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1


What About Other Faiths?


The mission drew to a close. The last week had seen large central meetings, informal coffee parties in people’s homes, and impromptu discussions with earnest debates in the evenings. Now it was all over and the team of workers returned to their homes. But in their minds they continued to ponder all that had happened. Some of them met to share their impressions to see whether new lessons could be learned.


‘It was strange how the questions people asked differed totally from what used to be discussed,’ one worker commented. ‘None of the usual arguments even came up in the meetings I attended.’


One of the less experienced young people asked with curiosity, ‘What used to be the debates in earlier years? What issues did you expect to be raised?’


The old hands answered with the superior attitude of those who state the obvious, ‘Well, you know, the old chestnuts of whether the Bible is full of mistakes; and don’t science and the Bible contradict each other?’ They all agreed that such battles had dominated religious debate in the past. But times have changed and today’s questions relate to the cultural streams of our society.


The little group of Christian workers was amazed to find that not one of them had encountered a single question in any discussion related to these formerly heated topics of the reliability of Scripture and the relationship of the Bible to science and evolution.


‘How sad,’ one of them commented reflectively, ‘so much of our Christian literature and preaching still struggles with those issues.’ They laughed together at the tragic tendency of Christians to answer questions no one is asking or at least to answer them long after they have become irrelevant.


They then began to ask each other what hot potatoes had scorched their fingers during the mission. It seemed that two basic questions had predominated.


Two Questions


What is?


As the evening continued, coffee and biscuits loosened tongues and the guests began to talk freely. One rather artistic-looking man voiced his doubts, ‘I find it hard to believe that anything in this world actually exists.’ Another person backed him up by pointing out that you could not prove existence. Descartes’ cogito, ergo sum, ‘I think, therefore I am’, did not quite seem to meet the situation: or perhaps it did, for soon the younger people present began to apply their philosophical queries to themselves. Some questioned their own existence. How can we actually be sure that life is not one big dream? Was Descartes right that the act of thinking demonstrates that we really are? Or do we have to take seriously the Asian story about the man who dreamed he was a butterfly? The story implies that it could equally well have been a butterfly dreaming it was a man – and that man would also be dreaming! Or is life just one big unreal dream in which both man and butterfly share in non-existence? Is there anything or anybody which actually is?


More traditional Westerners may smile at such debates, for they stem from Eastern philosophies and worldviews which differ radically from our backgrounds. But many more thinking people of the younger generation have been deeply influenced by Eastern religious thought. It is therefore of vital importance that Christian theology, biblical teaching and preaching should not only answer the questions of previous generations, but also address the battles of today and of the future. We must scratch where people itch.


In the West heated debates have raged about the historicity of the creation story in Genesis. Is it just a mythical account or can it somehow be squared with scientific and geological research? Such questions may touch raw nerves with some of us, but in the context of Eastern religious philosophical influence the creation story has a totally different significance.


In the Bible the first chapters of Genesis speak of a God who is personal and active in creation of the world. We see a God who truly is and who imparts something of his nature to his creation. We may deduce therefore that the universe also is. And particularly we read that God made humankind in his own likeness, his own image. If God truly is, then humankind shares the characteristic of existence with him. So we can freely claim that we are. In the light of the Genesis creation account we need no longer doubt whether anything is, nor whether we ourselves exist.


The biblical fact of creation also underlines the reality that the whole universe belongs to God as its creator. Long before the contemporary concern for environmental issues the Bible has taught that God is not only sovereignly Lord over all creation, but also has a deep concern for its welfare. ‘All things were created by him and for him’ (Col. 1:16) and it is in him that ‘all things hold together’. As his fellow-workers God has delegated the task of caring for the environment to his people. A right understanding of God’s command to Adam and Eve in Genesis 12:8 is not so much that they were to ‘subdue’ the earth, but rather that they were to tend it responsibly. In Christian mission our goal relates to God’s purpose that ultimately there will be not only a renewed humanity, but also a new heaven and a new earth (Rev. 21:1). The creation story demonstrates the significant relevance of biblical faith.


In Exodus 3:13 Moses openly confesses his anxiety to his God. The Lord was commanding him to go to the people of Israel, deliver them from the slavery and oppression of Pharaoh and lead them out from Egypt towards the promised land of Canaan. But would the people of Israel accept him? How would they know that God had truly sent him? Moses asks God what he should reply if the Jews asked him what God’s name is, what God’s nature is like. God then reveals himself to Moses, saying, ‘“I AM WHO I AM”’ and orders Moses to declare to the people of Israel that ‘“I AM has sent me to you”’ (v. 14).


Commentators have struggled to define the significance of this name of God. The Jewish philosopher and theologian Martin Buber suggests that it signifies a God who is present with his people. In the danger of confrontation with Pharaoh and the might of Egypt, Moses and his people needed to know that God is not an inactive and distant deity. Buber believes therefore that the name signifies ‘I am there’. Moses’ God will accompany him as he goes to the court of Pharaoh to demand ‘Let my people go’; God will go with Israel in the exodus from Egypt and in their trials as they move towards Canaan. Buber’s explanation of the meaning of the name ‘I am’ tallies with what we know of God’s nature and what he does for his people. He is indeed the God who never leaves and never forsakes his children.


But perhaps we might suggest a further possible significance in this great title ‘I am’. While the Egyptians worship mythical deities who have no genuine reality or existence, the God of Israel is alive and true. He truly exists. If God truly is, he can also do things. Therefore Moses and the people of Israel can be comforted by the reassuring knowledge of a God who is active on behalf of his followers, who genuinely is.


It is significant that Jesus claimed the same title of ‘I am’ for himself. We see this particularly in John’s Gospel with the so-called ‘I am’ sayings – ‘I am the good shepherd’, ‘I am the vine’, ‘I am the resurrection and the life’, ‘Before Abraham was, I am’, etc. In Jesus the Messiah the God who is takes flesh and lives visibly on earth. It is finally in relationship to Jesus that we experience how we too have a sure and true existence in the creator God – ‘For in him we live and move and have our being’ (Acts 17:28).


One wonders whether those young people will find the answer to their questions through the God who is the great ‘I am’. Will they discover the way to know ‘I am’ through Jesus who has made God known (John 1:18)? They truly are because of the God who is. He made them in his own image. And in Jesus he has shown himself to them so that they can come to know him for themselves.


Through Eastern religions the subject of reincarnation has also infiltrated into popular thought all over the world. It is said that about 25 per cent of people in Britain believe in reincarnation rebirth. Thus Glenn Hoddle, a former football coach for the English national team saw no reason to favour people in wheelchairs by giving them priority seating at the front of the stadium. He declared that their misfortune must be due to their sin, either earlier in this present life or in a previous incarnation. Likewise after the Asian tsunami in 2004 some leaders affirmed that tragedy had struck those who deserved it. On the other hand, Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, stated that as Christians we do not want to ask the question ‘Why?’, but rather should stick to the question ‘What?’ – what can we do to help serve people in need?


Why Christianity?


While the young people’s first question reflects the pervasive influence of Eastern religions, their second topic for debate goes wider. Again and again the issue of ‘other religions’ comes up. Can we believe in Jesus Christ and the Christian faith when there are so many other religious possibilities? Why should we believe in Christ, not Krishna, Mohammed, Buddha or Moses? What’s so special about Jesus? How can we be sure that the Christian answers provide the truth when other religions offer different approaches? While these uncertainties are openly voiced by many young adults, they also reflect the underlying feelings of many older Church members too – and of many people who reject the Christian message.


As we shall see in a later chapter, many theologians today query the traditional Christian view that Jesus Christ is in any meaningful way unique. They suggest that God’s truth is reflected in all religions to some extent and it is therefore presumptuous and wrong to make any claims to absolute truth. We all need to become better people within the boundaries of our own religious traditions, they assert, but no one should seek to convert the followers of other faiths. This view has percolated through to many RE teachers and Church ministers. Through them it influences the average Christian and many outside the Church too.


Let me give an example. A good friend of mine went to a professional conference in the Middle East some years ago. She is highly intelligent, a top person in her line of work, but still a relatively young Christian. Until she visited the Middle East she had assumed that all faiths are basically as good as each other, so she expected to enjoy her first-hand experience of a Muslim society. It came as a great shock to find that actually she reacted strongly against much of what she saw. This negative experience of another culture and religion has put a question mark against her whole philosophy of life and is making her look again at what her Christian faith really teaches about other religions. In the next chapter we shall try to examine what the Bible says on this subject.


The teaching of comparative religion in our schools has much to commend it, but it tends to underline the idea that all religions have much in common and are of equal validity as ways to know God. Such teaching usually avoids mention of radical disagreements between the different faiths. It generally prefers to stress common beliefs and experience rather than debating opposite positions held by the different religions.


Even in areas of our country which lack a multicultural and multi-religious mix of population, nobody today can avoid becoming aware of other religious traditions. The teaching of religion compels all children to learn about the different faiths – and this is essential in our country today, for it is of primary importance that all our different communities learn to understand each other better. But it does also mean that all our children grow up with an awareness that Christianity is by no means the only alternative.


The media also strongly oppose any exclusive claims to truth. A clear assurance of belief is frequently attacked with the pejorative terms ‘fundamentalism’ or ‘intolerance’, whereas agnostic doubt is assumed to be reasonable and peace-loving. Actually, as we shall see, liberal ‘tolerance’ often demonstrates an aggressive intolerance towards all whose sure faith disagrees with their lack of spiritual commitment. Since 11 September 2001 and the consequent fear of religious extremism evangelical Christian faith has been lumped together with Muslim fundamentalism. It is therefore politically incorrect to believe in Jesus Christ as God’s unique way of salvation or the Bible as God’s supreme revealed word to all humanity. In coming days there is a real danger hovering like a Damocles sword over evangelicals’ heads. Evangelical Christians could face discrimination and even persecution at the hands of so-called liberals. It could easily become illegal in Europe for a Christian church or institution to insist on only employing Christians and indeed Christians who live up to certain moral standards in their private lives.


Many people today are attacking all religions equally, claiming that they are the source of violence and war. It is of course true that religious differences have sparked fighting, and even war, in the Middle East, India and Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Northern Ireland, etc. However, it should also be noted that anti-religious atheism has been the most deadly killer in the last hundred years – through the regimes of Hitler, Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot and others. Christians would strongly maintain that assured faith in Jesus Christ should go hand-in-hand with humble tolerance. The strong desire for people to come to faith in Jesus should coexist with patiently allowing people to make their own reasoned decisions. Indeed, repentance and faith are God’s gift to us, so it is by definition counter-productive to try to force people into any particular belief. This can only lead to hypocritical declarations of faith while the heart is saying something quite different.


We have already noted the importance of scratching where people itch. In our preaching, teaching and witness therefore we need to tackle the burning question of the relationship of the Christian faith to other religions. What does the Bible have to say about this? What do some of our current Church leaders think on this topic? And how do we relate biblical views to the world of our day? Terrorism in the name of Islam and inter-religious fighting in the Middle East have forced people to ask serious religious questions. Islam particularly has become the centre of debate and questioning. Inevitably we have to ask ourselves how Christians relate to Islam and Muslims. Jewish questions about prophecy and the state of Israel now come high on the agenda and we need too to ask what shari’ah (Islamic Law) has to say about the land of Israel/Palestine. Christians cannot afford to avoid such questions today. The Church must not become an ostrich with its head in the sand.


Why the Questions?


That church mission highlighted two basic points of discussion on religion. Both arise from the modern situation of a mixed society. No longer can the adherent of one faith ignore all the others.


Eastern religious influence


In the discussion concerning existence we detect the underlying influence of Hinduism in particular.


In classical Hindu philosophy the story is told of a man who thought he saw a coiled-up snake in the half-light of the evening. But when more light was brought, he became aware that in reality it was just a coil of rope. This story reveals the various levels of reality, of what is.


It could be said that the coiled snake is. In the mind of the man that snake was a reality and it influenced his thoughts and his course of action. With the karmic law of cause and effect everything he thought or did has continuing repercussions, so it is highly significant. To some extent then we may say that the snake is a reality, but it is a rather superficial existence which is merely apparent. The existence of the snake is an illusion.


At a somewhat less illusory level of existence we might affirm that the coil of rope is. In the full daylight we can touch and observe it, assuring ourselves that it really is a rope. We might say that the rope is historically true and real.


But the Hindu would say that even the existence of the coil of rope is an illusion. In the limited realm of the historical we can only see at a superficial level of reality. Actually, he would declare, only the ultimate Absolute of Brahman is. All else is an illusion. There is no duality of Brahman and other beings or things. Only Brahman exists. Brahman is the ultimate Tat Sat, ‘It Is’. Neither the writer nor the reader of this book actually is; in fact this book itself does not exist except at the superficial historical level of the coil of rope. Enlightenment comes when you become aware that all is Brahman, that neither you nor anything else has any separate existence.


Classical Buddhism feels that Hinduism has compromised with a cowardly failure to face ultimate truth. In the highest form of Buddhism even Brahman does not exist. Nothing is. The ultimate reality is Sunyata, ‘the Void’. This concept is seen in the doctrine of Anatta, ‘No Self’.


The Buddha taught this doctrine by asking his disciple to bring him a chariot. The disciple was commanded to remove one part after another of the chariot until nothing remained. Then the Buddha asked his disciple, ‘Where is the chariot?’


The answer came, ‘There is no chariot, master.’


So the Buddha taught the doctrine that ultimately nothing is. There is no chariot; there is no disciple; there is nothing and nobody.


We cannot doubt that Hindu and Buddhist thought have permeated deeply into the Western worldview. This has been confirmed by a report that some 25 per cent of British people now believe in the Eastern religious doctrine of reincarnation. We see this further reflected in the popularity of the New Age and the post-modernist movement that it has spawned. Where does this existentialist Eastern religious influence stem from?


Effect on ordinary people


In the heady days of cultural questioning in the 1960s the Beatles and others blazed the guru trail. Their example, projected by the mass media, influenced many ordinary people, who followed in their footsteps to seek a new spirituality to fit the new cultural mood. Interest in the life of Hinduism and Buddhism led to the import into the West of various forms of Eastern meditation and yoga. These and other spiritualistic activities leading to trance-like peace gave to their followers a new feeling of relief from the tensions of normal daily life. This fitted well with the drug culture, for that too helped to bring people out from their separate self-existence and give them an experience of new spiritual dimensions. As the years have passed, the range of yogic and meditational practices has widened, and ‘New Age’ ideas have been introduced, particularly the use of martial arts and alternative medicine linked to Eastern religious practices and verbal formulas.


Some of these Eastern religious practices have also been brought into the life of the Christian Church. In some cases this has been positive, for in many churches quiet meditation was unknown or little used. But there has also been the danger of syncretism, mixing the Christian faith with alien elements without sufficiently converting the theological base of those new practices. We have to ask what people actually understand by the word ‘meditation’. Do they mean such concentration on the object of meditation that their minds go beyond it into peaceful emptiness? Or are they meditating on something which has value in itself? Do they then retain full mental awareness, praising God through Jesus Christ with their minds as well as their spirit? Meditation can be either Christian or Buddhist.


So the use of Eastern religious practices has led to the wide spread of Hindu and Buddhist concepts within our society.


The academic world


In more academic circles Eastern religions have increasingly permeated the very foundations of Western philosophy. Already in the early days of rationalism writers like Rousseau and Voltaire refer to the debates of the early Jesuit missionary Ricci in China who struggled with the relationship of Christianity to Confucianism. Ricci concluded that truth was also to be found in Confucian wisdom as well as in Christianity, so there is a source of divine knowledge beyond the boundaries of the Christian Church and the Bible.


In more recent history the influence of Eastern philosophy on existentialism has been considerable. The denigration of mere rational or historical thought in contrast to living experience has its roots in Eastern religions.


Carl Gustav Jung too, the great Swiss psychiatrist, has made an impact not only on psychoanalysis and the practice of psychiatry, but also on religious thought. It would not be in place here to expound the religious thinking of Jung, but we need to note that Eastern religions played a significant role in forming his approach. He felt that Christians had much to learn from Hinduism and Buddhism, for he noted that the reality of the unconscious realm within humankind had been studied for two thousand years in the East and therefore ‘doctrines have been developed which simply put all western attempts in the same line into the shade’ (Jung’s foreword to D. T. Suzuki: An Introduction to Zen Buddhism, Grove, New York 1964). Jung felt that Western Christianity could get back in touch with the inner life through Zen Buddhism in particular.


In the contemporary world of theology, philosophy and psychology, Eastern religious thought makes a clear mark.


Some people may feel that the thinking of academics is irrelevant to the course of normal people’s lives. This is far from the case. The deliberations of the ivory tower trickle gradually through into text books, college courses and the minds of teachers and lecturers at every level. In the next generation people take for granted what was previously the convoluted thought of the professors. So it is that the Eastern religious influence in previous academic circles has now begun to percolate through to the average student, church member and to those still outside the Church.


Why do Eastern religions appeal?


There seem to be two striking reasons why Eastern religions attract people in the West.


The failure of the Christian Church


Much of the worship and life of Western churches appears rigid and formal, failing to satisfy the deeper spiritual nature in us all. Our worship services easily become a flood of words which sound magnificent but conceal the lack of intimate relationship and contact with the Lord himself. E. M. Forster’s biting words ‘poor little talkative Christianity’ must surely apply to many of our services, which sometimes give the impression of being proficient stage-managed performances. Even the sermon can be so polished that it does not seem to come from the heart. My daughter once told me how much she had enjoyed a particular sermon because ‘the preacher meant what he said’. I thoughtlessly objected, but she innocently countered by stating firmly that preachers do not normally mean what they say. I would not wish to doubt the spiritual sincerity of most of the preachers my daughter had heard. However she did have a point. Perhaps those preachers had not communicated in such a way that people knew that their words came with burning personal conviction.


In reaction against the rational and formal worship and teaching of the past some churches have developed new styles which can appear glib and superficial. In some churches I have noticed people praying with their hands in their pockets. This may symbolise their emphasis on the God who is lovingly intimate in his relationship with us and who welcomes us without the need for reverent forms of worship or prayer. The emphasis will be on the incarnate name ‘Jesus’ rather than ‘Christ’ or ‘the Lord’. However, the biblical revelation shows us that our God is both burningly pure in his absolute holiness and also graciously accepting in his open-armed embrace of his children. In Colossians 1:15 Paul notes that God is still the one who is ‘invisible’, beyond all human description or knowledge. And yet at the same time we have in Jesus Christ the ‘image’ of the invisible God, so that we can know the unknowable, describe the indescribable, relate to him who is beyond all creation.


If the life, worship and preaching of the Church appears to lack a living spirituality, then people are going to look elsewhere. Formality, insincerity or a coldly cerebral approach will fail to meet the inner needs of our people. Likewise an unthinking emphasis on the heart without a sound biblical and theological use of the mind may lead to shallow worship which will also fail to satisfy. No wonder many are attracted by the apparently lively spirituality or deep mysticism of Hinduism and Buddhism.


The second reason hinges on the whole character of Western civilisation. We live in societies which depend on pressurised and competitive activity. Life moves fast. No longer can we stroll gently from place to place, but we rush with feverish desire to save time. When walking down a street or getting off a train, we all want to beat our neighbours and overtake them. I often notice this when travelling by plane. As soon as the plane has landed, people stand up to get their hand luggage and put on their coats. They eagerly await the opening of the doors so that they can rush off the plane. Actually it takes some time before the doors are opened and they will also have to wait for their luggage to get through. Although there is absolutely no purpose in their dedicated rush to move, Western culture pressurises us to get on with things as rapidly as possible.


But many people long to escape from the slavery of frenetic activity. The heart cries to the train of life, ‘Stop! Let me get off!’ Buddhist quietism seems to offer an attractive alternative to Western frenzy. The practice of yoga and transcendental meditation gives a real sense of peace. The Buddha’s cool smile of non-emotion beckons the busy Westerner.


Is it then surprising that many today are asking questions related to Eastern religions? What sort of answers will the Christian Church give?


The global village


Just in the past few decades the countries of Europe have absorbed very large numbers of people from other countries. Many of these follow other religions – Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism and Sikhism. While Germany has received many from Turkey and the former Yugoslavia, France has become the home for large numbers from North Africa. Britain has added to her population West Indians, Pakistanis, Bengalis and Sikhs particularly. Jews may be found in each of the European countries. More recently large numbers of Kurds and refugees from the former Yugoslavia, Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia and Iran, plus growing multitudes from Eastern Europe, have swelled the numbers of Europe’s ethnic minority populations.


While the first generation of immigrants tends to remain somewhat isolated from the native British, their children receive their education together with other British youngsters, speak English perfectly and usually mix relatively freely with their contemporaries. Some will have native English boyfriends or girlfriends, while a few will even marry out of their own racial community. The barriers begin to come down for some, but others have bad experiences of racialism and discrimination. They may then become bitterly disillusioned with the host nation, feel themselves alienated and cut themselves off from relationships with people of a different race, colour or religion.


Sadly this has also been true of many Christians. White ethnic British churches have frequently failed to welcome new people from other backgrounds, therefore new churches have developed. Black West African and Caribbean churches have multiplied enormously, Korean and Chinese churches abound; Iranian, Arab, Filipino and others have also remained separate from traditional British churches. While such ethnic churches flourish, feeling comfortable within their own culture, they contribute little towards the evangelisation of the native population and fail to influence the less dynamic churches around them. They could have much to contribute to Christian mission and ministry in Britain. Conversely, the British church could have much to share with them in strong biblical and theological teaching. Both the ethnic churches and also the traditional British churches are equally part of the one body of Christ and none of us dare say to the other ‘I don’t need you’ (1 Cor. 12:14–27).


In Britain today we have about 1,600,000 Muslims, 300,000 registered Jews, 600,000 Sikhs, 600,000 Hindus and a considerable number of Buddhists, but statistics are not so easy to gather as Eastern religions do not form exclusive communities which can easily be numbered. Inter-racial and inter-religious relationships challenge the Church to prove whether its faith is authentic. Sadly the Church often retreats into a cultural ghetto. Christians rarely seem to know how to witness to ethnic communities around them, or even how to live as good neighbours among them. We desperately need help. Christians need to be encouraged, taught and trained. Our theological colleges have been slow to realise the primary importance of this in their training of the future leaders and ministers of the Church.


We now not only have large numbers of resident British Muslims, Jews and followers of Eastern religions, but we also receive many overseas visitors to our shores. Politicians, students, tourists and business people come here from all over the world and bring with them their own religions. Veiled women from the heartlands of Islam rub shoulders with scantily clad English girls in the London shops. Sikh turbans and beards sit next to white British youngsters in our universities.


As you walk the streets of any British city or major town you will be compelled to notice how varied the people around you are. The presence of other faiths in our midst forces itself upon us.


And these religions are not just passively present in our midst. They often rival or outdo the evangelistic zeal of the Christian Church. While it is true that the Jewish community does not seek to win converts and bitterly resents all Christian mission among them, Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists are often active in trying to win European converts to their faith. In some of our university or college campuses you are more likely to be given a Muslim tract than to meet Christian witness. Buddhists have set up several centres in order to attract British followers. And Hindu guru sects boldly witness on our streets. Particularly in the towns and cities British people may be compelled to give an answer. Mobile populations, ease of travel and mass communications bring the claims of other religions to our door, and we have to become aware that a rich variety of faiths all believe they have the truth. For some, another religion seems more attractive, or challenges previously held convictions.


Travel has now become both cheap and quick. When one reads of the long months spent by travellers in previous centuries on crowded sailing boats with inadequate food and hygiene, one realises how fortunate we are today. Even when my wife and I first went to Singapore as new missionaries it took us just over three weeks by ship. Now we can all fly anywhere in the world in a few hours. As a result, increasing numbers of Europeans travel all over the world and encounter other religions and their followers. Many are ill-equipped to face this challenge. Just today I received a letter from an Australian lady who had visited a strongly Muslim area of Indonesia. As a result she became bewildered and did not know how to relate her own Christian faith to the claims of Islam. She wrote to me because she had now just read a small book of mine, Islam and Christian Witness, which had apparently clarified her thinking.


Living not far from us is a former Pentecostal minister who spent some years working in South Yemen. He was impressed to see the local men praying five times daily and visiting the mosque for prayer while he was still in bed. He contrasted this with the lack of disciplined prayer in his church in England. As a result he came to feel that Islam is just as good a religion as Christianity. No longer could he preach about the unique glories of the atoning death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He therefore resigned his ministry.


Recently a middle-aged couple shared their heartache. Their son had gone to Nepal on a visit, became attracted to the life of a Buddhist monastery there and now has disappeared leaving no trace of where he has gone to. They presume he must be living in some other monastery in Nepal.


Western cultural failure?


Christianity has often been closely associated with Western culture. Many people around the world assume that the Christian faith is a European or North American religion. In Malaysia I have often been told by local Chinese, ‘I couldn’t become a Christian, I’m Chinese.’ There are obvious reasons for this misunderstanding, but of course the roots of Christianity lie in the Middle East. And from the beginning of the Church’s history it spread across North Africa, east from Israel into West Asia, south into Ethiopia and across the Indian Ocean to India, probably through the apostle Thomas. Until the Crusades, the black African Nubian empire remained strongly Christian and the Thomas Christians in India have continued right through to today. In Europe itself the missionary endeavour battled against the heathen tribes of our continent for century after century until the last pagan community took the faith of Jesus Christ in the fourteenth century. In the village where I live there flows the river Lea, a small tributary of the Thames. Nine hundred years after Christ this river formed the boundary between Christian England and the pagan areas of the eastern parts of our island. A proper study of Church history actually negates the idea that Christianity is a Western religion. And certainly today the majority of Christians live in the southern hemisphere. Even in the Roman Catholic Church today the great majority of bishops are from the ‘Third World’.


But still many in our Western churches associate Christianity with Western culture. And we are going through a period of our history in which many are seriously questioning the value of European cultures. Because we doubt whether British culture is worth exporting, we begin also to doubt the unique validity of the Christian faith and therefore oppose any mission approach which attempts to convert people of other faiths. The failures of a European way of life raises doubts about the value of the Christian faith. Some ask whether the religions prevalent in other societies may not equally contain God’s revelation.


With the followers of all the different faiths rubbing shoulders so closely these days, and with preconceptions and easily held certainties being challenged, it is inevitable that some will convert. Some Christians will leave their faith and follow another religion. Of course it may be equally true that more Muslims, Hindus or Buddhists may now become Christians. The doors are more open for movement from one religion to another than ever before in history.


Not only will people be converted from one religion to another, but we have to face the fact that other faiths now have considerable influence upon the thinking of our population. If our Christian witness is to be relevant, it must therefore tackle the question of other faiths and the Christian attitude to them.
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Is There Revelation Outside
Jesus Christ and the Bible?


Without some form of revelation humankind cannot know the nature of God and his desires for us. We cannot know what is good and what is bad, what is truth and what falsehood. Without some form of revelation we sink in a quagmire of ignorance and uncertainty. Salvation then also becomes impossible.


That leads us to the topic for this chapter. How far can we say that revelation is to be found in the context of other non-Christian faiths? Or does God only reveal himself and his will through the incarnate and written Word of God, Jesus Christ and the Bible?


On this question Christian thinkers vary from the extreme view that all non-Christian religions represent demonic systems of untruth to the opposite extreme that they are all equally good. Woolly tolerance and vehement intolerance dismiss each other’s views with equally confident disregard. Both sides run the danger of pride and intolerance. Both can fail to listen to the other and put their own views honestly under the careful scrutiny of God as revealed to us in Jesus Christ through the biblical scriptures.


Equally True?


A number of years ago an academic consultation on mission was held with participants from every continent and varied backgrounds, representing a wide range of theological positions. Most of the main addresses strongly advocated a universalistic approach, denying any belief in absolute truth with an arrogance and First-World imperialism which disregarded as outdated and ignorant the more biblically conservative beliefs of the Africans and Asians present. They therefore rejected the uniqueness of Christ as God incarnate and showed little interest in his atoning work on the cross for our sin. As the Roman Catholic L. Luzbetak says in Catholic Evangelization Today (ed. K. Boyack, Paulist Press 1987), ‘The uniqueness, universality and finality of Jesus for all societies and cultures is, of course, unacceptable to not a few modern radical theologians.’ Consequently on the question of revelation they would not countenance the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the Word of God who shows us the Father in perfection. The Bible too would not be seen as God’s revealed truth, but rather as a human book of deep religious insight. Both Jesus Christ and the Bible may be of significance for Christians, but they would deny any absolute claim over all humankind.


Perhaps the best-known name with respect to such views would be the Birmingham professor John Hick. He has written a book with Paul Knitter on the myth of the uniqueness of Christ. In his writings he inevitably has to face the question of revelation. In his book Truth and Dialogue he maintains that all religions and their inspired books are true for those who believe them. It is not that they have any objective or absolute truth inherent in them, but subjectively they become true as the believer accepts them. This parallels the Hindu parable of the snake which I have recounted before and which illustrates their philosophy of the various levels of truth.
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