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In a sermon a few weeks ago I spoke of the moving power of the interfaith event held at Central Lutheran Church on September 28.  Hundreds of us came together that night from across the religious rainbow to pray, in our own ways, for peace among all religious traditions. 

The anger about mosques in New York and other cities had compelled us to make a public witness for religious freedom and mutual respect. We were there to show support for Muslims as they practice their faith in this land.

Given the state of religion in the U.S. today, we might have anticipated a backlash, but not from whence it came. In the weeks following the event, a few clerics in the Muslim community actually turned on some of their own for participating in it. Local Islamic leaders declared that the imams were “infidels” for being at Central Lutheran with leaders of other religions. News clips of the event aired in Somalia and in other Islamic communities around the world, stoking the flames of religious animosity and division.  

The irony was unmistakable: condemnation by some Muslims of other Muslims for participating in an event held to defend the right of all Muslims to pray in their own way.

Religion is complicated. 

There was a time, of course, when we Christians were doing the same thing to ourselves. European religious history is replete with illustrations of our own intolerance toward each other in the Christian family. On this Reformation Sunday it would behoove us to remember that in the 16th century Martin Luther raged against his fellow Christian, the pope, calling him the “antichrist.” And our own John Calvin described the Roman Catholic Church as a “wicked and abominable kingdom.” (Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book IV, Chapter II, Section 12) The reformers also decried the ways of Jews and Muslims, but they saved their fiercest wrath for their own kind.
At first they sought to change things from within, but eventually their agitation led to breakaway movements that became known as Lutheran and Presbyterian and Baptist. Not unlike today’s world, there were many forces at work in that time – uncertainties in a changing economic reality, shifting political alliances – and religion was not immune to them. Enormous theological fermentation was part of the volatile mix in that time, just as it is in ours today. 

I thought of that volatility and of our Presbyterian part in it sitting in the pews at Central Lutheran that night. A couple rows away sat some Unitarian ministers. I recalled that long ago in Geneva our forbear Calvin had burned at the stake their forbear, Miguel Servetus, for his “heresy.” 

Religious violence is not an invention of our era, nor is it the exclusive domain of one tradition or another. 

Enmity and open hostility between Protestants and Catholics continued for hundreds of years after the Reformation. Remember that only 50 years ago we were debating whether a Catholic John F. Kennedy could be elected president. That argument was a lingering, polite remnant of generations of anti-Catholic hatred among the Protestants in this country. The massive influx of Roman Catholic immigrants in the late 19th century caused religious hysteria among the dominant Protestants. Karen Armstrong, in her book The Battle for God, reports that,

“In 1887, the American Protective Association was formed and became the nation’s largest anti-Catholic body, with membership that may have reached 2,250,000. It forged ‘pastoral letters,’ supposedly from American Catholic bishops, urging their flocks to murder all Protestants and overthrow the heretical government of the United States.”

Other Protestants warned that the “Catholic threat” was “the most destructive danger” faced by America, and that giving Catholics the vote would make the nation “vulnerable to satanic influence.” (The Battle for God [New York: Ballantine Books, 2000], p. 146)

Jonathan Swift once observed that we have “just enough religion to make us hate one another but not enough to make us love one another.” The history of the Christian Church certainly bears that out.

The 16th century may seem distant to us, but the same energy that fueled the Reformation – some of it constructive, much of it destructive – is still moving among people of faith today, and not only the Christians. We saw it in the response to the interfaith event from those few in the Muslim community. We hear it from pulpits where Christian preachers rail against “godless Muslims” and the Qur’an.  

It all has to do with who thinks their way of believing gives them proprietary rights over God.  

Some view the Reformation primarily as a struggle over the Church – over its power and structures and ways of operating. It might help us understand better our religious reality today, however, to see the Reformation less as a fight over the Church and more as a struggle over God – as an effort to gain access to God. The key religious issue then could be described as who controls access to God? Today, the complexities of interfaith co-existence raise basically the same question: does the Church have a monopoly on God?  

The Protestant reformers challenged the Roman lock on God. Catholicism had enjoyed quite a run, starting with the fourth-century conversion of Constantine, the Roman Emperor. It’s no coincidence that the hierarchy of the Catholic Church began to develop into powerful institutions only after the emperor embraced Christianity. The coupling of religious and political authority transformed the Church. For the next 1200 years in the west, Rome held sway over everything related to God. 

The Protestant Reformation offered the first serious resistance to the Roman Catholic monopoly on God. Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, and Knox – depicted in the Reformation window in the rear wall of our sanctuary – were not merely tweaking the ecclesial establishment a bit, proposing a couple minor adjustments here and there to the Church. They were doing something far more significant. They were asking profound questions about who gets the privilege of managing the affairs of the Almighty, through the Church’s liturgy, property, architecture, finances, priesthood, sacraments, and, indeed, the very granting of access to heaven. Salvation.

The doctrine of extra ecclesiam nula sallus had declared that outside the Roman Catholic Church there was no salvation. That is still the official Vatican position. No teaching of the Catholic Church has provoked more Protestant ire over the years than the claim that there is only one, true Church, and it is headquartered in Rome. But the reforming Protestants were no innocents; they wanted a share of the power, as well. Calvin himself embraced the notion of no salvation outside the Church – only he was willing to live with a broader definition of Church.

The text usually cited as evidence that the Church has power to keep people in or out of God’s favor is that passage in John’s gospel where Jesus describes himself as the gatekeeper of the sheep:

“Very truly, I tell you,” Jesus says, “anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief. … I am the gate for the sheep. … Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in.” (John 10:1, 7, 9) 
The Church read that text and began to see itself as the gate, the controller of the sheep. The Church decided that it was the one through whom all sheep enter.

But Jesus offers another, different image in that same passage in John:

“I am the good shepherd,” Jesus says. “I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.” (John 10:14-16)
I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. 

Other sheep? About whom is Jesus speaking? We don’t know, and that may be precisely the point. 

We learn through the life of Jesus that God’s embrace is broad. God’s love is deep and wide – and does not pay attention to the conventions of the time. Has that been the way of the Church over the years and through the centuries? Can we be the handmaiden of empire – whether through the legions of Rome or through the triumphalism of western culture – and still be the community of those who love in the way of Jesus?

The impulse Jesus follows is always to the outsider, always to the one who cannot pass through the gate of acceptability – whether it’s the foreign woman at the well, or the little children, or the lepers, or the beggars, or the woman caught in adultery, or the Samaritan – the non-Jew – who turns out to be the only good person in a key parable Jesus tells. Are these “the other sheep” to whom Jesus refers, those beyond the political and economic, and even theological circles of his time?

Harvard theologian Harvey Cox argues that Christianity is undergoing a profound transition as its center of gravity shifts to the global south and the historic faith is decoupled from the centers of power in the north. He describes three broad periods in western Christian history. 

The first was the Age of Faith. During the early centuries after Jesus, Christianity was simply a way of life. Doctrine and theological definition did not matter. There was little centralized control over the faith. The church was a persecuted minority movement and not an institution at all, much less one with influence. What mattered most for Christians of that time was trying to follow the way of Jesus.

With the coming of the Emperor Constantine and his newly acquired Christianity, the Age of Faith gave way to the Age of Belief, where doctrine and theological orthodoxy mattered greatly to the newly institutionalized authority. Power and its trappings started to concentrate around a centralized authority. Rome and its princes, the bishops, became an imperial force. Christendom was launched and the Church went forth to conquer the world.

The Age of Faith, then the Age of Belief.

Not until the mid-20th century did the next age begin clearly to emerge. Cox calls it the Age of the Spirit. In our time, the Church has lost its influence. It is now difficult to lean on old sources of authority. Doctrine is not compelling to people. Differences between religious traditions matter less. People are open to a wide-range of spiritual experiences – I’m spiritual but not religious. Mostly people simply want an authentic encounter with God. Christians long to discover the uncomplicated way of Jesus again, to meet him on the road and be changed. They want the world to reflect the justice Jesus preached.

The psalmist’s admonition to “Be still and know that I am God,” characterizes a pressing need in our age. (Psalm 46:10) With all that competes for our attention, we can find ourselves having no focus and no center whatsoever in our lives. The old theological formulas don’t help much. We want to find God in our lives in a meaningful way. 

Be still. Be still, and know that I am God.
Does the Church have a monopoly on God? No; I imagine God chooses to inhabit our prayers and those of non-Christians alike. We cannot continue to insist that our tradition has sole jurisdiction over God.  

After 2,000 years of contentious and often violent history it comes down to this: no one has a monopoly on God.  
That was the unspoken message of the interfaith gathering at Central Lutheran. It’s a threatening word to those in every religious tradition who long for the power that comes when you think of yourself as having not only the right answer but, in fact, the only right answer, in the eyes of God. 

There is no future in such immodest claims.

“The test of faith,” Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, says, 

“Is whether I can make space for difference. Can I recognize God’s image in someone who is not in my image, whose language, faith, ideals, are different from mine? If I cannot, then I have made God in my image.” (The Dignity of Difference [New York: Continuum Books, 2003], p. 201)

If we set out long ago to prove that religion can be a source of terrible discord among humankind, we have succeeded – all of us, in every tradition. 

Now, in this age, we are called to be a voice for harmony among the tribes of the earth, by respecting the authenticity of each other’s religious wisdom, even as we find renewed hope and strength from our own. 

To do that we will have to let go of our impulse to monopolize God – and God, I suspect, will be pleased when that happens.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
“Does the Church Have a Monopoly on God?”
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