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Foreword

 

People of Faith: an Interfaith Companion to the Revised Common Lectionary by John R. Mabry takes a very good thing and expands it dramatically. The three-year cycle of biblical readings created an occasion of community among Christians. A Roman Catholic could say to a Presbyterian, “Oh yes, we used those same lessons in our congregation last Sunday.” Or a Lutheran could say the same to an Episcopalian. A lectionary used across ancient boundary lines of theological differences has the power to be an agent of reconciliation for a moment and perhaps a promise that something basic unifies us.

What the three-year cycle of biblical readings does for almost two billion Christians, the interfaith companion has the potential of doing for four billion believers of various faiths. We live in a world where religious people know so little that is accurate about the people of other religions. This interfaith companion provides all of us with related scriptural sources that would make it possible for people of various religions to talk over the backyard fences that separate us. Conversation. This lectionary could well be a means of encouraging a crucial conversation between Muslims and Hindus, Buddhists and Jews, and others. In a world where religious fanatics are seriously seeking weapons of mass destruction, it is essential that religious moderates find ways of talking to each other and of moving to levels of deeper understanding.

There is a moment in Christian scripture where Jesus takes Peter, James, and John to a mountaintop where he is transfigured. “Suddenly there appeared to him Moses and Elijah talking with him” [Matthew 7:3]. We could be pedestrian and say that there was a conversation between two figures of one religion (Judaism) and the key figure of another religion (Christianity). But what was happening was of greater importance than that. At least we know that there is a conversation that goes far beyond well-defined religious borders and sensitivities. If Jesus could talk with Moses, could Jesus be in conversation with the Prophet Mohammad or the Buddha? What are the limits of transfiguration conversation? Is there a spirit of this transfiguration conversation that is released on the mountaintop, never to be extinguished? A spirit to inspire peacemakers and cause them to be blessed as well as a blessing? What are the boundaries for sacred scriptures? John Mabry gently opens doors that have always been closed and invites natural enemies to become appreciative friends.

Usually when sacred scripture is read, it is in one of two contexts. It is read with one’s own group where only the people of one’s own religion are talking to each other. Or it is read in public in proclamation form, hoping it will convert others to one’s own religion. With the interfaith companion there is another way to read sacred scripture, i.e., in context of the sacred scripture of other traditions. Such reading will invite comparisons, point out contradictions, raise questions. In the long run I predict it will make one’s own faith stand out in bolder relief while at the same time giving rise to a heightened respect for the religion of others.

Some time ago John Mabry told me that he was setting out to do this project. I wished him well, but I wondered if it could be done. Now I see it, and it sparkles. Not perfect. Nor is it the last word on the subject. But, oh my, what a gift to anyone who yearns to glimpse more of the generosity of God. Multiple groups and individuals will be enriched by this work.

 

The Rt. Rev. William E. Swing

Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of California

Founder and President of the United Religions Initiative




Introduction

 

Many years ago I was lying in bed reading a collection of creation stories from around the world. In a moment of reverie, I remarked to my wife how much fun it would be to read these stories to the children we might someday have.

“I don’t know,” she yawned, “won’t that confuse them? I mean, they won’t know which one is true.”

Without a moment’s thought, I blurted out, “But they’re all true.” She cocked an eyebrow at me, but I was struck by the profundity of my offhand retort. They are all true.

That moment began my studies in world religions in earnest, and I eventually went on to do my doctoral studies in that subject. This led to a deep and abiding love of the scriptures of diverse traditions, to which I have returned again and again for wisdom, insight, and sheer pleasure.

The most surprising effect this has had on me is in reference to my own faith as a Christian, and my work as a minister. For every time I have journeyed out to explore a tradition other than my own, I have come home to Christianity with new treasures that have clarified, challenged, and deepened my own connection with the Divine.

This experience is not unique to me, of course. I have known (and read) many people who have reported similar fascination with the scriptures of the world’s religions, and this contact has been likewise transformative for them.

The insights and knowledge I have gleaned have benefited those I am privileged to preach to and teach, as well. The congregation at our parish is delighted when a sermon opens with an explication of Hindu iconography, for example, or a story from the life of Mohammad. Many times in my ministry I have used scriptures from other traditions to augment a text under consideration from the Jewish or Christian scriptures, and the result is always satisfying and thought-provoking.

Part of the effect of working with such a variety of texts has been a rising consciousness in myself that I am not only a Christian, united through Christ with other Christians around the world and across time, I am also a Person of Faith, united through the divine Spirit that animates all beings with every other Person of Faith, of any and all traditions.

There is an old joke in which St. Peter is showing someone around heaven, and making a grand tour of all of the faith communities represented there. When he gets to the Christian section, there is a high wall around it. “Shhh,” St. Peter warns the tourist. “This is where the Christians live. They think they are the only ones here.”

This joke provides a funny but sad mirror for most of the Christian community, and yet, I believe many Christians are growing beyond the spiritual xenophobia that has plagued our past. The Communion of Saints, we are discovering, is much larger than we had ever imagined it. There is indeed a “Wideness in God’s Mercy” of which we have hardly yet dared to dream.

More than ever before, people of different faith traditions are recognizing their common ground and common mission goals. Just as the ecumenical movement of the twentieth century saw Christians of various denominations recognizing one another as fellow members of the body of Christ, so we are witnessing a new ecumenical movement today. We are finally viewing one another as children of One Earth, and our life as springing from One Spirit.

In People of Faith, I hope to provide a handy resource to help foster this very sense of kinship between Christians and people of other faith traditions. For each Sunday reading of the three-year Revised Common Lectionary cycle, this book provides a “sister” reading from the scriptures of a non-Christian religion. Each selection is thematically related to the Gospel reading assigned for the day. A short summary of the Gospel reading is also provided on each page.

I have intended People of Faith to be useful in a variety of ways. Congregations open to exploring their common ground with other faith traditions may want to include these readings in liturgical proclamation. Lay people as well as clergy may want to employ the readings in their daily devotionals. Sunday school teachers and discussion group leaders can use it to begin discussions, especially where classes are lectionary-based. Ministers may also find it helpful in preparing sermons based on lectionary texts.

These readings were not chosen with a specific agenda in mind. There is no rhyme or reason to how they “illuminate” the Gospel passage they are related to. Sometimes a reading will echo and reinforce the Gospel reading—often employing spookily similar language or imagery. Sometimes, however, the readings challenge or even contradict the Gospel lesson, allowing us to sit in the midst of a conversation between two traditions. Finally, a reading may provide a twist to the Gospel reading, taking the listener or reader into an interpretive space that may not have occurred to him or her previously.

Sometimes I have designated the reading as being from the “scriptures” of a religion, and sometimes from a religion’s “tradition.” If I was in doubt about the canonical legitimacy of a particular reading, I have usually erred on the side of referring to it as being part of a religion’s “tradition” for safety.

Some traditions are by necessity better represented than others. I have taken care, however, to make sure that no two contiguous readings are drawn from the same religious heritage.

After much consideration, I decided not to include readings from traditions which identify as Christian yet which deviate from the Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant interpretations of that faith (such as Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the Unification Church, among others). Partly this is out of respect for these communities’ own self-identity as Christians, even though readings from these traditions would have made for some very interesting comparisons indeed. The only exceptions to this rule are the very few readings from the ancient Gnostic tradition, some of which have a Christian orientation, and some not. As there are few today who self-identify as Christian Gnostics of the Valentinian School, and since this perspective is often quite unique, I have decided to include a small number of readings from this tradition.
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