the devil and his angels - if this person fails to join the Catholic Church before
death.”   That appears to be that.  Yet these days the traditional Catholic position is
no longer the official Catholic position.  The statement from Florence was a so-called
‘infallible definition’, so the words cannot change.  But the Second Vatican Council
declared that “those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of
Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart and, moved
by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates of their
conscience – they too may achieve eternal salvation.  This is valid even for atheists of
good will.”

I have said a lot about Christian-Jewish relations, because that is where I have had
most of my interfaith experience.  However, out of every 6 persons in the world, 2 are
Christian and 1 is Muslim.   There is also an explicit reference in Vatican II to
salvation for Muslims.  “The plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge
the Creator, in the first place among whom are the Muslims: they profess to hold the
faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful God, the judge of
humanity on the last day.”  According to Vatican II, even Muslims can “achieve
eternal salvation.”  That means that Islam too, can be a means of salvation.
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Islam also has its prophets, as do Judaism and Christianity.  As Israel’s prophets did,
Mohammed felt himself called by God to a sacred task.  As Israel’s prophets did,
Mohammed spoke against social and religious corruption and injustice in the wealthy
ruling classes.  As Israel’s prophets did, Mohammed proclaimed only God’s word, not
his own.  As Israel’s prophets did, Mohammed warned his people that God would
tolerate no other gods.  As Israel’s prophets did, Mohammed proclaimed God the
Creator and merciful Judge.  As Israel’s prophets did, Mohammed combined
monotheism with human values, belief in the one God, a call to social justice, and the
threat of hell for the unjust and the promise of paradise for the just.   Could it be
simply dogmatic prejudice that recognizes Isaiah, Amos, Jeremiah and Hosea as
prophets, and not Mohammed?

Progressive Christians involved in interfaith dialogue speak about the Doctrine of
Substitutionary Atonement from the basis of scripture.  Progressive biblical scholars
underline the interpretation placed on the life of Jesus by earliest Christian writers.   I
would say that the gospels are, by intent, sermons, written primarily to make the case
for Jesus as the Christ.  They were also written to address the problem of the
crucifixion.   In the New Testament the Jewish tradition of Messiah is turned upside
down to accommodate Jesus’ execution by the Romans.   Traditional messianic
thought had the Messiah engaging in an end-time battle with the forces of Satan, and
winning.  Evil is defeated, and good (or God) reigns supreme.   The Messiah, then
reigns over a peaceful kingdom on earth.   The profound problem for early believers
in Jesus as Messiah was his apparent defeat by the forces of evil.  This required an
ingenious response and solution.   What emerged, beginning with Paul, was the idea
that the sacrificial death of the Messiah had actually brought about the defeat of evil,
once and for all.  Paul’s thought was modified and expanded through the following
three centuries, and finally expressed in the Nicene Creed at the Council of Nicea in
325 CE.

On the other hand, Progressive Christians aim to reinstate the cross as the cause of
Jesus’ death, not as the entire purpose of his life.   Progressive Christians find more
than adequate explanation for the cross in the willingness of Jesus to risk his life for
the sake of his fellow human beings.   This was not to save them from their sin, but to
remain true to the new way of being human which he showed them, and which he
bequeathed to them through his life and teachings.  By remaining true until death,
Jesus stood firm for the sacred truth that underlines his preaching of the Kingdom of
God.  The truth he passed on, and lived and died for, is that God is love.   Like Rabbi
Rosen, Jesus knew that reconciliation with God comes not through the blood sacrifice
of a human being, but through individual repentance and forgiveness.   Progressive
Christians believe that God also suffered beside Jesus on the cross, and that God’s
fingerprints are not to be found on the hammer which drove in the nails.

As I have noted from the statements of Vatican II, admission that salvation in this life
does not rely on belief that ‘Jesus died for my sins’ is having a profound effect on
interfaith relations.   It releases Christians from the dreadful thought that their partner
in dialogue is condemned to hell.   It releases those partners from fear of conversionist
efforts by Christians in dialogue.
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The Doctrine of the Incarnation.
Let’s move on now to the doctrine closely related to the Doctrine of Atonement.  The
Doctrine of Incarnation is an integral component of classical theories of atonement.
In the early Christian era there was a lively discussion about the nature of Jesus, who
had become known as Christ, or Jesus Christ.    Some claimed that he had only a
divine nature, and was not fully human.  Others claimed that he did not fully embody
the divine.  All agreed that in him God was ‘in-carnated’ in human flesh, although this
was understood to have occurred in varying degrees.  After a lengthy and fiery debate,
it was decided that Christ was both and at the same time, truly God and truly human.

This Doctrine of the Incarnation complemented atonement theories, particularly the
Doctrine of Substitutionary Atonement.   Through belief that Christ was God in
human flesh, a new idea developed.  It addressed the squeamishness of Christians who
balked at the idea of a vengeful, bloodthirsty God, demanding a human sacrifice.
The Doctrine of the Incarnation says that rather than ordering the man Jesus to be
sacrificed for human sin, God in the human flesh of Christ substituted himself on the
cross for sinful humanity.  So it was God who died to reconcile the world to himself.
This idea is helpful for those who actually believe in the Doctrine of the Incarnation.
It became the dominant traditional doctrine of the church, and other views are still
labelled as ‘heresies’.   The Doctrine of the Incarnation now commonly agreed upon
was formalized as the ‘Nicene Creed’ at Nicea in the fourth century.   The Oxford
theologian Nathaniel Micklem notes that the idea of Jesus as ‘Very God’ and ‘Very
Man’ in the Nicene Creed: “is intelligible and natural in terms of the philosophical
ideas when it was promulgated long ago.  Today to speak of a person as being both
God and man is not paradox, it is nonsense.”  Affirmation of the traditional creeds
implies acceptance of all traditional doctrines, including the ‘second coming’ of Jesus,
as we will see later in the lecture.

There was another development from the Doctrine of the Incarnation.  Because he
was now recognized as God incarnate, the church included worship of Jesus Christ
in its liturgies.  Prayer was now directed to Jesus, forgiveness of sins was believed to
be effectual only through his name.  Needless to say, traditional Christian belief in the
divinity of Christ is a huge stumbling block in interfaith relations.   For the other two
Abrahamic faiths, Judaism and Islam, this is not only triumphalist, it is regarded as a
contradiction of Christianity’s claim to be a monotheistic faith.   It was expressed in
the classical creeds of the church, and in official doctrine developed over several
centuries.   The fourth century saint St John Chrysostom wrote a liturgy which
included “Hymn to the Only Begotten Son”.  It encapsulates the Doctrine of the
Incarnation:

O only begotten Son and Word of God,
Who, being immortal,

Deigned for our salvation
To become incarnate

Of the holy Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary,
And became man without change;

You were also crucified,
O Christ our God,

And by death have trampled Death,
Being One of the Holy Trinity,
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Glorified with the Father and the Holy Spirit –
Save us!

The Doctrine of the Trinity.
That leads us to the next big development in Christian theology, the Doctrine of the
Trinity.  One of the jokes Christians share with their partners in interfaith dialogue, is
the difficulty of explaining the Doctrine of the Trinity.   People of other faiths
complain that they can’t make head nor tail of it.  Christians declare they can’t
understand it, either, and everyone has a good laugh.  But it really is no laughing
matter.   The Doctrine of the Trinity combines substitutionary atonement and belief in
the Incarnation.  In so doing it creates a ‘bottom line’ for difficulties between
Christians and people of other faiths.

The Doctrine of the Trinity is difficult to understand.  Most Christians who have not
had the opportunity to study it are inclined to simply accept it, and leave the
arguments about it to theologians.   A former Moderator of the Victorian Synod of the
Uniting Church, Nancy Bomford, recently told of her early attempts to understand the
idea of a ‘triune God’.   Her grandmother said, “It means that God is in three
Persons”.  Nancy was offended by that.  Why in just three persons?  She thought God
was supposed to be in everyone!   In any case, if the Doctrine of the Trinity poses
problems and challenges for Christians, we may be sure it creates even more difficulty
for people of other faiths.

St Athanasius called the trinity “the reciprocal indwelling of the Persons of the
Trinity.  The Cappadocian Fathers spoke of the “dance of the Trinity”, a reference to
the Greek word perichoresis, which means, literally, ‘to dance around’.  The Russian
Orthodox Icon “The Trinity of Rublev” is an image of three persons in dialogue and
community.  Traditionally, the Trinity is said to express the unity of God and the
diversity of God’s actions.  But it is not just a symbolic theory about God.  Alongside
the Nicene Creed, the Doctrine of the Trinity makes the claim of absolute truth
concerning the actual existence of the Triune God.   Emil Brunner, in his ‘Dogmatics,
Volume III’, noted this problem in the writings of Karl Barth.  He noted that Barth
does not distinguish between the idea of the Trinity as set out in the Bible, and the
Doctrine of the Trinity.  Barth does not see that the Doctrine of the Trinity is the
product of human reflection, and not genuine revelation of God in Christ.  Quite
simply, the bible does not speak of a ‘Triune God’.”   Brunner goes on to say, “It is
precisely those theologians whose thinking is controlled by the thought of the Bible
who have had little sympathy with the doctrine of the Trinity.”

Let me say two more things about the Doctrine of the Trinity.  First is that recognition
of its purely traditional status releases Christian partners in interfaith dialogue from
the scourge of triumphalism.  Progressive Christians do not believe the Doctrine of
the Trinity definitively describes the actual existential reality of the living God.
Progressive Christians do not have the burden of declaring that while their interfaith
partners may believe in God, they have no real understanding of the actual being and
nature of God.   Progressive Christians do not have to insist that this understanding is
reserved only for Christians who believe in the Triune God, as revealed through the
Holy Spirit as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, as revealed through the Son as Father,
Son and Holy Spirit, and as revealed through the Father as Father, Son and Holy
Spirit.  (No doubt you recognize a circular argument when you meet one!)
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Nevertheless, that piece of theological-speak has undergirded Christian persecution of
other faiths for almost two millennia.   The idea of God as ‘three persons’ is the
perfectly reasonable reason for charges from Jews and Muslims that Christianity is
not a monotheistic faith.  The Triune God is also an exclusivist and triumphalist idea.
It argues that God’s actual being conforms to Christian claims about Jesus as the
divine Christ.   Then there is the problem of sexism in the Doctrine of the Trinity.
Progressive attempts to reclaim the equality of women, which actually permeates
gospel writings, are denied by the male trio of revelation known as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit.  Even the Holy Spirit is male in the New Testament.  Progressive
Christianity affirms the equal place of women in the eyes of God, and therefore in
human institutions in church and society.

The ‘Second Coming’ of Christ.
Last in my list of Christological theories is traditional Christian belief in the Second
Coming of Christ.   This is a logical progression from the foregoing doctrines, and is a
huge issue in interfaith relations in the 21st century.   First Thessalonians is the first
biblical source of belief that Christ will return to claim those who are ‘saved’ from sin
through belief in his atoning death.  The fate of those who have not believed is
“destruction”.  Matthew 24 has Jesus explaining the suffering that will happen before
he returns.  Hebrews 10 sees the end time as a “fearful prospect of judgment, and a
fury of fire that will consume the adversaries.”   Belief in the ‘second coming’ relies
on a literal reading of scripture.  This does not take into account a ‘backward look’ by
New Testament writers at the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple in 70 CE.  No
doubt that gave the early Christ movement cause to think that the ‘end-time’ was
coming, and that Jesus would soon return as Messiah, or Christ.   It also conforms
with a widespread Jewish view in Jesus’ time that God would dramatically enter
history and rescue Israel from its oppressors, the Romans.   Progressive historical and
literary criticism of the Bible throws much-needed light on gospel texts about the
‘second coming’.

What do Jews and Muslims think of Christian belief in the Second Coming of
Christ?  The American Jewish organization ‘Jews for Judaism’ makes no bones about
it.  It says: Time makes the Christian doctrine of the “second coming of Christ” lose
all credibility.  If Jesus promised to come back shortly and the disciples expected so
strongly to see Jesus return and establish the kingdom of God and neither event
occurred, for what can the church still hope?  In essence, Christian theological
speculations on the ‘second coming of Christ’ represent nothing more than the
systematization of a mistake.  No amount of Christian theological acrobatics will ever
solve the problems engendered by the historical reality that a promised imminent
fulfilment made two thousand years ago did not occur as expected by the New
Testament.  Simply stated, Jesus is never coming back, not then, not now, not ever.
Progressive Christians have no problem with that.

And Muslims?   Most Muslims do not believe Jesus was crucified on the cross.  They
believe that someone like Jesus was substituted for him, and that God took Jesus up to
himself.   From there he will return to earth before the Day of Judgment to defeat the
Dajjal (Antichrist).  He will marry, die and be buried.  During his life he will have
revealed that Islam is the true religion of God.  This is the quotation from the Hadith,
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which is a commentary on the Quran: “The Hour will not be established until the son
of Mary descends amongst you as a just ruler.”

Belief in the Second Coming of Jesus as the Christ includes the idea that he will
return as God’s Judge, consigning those who believe in him to heaven and the rest to
hell.   The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that: “Though already present in
his Church, Christ’s reign is nevertheless yet to be fulfilled “with power and great
glory” by the King’s return to earth.”  This belief, which is biblical, but not doctrinal,
is present in the belief structure of most mainstream churches.  However, it has
enormous repercussions for relations between the State of Israel and the Palestinian
people.   Evangelical Protestant Christians believe that Israel plays a central role in
events that will lead up to the end of the world and the second coming of Jesus.
According to this scenario, the Jewish people must reclaim all of the land said to be
theirs in the Bible.  Then and only then, will the end-time drama begin, when the
majority of Jews will be killed and a small remnant will finally convert to
Christianity.   In accordance with this belief, an Evangelical organization called
Christian Zionism urges the US government to give unqualified support to the Israeli
government, to declare Palestinian leadership a “terrorist” organization, and to
abandon its support for a Palestinian state.

The co-ordinator of the US Progressive Christian group ‘Disciples’ Justice Action
Network’ sees the tragedy in all of this for the Palestinian people: “The leaders of the
Religious Right are so motivated by their end-time ideology that they fail to see the
pain of this tragic situation.  They not only demonize Muslim Palestinians and turn
right-wing Israelis into saints; they also totally ignore the fact that many of the
Palestinians they would abandon are actually their brothers and sisters in Christ.”

The future of interfaith relations.
About fifty years ago a book on religious diversity in the United States carried the title
Protestant, Catholic, Jew.  Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus were not part of the
picture.   The Progressive theologian Marcus Borg noted that: “In the small town in
which I grew up, religious diversity consisted of Catholics and Protestants, the latter
of whom were mostly Lutherans.  But now we are experiencing religious pluralism
more than any generation of Christians since the early centuries of Christianity.”

Something very similar can be said of Australia.  Our proximity to people practising
several faith traditions other than Christianity offers either a threat or an opportunity.
For Christians who see their religious tradition as the only ‘true’ religion, the response
is to convince other religions of the error of their ways, and ultimately, to convert
them to Christianity.   But there is another way.

In its dialogue with the Executive Council of Australian Jewry, the Uniting Church’s
Dialogue Team believes it does not represent a church that requires it to use dialogue
for efforts to convert.   Rather, it understands that as the dialogue partners discuss
topics of meaning to each faith, such as prayer, scripture, justice, family life and so
on, that God is in our midst.   Should any person in dialogue feel themselves drawn to
the faith of the partner in dialogue, that is between him or her and God.   There is a
real sense in which deliberate efforts at conversion of people of other faiths pre-empts
or ‘second guesses’ God.  In fact, dialogue becomes a negative experience if one side
suspects the other is focussed on conversion.
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Finally, I want to emphasise what is for me an essential component of the way
progressive Christians approach people of other faith.   It can be summed up in one
word: humility.   Progressive Christianity frees Christians from the constraints of
doctrinal absolutes and literal readings of scripture.   It refocuses them on the ethical
teachings of Jesus, and their ultimate revelation of a God of love.   It also understands
that no faith has exclusive and exhaustive knowledge of God, that no faith is the
single source or repository of all human values.  Rather, that each faith has come
independently to its own knowledge of the universal sacred values of compassion,
justice, freedom, acceptance of others, and peace.  It is on that shared ethical
foundation that people of different faiths can meet positively and productively, with a
rich anticipation of respect, cooperation and peace.  It is no coincidence that
Progressive Christianity has emerged in a world where there is more opportunity than
ever before for Christians to learn about other faiths.

I close with this quote from the Sri Lankan Methodist theologian, Wesley Ariarajah,
who is a pioneer in interfaith dialogue.  He was Deputy General Secretary of the
World Council of Churches in the 1990’s, and he led the WCC Interfaith Dialogue
division for over 10 years.  He wrote this: Dialogue is mutual enrichment, mutual
correction.  It leads to mutual self-criticism and mutual affirmation.  In dialogue we
begin to discover what would make our own faith more meaningful for ourselves.  I do
not understand why we should be afraid of being in a situation in which we can learn,
can correct ourselves, and can grow into something much more profound.

Progressive Christianity offers a way forward for Christians who look for the mutual
cooperation and advancement of all humankind.
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