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AN ANXIOUS WORLD

W
e are living, we are dwelling in a grand and awful time,” says the nine-
teenth-century hymn by Arthur Cleveland Coxe. While the word “awful”
in the hymn actually means “awesome” in today’s parlance, the hymn calls

Christians to meet the challenges of a crisis, asking us, “Will ye play, then? Will ye
dally?” while the whole of creation groans in travail.3 This heroic hymn is set against
the backdrop of an anxious world more than a hundred years ago. I see no evidence
that the world is getting any less anxious.

IS TOLERANCE A
CHRISTIAN VIRTUE?

MI C H A E L J I N K I N S

Michael Jinkins is associate professor of pastoral theology at Austin Seminary and editor of Insights.
He earned the D.Min. from Austin Seminary and the Ph.D. in systematic and historical theology
from King’s College at Aberdeen University. Jinkins is the author of eight books, including The
Church Faces Death (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) and Invitation to Theology: A Guide
to Study, Conversation, and Practice (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2001).

One of the exercises I have long found interesting in any group is that of free word
associations. The exercise goes like this: you ask each individual to respond with

the first thing that comes to mind when a particular word is mentioned. You resist all
attempts to define the word; instead you simply respond with another word or some
thought or scene or person. I have often found exploring the responses to be more pro-
ductive and useful than striving to discuss the definitions of the words themselves.

At a minimum, the articles in this issue of Insights present you with a number of
words which are very much front-and-center in our present lives: tolerance, intolerance,
interfaith, multiculturalism, pluralism, grace, relativism, fundamentalism, respect, cul-
ture. They are all words to which your honest response is very important.

Beyond the minimum, the articles offer reflections—and at times genuine strug-
gling—with these words which are so descriptive of our times. For example, in the lead
article, “Is Tolerance a Christian Virtue?” Professor Michael Jinkins asks what is com-
mendable and what is wanting in the term. Needless to say, the “yes” and “no” to his
own question are useful and thought provoking. The subsequent interview and related
articles follow something of the same pattern, probing what is at stake theologically and
socially with respect to diversity, grace, religious pluralism, fundamentalism.

Is the final thought about any of these words set forth in these articles? Hardly! But
they may help you with your word-association games. And if we take such games seri-
ously (that is, honestly, openly, and communally) we just may be able to move one
small millimeter nearer to God’s reign in our world.

Robert M. Shelton
President
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To tolerate all things, and to tolerate nothing … both are intolerable: but ’tis
Satan’s policy to plead for an indefinite and boundless toleration.

—Thomas Shepard (1672)1

“Toleration has failed to capture the popular imagination because it is not a pas-
sion: the reluctant acceptance of a burden, putting up with what one cannot
avoid, is not exciting enough. Nor has education been of much help…. The
educated have as poor a record for tolerance as the ignorant, because it is as easy
to be infected by intolerance as by the common cold…. However, this does not
mean that humanity is powerless…. The taste for toleration has deep roots, but
it is not necessarily from one’s ancestors that one acquires it.”

—Theodore Zeldin (1994)2
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through their relationships with others. 
Christian theology grounds its understanding of community not merely in a gen-

eralized view of human social development, but in the very life of God. The effect of
this theological grounding of community is to place Christians under a greater, not a
lesser, obligation to respect the other. The Christian understanding of the triune God
revealed in Jesus Christ and the Christian doctrine of the church as a particular quali-
ty of community called into existence by God demand a respect of others conditioned
neither by similarities nor differences. Christians do not have the option to choose their
neighbors, rather they are called to live as neighbors to whomever God chooses. How-
ever, it must also frankly be admitted that contempt for difference persists among some
Christians as much as it does among adherents to some other religions, and exclusion
is a norm in the church as often as it is in other religious and secular groups. Chris-
tianity has often failed to explore the meaning of its core theological affirmations
regarding God’s character, as “wholly other,” as “three-in-one,” as self-giving author of
life and creative freedom, which can never be contained by purely monistic theological
claims. We have also failed to come to grips with the reality and significance of the plu-
ralism represented in the multiple expressions of Christian faith in the astonishing vari-
ety of Christian communities over two thousand years of the church’s history.11

Is it possible for us as Christians to make a meaningful contribution to the peace
and justice of this very anxious world?12 Or must Christianity (and Judaism and Islam)
remain, as some argue, a persistent threat to human society because of their preference
for monistic belief systems?13 This essay seeks to address these questions, proposing that
while the history of the church is littered with examples of religious totalitarianism,
exclusion, hatred, intolerance, and violence in the name of God, Christian communi-
ty grounded in faith in the triune God is capable of inspiring a respect for others and
for difference that can serve as a model for human society at large.

A SHORT TOUR OF TOLERATION

The difficulty with toleration,” writes Bernard Williams, “is that it seems to be at
once necessary and impossible.” This is particularly true, Williams adds, when it

comes to matters of religious faith, when people are likely to find “others’ beliefs or
ways of life deeply unacceptable.” The problem with toleration is, “We need to tolerate
other people and their ways of life only in situations that make it very difficult to do
so. Toleration, we may say, is required only for the intolerable.”14

The underlying dilemma of toleration, as political philosopher Sir Isaiah Berlin
observed, is precipitated by the generally unspoken, sometimes unconscious, but per-
sistent monism of Western thought.15 Monism assumes: If we come to different answers
to an authentic question of values, beliefs, aspirations, and ends of life, one of us must
be right, and the other must be wrong. In order to guarantee some semblance of civi-
lized society among us, we enter into an agreement, perhaps reluctantly, perhaps grudg-
ingly, to endure, to put up with, to forbear, that is, to tolerate one another’s views. Each
of us, however, is sure in our own hearts that if we disagree then only one of us can be
right and the other must inevitably be wrong. The distinction between the tolerant and

A decade ago, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. warned against a worrying trend toward the
Balkanization of American society. “What happens when people of different ethnic ori-
gins, speaking different languages, and professing different religions, settle in the same
geographical locality and live under the same political sovereignty?” Schlesinger asked.
“Unless a common purpose binds them together, tribal hostilities will drive them
apart.”4 John Powers, a writer for the Boston Globe, echoed Schlesinger’s concern: “The
mood [in America] is anxious, suspicious, even resigned. Much as Americans may want
common ground, they find themselves swept up in polarizing issues.”5

If anything, the mood has grown more anxious since the horrific events of Sep-
tember 11, 2001. Yet, the Balkanization about which we are rightfully concerned, the
violent division of society along ethnic, tribal, cultural, religious, and political lines that
threatens to make enemies of neighbors, is not the result of difference per se but of an
unwillingness on the part of some persons to coexist with certain others. Balkanzation
represents a contempt for difference. It is the consequence of attempts to enforce sim-
ilarity, to drive out difference in the name of uniformity. Whether practiced by Serbs
against their ethnically different neighbors, Islamic extremists against representatives of
the “Christian” West, or Neo-Nazis against everyone who does not fit their fanatical
mythology, a bloodlust for “uniformitarianism” threatens contemporary society at its
most intimate and international levels.6

New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman argues that the conflict over differ-
ence in the world today is fundamentally a conflict with “religious totalitarianism.”7

Perceptive as Friedman’s analysis is, his diagnosis is too narrow. Samuel Huntington is
more accurate when he observes that the “great divisions among humankind and the
dominating source of conflict” in society are cultural in the broadest sense. He predicts,
“Nation states will remain the most powerful actors in world affairs, but the principal
conflicts of global politics will occur between nations and groups of different civiliza-
tions.”8 Friedman and Huntington both believe that the idea of toleration is more like-
ly to remain persuasive among those persons who share the humanistic values of
modernity. Those who do not share these values, or who see these values as antithetical
to their cultural worldview (including their religious worldview), may feel compelled to
oppose tolerance out of loyalty to a higher ideal or in the name of that upon which they
place ultimate value.9 Ironically, both the traditional concept of toleration as it devel-
oped in the Enlightenment and the various value systems (religious and otherwise) that
most vigorously oppose tolerance share a common commitment to monism, the belief
that there can be only one right answer to every real question, though the specific
beliefs inherent in their monistic views are frequently in conflict.

In a society as hungry for community as ours, the human longing for fellowship
(not least, among communities of faith) can nevertheless be subverted by the loathing
of the other who tenaciously remains “other,” who resists assimilation, whose percep-
tions of the world cannot be made to conform to our own, whose answers to the big
questions of life are at odds with ours, whose values, beliefs, and allegiances remain
wholly different.10 Community, however, is a meaningful concept only in relation to
difference. Community, by definition, represents the giving of identity to persons
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fortable living of men in society.”20 Religion, by contrast, is concerned with what Locke
saw as the “private” and (with reference to theological doctrine) “speculative” realm of
opinions about God and the eternal salvation of one’s soul—in contrast to the public
and empirical realms of history and scientific knowledge. Only “speculative opinions
and divine worship,” Locke writes, enjoy “an absolute and universal right to tolera-
tion.”21 Magistrates should resist the temptation to enforce conformity in religious
views because they have no authority beyond the temporal world either to condemn or
to reward. Nor, explains Locke, are attempts by civil authority to control religious faith
practically effective. All a magistrate can do is restrain outward behavior. The magis-
trate cannot by force make a person believe that which a person does not believe in the
privacy of his own conscience. He has the power to force hypocrisy upon citizens, but
not to inspire religious fidelity.

Locke, for whom church was defined as a “voluntary society” consisting of like-
minded individuals banding together to seek the salvation of their souls and the wor-
ship of God, underscores the positive Protestant concept of the freedom of the indi-
vidual conscience which one finds in the magisterial Reformers Martin Luther, John
Calvin, and John Knox, in the Westminster Confessional standards, and in the historic
principles of the Presbyterian Church.22 Toleration, on the part of the state, according
to Locke, should be exercised with reference to religion so that people can worship and
seek the salvation of their souls. 

Locke lays the foundation for limited religious toleration in civil society, but at
considerable cost to the character of religious faith. His treatment of religion as a mat-
ter of private beliefs or opinions and subjective, interior experiences represents a retreat
from the Reformation view that faith has a crucial and distinctive role to play in the
public world. His concept of toleration has the effect of converting a pragmatic politi-
cal solution into an ontological affirmation.23

Not only Martin Luther, but also Martin Luther King Jr. would be compelled to
oppose such a settlement. The negotiation of public space should be conducted in a
manner that respects the freedom of persons from religious beliefs they do not share,
but that also preserves the public as well as the private claims of faith. In the history of
the American democratic experiment, the negotiation of public space has never been
conducted without reference to religious faith and its public claims, though the spec-
trum of religious options entertained has largely been limited to the moderate Erastian
Protestantism of its ruling class. 

At the heart of the conflict over the place of religious faith in society is the prob-
lem of truth, and what to do about it. Locke, himself, writes: “The great dispute in all
this diversity of opinions is where the truth is.”24 Brad S. Gregory, in his study of Chris-
tian martyrdom in early modern Europe, observes that for the leaders of the Protestant
Reformation, religious toleration was unthinkable: 

The prospect of doctrinal pluralism horrified and disgusted them. They pre-
ferred a world in which truth did battle, come what may, to one swarming
with ever-proliferating heresies. Although the former was far from ideal, it was
less dangerous than the latter…. To imply that religious toleration was a sort
of missed opportunity in the Reformation era implies that early modern

the intolerant monist lies simply at the level of response: while tolerance forbears dif-
ference, intolerance categorically excludes it.

Toleration as forbearance represents an implicit expression of condescension cloak-
ing an even more profound (though sometimes unconscious) disrespect for others and
their differences. “If she were wiser, better informed, less biased by her experiences,” we
suspect, “perhaps, if she were more holy, more open to the truth, then she would arrive
at the right answer (that is, she would arrive at my answer). She does not agree with my
views, therefore she is wrong. I, however, am a big-enough person, an enlightened-
enough person, to permit error in the mind of another. Indeed, my tolerance of her
error serves to demonstrate my generosity and moral superiority. Not only do I have
the right answers to the real questions, I even tolerate those who are wrong.”16

Toleration, as it emerged during the Enlightenment and found a place in eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century European and North American social thought, was
grounded in two essentially pragmatic motivations: (1) to ensure some measure of civil-
ity in the discourses of society; and (2) to produce in this society the conditions neces-
sary for individual gifts of expression and originality to flourish—within limits. Isaiah
Berlin describes this form of toleration in his essay on John Stuart Mill, observing that
Mill “detested and feared standardization,” dreading, on one hand, that human beings
were being conformed to a “collective mediocrity,” and, on the other hand, wanting
human society to experience “the widest variety of human life and character,” confident
that humanity reaches its greatest potential when freedom of expression reigns
supreme. Mill, himself, drew a sharp distinction between respecting the views of others
and tolerating them (the latter he was willing to do, but not the former). According to
Mill, deep convictions are antithetical to granting blanket respect to the views of oth-
ers. Without deep convictions there can be no meaningful ends of life guiding societies
and individuals; however “without tolerance the conditions for rational criticism, ratio-
nal condemnation, are destroyed.”17 Toleration provides the necessary minimal condi-
tions to ensure a public space in which social and intellectual creativity can flourish, but
toleration does not suspend critical judgment or vigorous argumentation.

Mill’s concept of tolerance goes further than that of John Locke, for whom toler-
ation largely amounted to a kind of treaty between civil and religious authorities to
respect the boundaries of one another’s realms of influence. Locke deserves credit for
formulating the framework for both our discourses on the limits of civil power over
religious matters in secular states to this day and our uneasy settlement regarding the
separation of church and state enshrined in the Establishment and Free Exercise claus-
es of the federal Constitution of the United States.18 

Writing in the seventeenth century, it should be remembered, Locke was a child
of English Calvinism. And, in a manner similar to his older contemporary, John Mil-
ton, Locke argued for an official, though limited, form of religious toleration.19 Civil
officers, according to Locke, are responsible to make and enforce public laws, to keep
the peace and ensure order. Their authority is entirely temporal. “The magistrate as
magistrate hath nothing to do with the good of men’s souls or their concernment in
another life, but is ordained and entrusted with his power only for the quiet and com-
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absolutism that demands uniformity as the price of respect for others.
Pluralism, in contrast to relativism, does not argue that there are no right answers.

Nor does it argue that there are an infinite number of right answers. Nor, again, does
pluralism say that there are no wrong answers. Pluralism argues rather that there may
be many right answers to the same question. These answers are not grounded merely in
individual preferences, personal tastes, or subjective feelings, but objectively in the ways
whole communities live historically and define meaning, values, and beliefs among
their constituents. These right answers are sometimes in conflict with other right
answers, and they cannot always be made to harmonize in a hierarchy of values.
According to pluralism, there is neither a single way of being human, nor of being
faithful to God. Humanity flourishes in a variety of ways.

Theologians and philosophers like J. G. Hamann, J. G. Herder, and Giambattista
Vico have argued that the astonishing diversity one finds in the created world and in
human societies and faiths around the world bear witness to God’s own love of variety
for variety’s sake. Diversity in creation and in human society is not a mistake that needs
to be corrected, but an expression of God’s gracious purposes that should be celebrat-
ed. God has woven plurality into the very fabric of creation, and God works through
all of this created diversity to achieve God’s redemptive intentions known ultimately to
God alone. While the cultures of the world—from those of humble Hebrew shepherds
to powerful Roman senators, from the savage beauty of Homer’s Greece to the sophis-
ticated artistry of Renaissance Italy—afford a wide diversity of ways of living humanly
together, God is working through all the cultures of the world to achieve God’s own
ends.31

This is not to say that every society seeks to honor God’s creative and redemptive
ends in ways that we would endorse, but it does affirm the possibility that God is hon-
ored in ways we might find strange. Nor does pluralism say we must inevitably con-
done every society’s concept of human flourishing. It is possible that we will, from time
to time, in the name of the God we worship and the values we hold precious, do every-
thing in our power to oppose another society, to prevent it from extending its cultural
norms and influence. To recognize, with Berlin, that “[i]n the house of human history
there are many mansions,” does not mean that tolerance has no boundaries, but it
should remind us that respect for others corresponds to the simple Christian virtue of
humility.32 But we should not forget that humility, at least of the Christian variety,
entails risk.

THE RISK OF CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP

T.
S. Eliot, in his essay, “The Idea of a Christian Society,” observed that “in the mod-
ern world, it may turn out that the most intolerable thing for Christians is to be

tolerated.”33 Cranston explains: Eliot did not mean, “as some supposed, that the Chris-
tian yearned for martyrdom. He meant that the Christian did not wish to be put up
with. The Christian wanted something better—to be respected, honored, loved. And
what Eliot said in the name of Christians would doubtless also be said by Jews, Mus-
lims…. or any other minority group which finds itself tolerated by a larger society.”34

Christian leaders should have made peaceful coexistence a priority over God’s
truth. This is a blatant anachronism.25

And, yet, as Maurice Cranston writes, “although Protestantism in its leading forms did
not preach toleration, it preached a gospel which led inexorably to the demand for tol-
eration; the Protestant doctrine that every man must be a priest unto himself gave the
dissenter just as good grounds as the orthodox believer for claiming that his faith was
true.”26

Our minimal expectation with reference to toleration is to maintain a social con-
text in which persons can pursue the dictates of their own consciences free from duress
and undue interference from people who believe differently. The intent of the general
rule of thumb, the only thing that cannot be tolerated is intolerance, (to borrow a
phrase from Nicholas Rescher) is to “make the world safe for dissension.”27 But, again,
this is a minimal expectation.

BARBIE® AND ISAIAH BERLIN

Among the anxieties aggravated by our ongoing negotiations over the boundaries
of toleration is the fear of relativism. Often we assume that relativism is the only

alternative to absolutism and exclusion, and that once we have set our feet on the slip-
pery slope we are doomed to fall into moral uncertainty and a world without objectives
values. These fears are not without some foundation.

The Economist, in an obituary honoring Ruth Handler, the creator of the Barbie®

doll, described a writing assignment in a university sociology course. The students were
asked to write a paper in response to the following question: “What criticisms have
been made of Barbie as a role model? Do you agree with this criticism? In your opin-
ion should the manufacturers be sensitive to this criticism? There are no ‘right’ answers
to these questions, but you should develop a line of reasoning that reflects your val-
ues.”28

“There are no right answers to these questions.” Nor wrong answers, we are left to
assume. Everyone is entitled to his or her individual opinion, we are told, none being
more or less valid than any other. This is, of course, the theme song of relativism. 

Isaiah Berlin once observed that relativism could be summarized as follows: The
relativist says, “I prefer coffee, you prefer champagne. We have different tastes. There
is no more to be said.” That is relativism.29 John Hick expressed a religious version of
relativism famously when he equated the confession of faith in Jesus Christ with
romantic infatuation. “That Jesus is my Lord and Savior is language like that of a lover,
for whom his Helen is the sweetest girl in the world.”30 Relativism is a position many
Christians and non-Christians alike find objectionable, even offensive. Not only does
it threaten to incarcerate each of us in the prison house of our own individual experi-
ence, making it difficult to affirm the essential humanity we share as creatures of God,
it also has the effect of trivializing matters of conscience and faith, of reducing com-
mitments and allegiances for which many of us are ready to live and willing to die—to
mere matters of preference and taste. Relativism is not, however, the only alternative to
the monism that believes there is only one right answer to every real question and the
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and demands to be given to those who do not deserve it. Hope is a Christian virtue,
and hope burdens us with the vision of the future of God revealed in Jesus Christ who
refuses to allow death the final word. 

George MacLeod, the founder of the Iona Community, once wrote: “We are to be
to others what Christ has become for us.”38 If this is our calling, surely tolerance is not
the last word. But there are worse places to start. i
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Even in its weakest form, Michael Walzer reminds us, even as an expression of the
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assimilation, crusading warfare, or ‘ethnic cleansing’.”35 We should remember this. But
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Ultimately for Christians, our decisions about how to relate to other persons must
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tion. 

Whatever worldly wisdom Christians may aspire to concerning the rational limits
of toleration, whatever boundaries we may set in our societies to limit the dangers we
face in dealing with those who fear, distrust, or hate us because they cannot or will not
see the world as we do, we should never forget that the call to follow Jesus Christ guar-
antees neither safety nor survival. We are called to humility and grace by one who guar-
anteed only that if we follow him, we will receive a cross like his. In the final analysis
this is the open secret of discipleship, that we are called not to place our confidence in
any certainty, not simply to believe in a prescribed statement about God, not simply to
cling to an idea or a doctrine or a creed, but to trust in one who embodied eternal truth
in human flesh, who walked the dusty roads of human ambiguity and historical con-
tingency, who was “wholly other” incarnate, and who calls us to meet every other as
though every other were him.

Is toleration a Christian virtue? This is not a simple question to answer. While
some Christians have found nothing in their faith that is at odds with pluralism and
have extended hospitality and acceptance to others beyond all measure, many Chris-
tians have found it possible only to tolerate (and not to respect) those who are differ-
ent. Yet we know that toleration, if it is a Christian virtue, is a minimal one. Grace,
however, is certainly a Christian virtue, and grace requires respect for humanity creat-
ed in the image of God even when that particular human “image” does not correspond
to our ideals of the divine. Love is definitely a Christian virtue, and love requires vul-
nerability and self-sacrifice for the sake of the other even when the other hates us,
threatens us, and refuses to become like us in exchange for our affection. Forgiveness is
undoubtedly a Christian virtue, and forgiveness costs us the pleasure of taking revenge
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Can you give an example of a tolerant Christian?
Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Bonhoeffer was a tolerant person and in
fact, I think that was one of his central qualities as a human
being. He also understood the nature of the call to follow
Christ and the boundaries this places on our lives. At the same
time, when you look at Bonhoeffer, you see the weakness of the
word “tolerance.” It just means I will forbear your difference: I
will put up with your existence. I don’t agree with your views.
You don’t agree with mine. Now the fact is, I know inside my
heart that I’m right, and so I’ll put up with you. In fact, the call
to follow Christ demands more of us than tolerance.

Is “toleration” a Christian word?
What tolerance does, I think, is to identify in the larger society a term that holds us
accountable as Christians. I think that’s one of the functions of the larger society. We
often think of the way Christian virtues may positively impact the larger world. Some-
times it is also true that the larger world calls us to account and asks us, Are you living
up to the standards that are really appropriate to your faith? 

Where does the idea of “toleration” come from?
Toleration as a term wouldn’t have been possible, in my view, without the development
of the Reformation and without the outgrowth of Protestantism. Most of the people
who fought hardest for tolerance in society did so out of that particular religious back-
ground. They were driven to believe in tolerance because they weren’t tolerated. The
irony is that very often when they became the majority group, they didn’t tolerate oth-
ers any better.
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So, you can be a “tolerant” evangelist, then?
Yes, you can. I think you can go to another person and say, “I want to tell you what
Christ has been to me. I want to tell you what Christ has said and what Christ did and
what we believe Christ is to us.” At the close of the essay, I was deliberate in using
George MacLeod’s statement. MacLeod, as founder of the Iona Community, was a
remarkable figure. He was one of the leaders in evangelism throughout Scotland, re-
founded the Iona Community, as, incidentally, an interfaith meeting place. And he says
this, that we are to become to others what Christ has been to us. Well, that’s tricky, you
see, because it would be one thing to say, we are to be to others a herald to announce
the good news of Jesus Christ in a way that they are compelled to follow. That isn’t what
he said. “We are to be to others what Christ has been to us.” Now, what Christ has been
toward me has been one who surprises me. One who is so incredibly self-emptying as
to disarm me. And I think that one of the problems for us as Christians is we would
rather hold to faith in Christ than follow Christ and be like Christ. 

What are the limits of toleration? When do we go to war or resort to violence?
I really believe that the best we have to fall back on here is Reinhold Niebuhr and his
understanding that there are times when we would permit a greater evil by not engag-
ing in the evil of violence. It is difficult for Christians to deal with issues of survival,
security, defense. Because in the final analysis, Christians have no claim as Christians
to survival or defense or security. There are real limits on how concerned we can be
about these things. It reminds me of what Garrison Keillor says about Pastor Ingqvist
when he bangs his thumb in the garage and he doesn’t have the same repertoire of
responses at his disposal that others might have to express their pain. As Christians,
when someone hurts us we really are duty-bound by our allegiance to the teachings of
Jesus Christ not to seek revenge. If we seek revenge against our enemies, if we hate our
enemies and refuse to pray for them, we betray Christ. But, we are also duty-bound by
Christian faith to defend others when they are hurt. We are duty-bound to preserve a
good society in which justice can flourish. And this may require us to resort to violence.
There are conflicting, even incommensurable, values at the heart of Christian faith, and
they are very hard to negotiate at a personal level.

The Apostle Paul—tolerant?
Pretty intolerant.

All the way through?
No. When Paul is at his best, like in I Corinthians, he’s got it. More than tolerant, he
really understands love. When he talks about love, he talks about it in the midst of a
church fight where people can’t stand to see each other. I think that’s one of the things
we miss about St. Paul when you take I Corinthians 13 and use it in wedding services.
It should never be used in wedding services. It should be used at session meetings. It
should be used at General Assembly when people can’t stand to speak to each other or
even to look at each other because they are so angry. That’s when love matters and Paul
understood that.

14

What does our understanding of the sovereignty of God have to do with “tolera-
tion”?
I would rather reflect a little bit further back theologically to talk about God as creator.
I think creation is the underlying issue when it comes to understanding pluralism and
tolerance. God created a world of stunning variety.  I don’t understand why you have to
have all these thousands of species of frogs. It doesn’t make sense. One butterfly would
be enough color for most people. Apparently, God likes variety. So the question I have
for us as Christians is, why do we have such a hard time with variety if God doesn’t?

You set this article in an “anxious” world. What does anxiety have to do with tol-
eration? 
It seems to me that if you have to pick out of the whole world of adjectives the right term
to describe our society today, that word is “anxious.” What are we anxious about? Is it
anxiety about the way life will go, therefore the ends of life? That’s a theological issue. Is
it anxiety about security, safety? Is it anxiety about those who are close to us, how they
will turn out and how they will live? I think all of those are questions of anxiety. 

I think the real issue is belonging. What belongs to me? If there is anything that
could accurately picture humanity and our culture in our time it is this belief that
things belong to us. The dominant “spirituality” of our culture is, I think, a spirituali-
ty of possessing. We seem to think: “My life belongs to me. My future belongs to me.
My family belongs to me. All of these things belong to me. Therefore, I must hang on
to them and take care of them.” Anxiety goes up. Well, of course I’m going to be intol-
erant and fearful and worried about anyone who might stake a claim or threaten any of
those things. If there’s any place the sovereignty of God has a positive message for us as
Christians it is at this point. A spirituality of possessing is antithetical to Christian faith.
Nothing belongs to me. I came into the world with nothing. I will go out with noth-
ing. Ultimately everything belongs to God—even direction, purpose, end of life belong
to God. 

What are monisms?
In a monistic understanding of truth—for every real question of truth or value, hope
or faith—there is one right answer. Only one right answer for all time, for all people,
everywhere. That’s monism. 

Are all monisms fundamentalist?
Fundamentalism ordinarily not only believes there is one right answer to every real ques-
tion. Fundamentalism would say that everyone must conform to this (my) belief system
or they’re not worthwhile. Maybe they’re not even human. They’re certainly not of God.

Can you be interested both in toleration and in conversion?
I believe you can. But you have to be pretty clear first of all with yourself about your
motivations and your respect for what God might be up to that you don’t know about.
And I think that’s part of the problem and the issue. I really love to preach. And when
I preach I don’t have any hesitation in announcing the claim of Jesus Christ as God’s
good news for the world.
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Religious toleration through religious inspired humility 
and charity is always a difficult achievement.1

Tolerance is not an absolute Christian virtue, nor is it universally understood. Yet,
when in a pinch, we all seek its refuge. While teaching Asian church history in Sin-

gapore I got to know a student, “Peter,” who was an ethnic Malay and a convert from
Islam. He was a very good student, but had a difficult start in the Christian life. His
conversion was nothing dramatic. He stole a Bible from a Catholic church one evening
and began reading about Jesus. He decided to follow Jesus, was baptized and quickly
ushered off to the U.S. to study the Bible and to be protected from angry family mem-
bers. Tolerance for the “apostate” is not a virtue in Islamic households, even in the
“soft” Islamic world of Singapore. Upon his return to Singapore, Peter was immediate-
ly apprehended by the Internal Security police who also seemed intolerant. Peter was
perceived to be a threat to national harmony and security. Upon a few hours of ques-
tioning, Peter was released to a less than peaceful life in Singapore. His family would
not speak to him and he began to receive threatening phone calls from other ethnic
Malays (Muslims). Peter felt his life was in danger, and so he called upon the police, the
same group that apprehended him weeks earlier, for protection. Singapore is a city-state
which works hard to maintain tolerance and religious harmony. And yet, even in this
highly controlled state, conversion is not tolerated by the Islamic community. One per-
son’s tolerance is another person’s chaos. One person’s intolerance is another person’s
social order.

Intolerance, and its close cousin racism, are twin evils of our modern western
world, but they are actually neither exclusively western nor modern. These are univer-
sal social traits woven into the fabric of fallen human societies. Driven by the (general-
ly) irrational fears of identity loss or loss of power, societies are wracked by internal vio-
lence of one community against another. The struggle is as old as the Zhou Dynasty in
China2 when the first sections of the Great Wall were being built—built to keep out
“the other” and therefore to prevent diversity. We shouldn’t be too surprised to find out
that living with diversity is difficult. It seems that the most we can hope for is that the
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What led this ultimately intolerant Pharisee who was engaged in the execution of
Christians to become the kind of loving person that you described?
I don’t think there’s any doubt that it was his encounter with Jesus Christ and his
encounter with the risen God that changed him. He never gets over that encounter
because it called into question fundamental beliefs that were central to his life. It judged
how he lived in the past. And the Christian community Paul was drawn into also
played a role in changing him. These people who had every reason to fear Paul risked
their safety by taking him into their community. Their vulnerability changed his life.
And their vulnerability was not an act of naïvete, it was an act of faith in Jesus Christ.

What does the doctrine of the Trinity have to say about toleration?
We don’t worship a bare, windowless monad. The God we worship is three-personed
God. I think that the doctrine of the Trinity is our attempt theologically to say that
God comes to us from all different directions at once. God comes to us as Spirit. God
comes to us in the flesh of Jesus Christ. God comes to us as creator. God meets us in
the power of God’s wisdom. It’s interesting to me that at certain moments in history
we Christians have forgotten we’re trinitarian. 

How do you square pluralism with our confession of “one holy catholic and apos-
tolic Church”?
We’ve always had these very different communities that spring up in response to the
Word of God. Why are they different? It’s not just because of national backgrounds.
Christian communities are different in part because there’s real difference within God.
God is not only wholly other than humanity, God is wholly other in who God is—the
one gathered up in the many. I can’t think theologically of the one without the many.
There is oneness, real oneness, in love and so forth, but it’s from the divine side, not
from mine. The claim goes back to the Shema (Deut. 6:4, “Hear O Israel: the Lord is
our God, the Lord alone”). The oneness has to do with the claim that God makes upon
us, not some mathematical formula of the being of God. We aren’t playing a theologi-
cal game of numbers. We live as Christians under the claim of this God.

You’re an ordained minister of Word and Sacrament in the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.). Is it possible, given Presbyterians’ love for decency and order, to allow
for denominations to have pluralist perspectives on issues like homosexuality
without its tearing us apart?
It is. But I think we have to go beyond toleration. We’re going to have to trust the grace
of Jesus Christ. It will be impossible to live together unless we do. And we’re going to
have to believe that the grace is the grace of Jesus Christ and not our possession that we
can parcel out at our discretion. Ultimately that’s why toleration is a minimal response
for Christians. Belonging to Jesus Christ as we do demands more of us than tolerance.
We must see in the other the face of Christ. i
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cancer of intolerance will go into remission through constant teaching, vigilance, and
even government oversight. 

It is hard to imagine anyone today, Christian or not, who would be opposed to the
concept of tolerance. Our American culture is so permeated with the concern for tol-
eration that any kind of critique seems out of the question. Ironically, our modern soci-
eties today are pushed to the edge of intolerance because of crimes of intolerance. We
call them hate crimes. And so we demand more punitive responses to these types of
murder and violence. But as we call for strong responses we are unwittingly being
formed into the very image of our enemy’s intolerance. In our search for a more civil
and tolerant society, we become more militant and punitive. As Christians we walk a
narrow path between intolerance and vengeance on one side, and tolerant acceptance
of violence and injustice on the other. But these are not the Christian options, even
though we often accept them as such. Christian obedience demands that we reframe
the issues.

Christian tolerance is a penultimate or relative virtue.3 The higher or purer virtues
would be love, justice, holiness, and truth. Tolerance standing alone, as a final social
virtue, quickly becomes an idol. A simple example will illustrate this principle. At one
time we had a two-and-a-half-year-old daughter (daughter number one) and a three-
month-old daughter (daughter number two). Daughter two would lie in her playpen
looking up at a mobile; a beautiful and placid scene for any parent trying to cook din-
ner. Along would come daughter one carrying a large spinning toy (some two kilos in
weight) to drop on daughter two. Daughter two barely survived the repeated efforts of
daughter one to drop the toy on her head. Without questioning motives we were quick
to prevent the attacks. We were intolerant of daughter one’s repeated efforts at enter-
taining her sister. Tolerance may be necessary as a penultimate virtue, but it cannot stand
the weight required of a Christian virtue. The higher virtue of love relativizes tolerance.

The state, however, will not, nor must it try to, make laws that will protect diver-
sity by enforcing love or holiness. The state must guard diversity according to truth and
justice. Thus, even in the political realm, tolerance is a lesser virtue, subservient both
to justice and to truth. For example, when it becomes known that 16,653 deaths were
caused in America in the year 2000 by drunk drivers (a truth statement) the state must
express greater intolerance of drunk drivers.4 The higher virtues of truth and justice will
reinterpret the place of tolerance. Scripture understands ethical and moral diversity in
a similar vein. We might assume that the theocratic ideal of the Old Testament has a
very different view of toleration5, but it is actually not that different from the usages in
the New Testament. In our English language Bibles, words such as “forbearance,”
“holding back,” “restraint,” and “tolerate” are used to express the contemporary con-
cept of toleration.6 The most common usage of this concept in the Bible describes the
forbearance of God: Jeremiah prays for God’s forbearance to prevent God’s judgment;
Paul and Peter note that God’s kindness and forbearance are to bring our repentance.7

In II Corinthians (6:6) Paul, describing his hardships, gives his response as a model for
faithful witness: “by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit,8 genuine
love. . .” This last quotation is of particular interest because Paul, discussing intolerance
(which caused his suffering) brings together concepts of patience/forbearance, love,

holiness/purity and knowledge/truth. Tolerance cannot stand alone as an ethical ideal.
But Christian responsibility in the New Testament requires both doing good and

resisting (being intolerant of ) evil. In John’s apocalyptic vision, a prophetic word is
given to the church in Thyatira. This church is doing good: “I know your deeds, your
love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than
you did at first.” 2:19, but they are not resisting evil: “I have this against you: You tol-
erate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess. . . .” She is to be resisted (not
tolerated) because of her lack of holiness and disregard for the truth. Both promoting
good and resisting evil are required. Tolerance is too weak of a word for Christian dis-
cipleship. The positive injunction to live and proclaim the moral and ethical life in
Christ is much stronger than mere tolerance. Also, the negative injunctions in Scrip-
ture against unholy and unjust behavior are much stronger than mere tolerance. 

What are we to say, then, about toleration in our violent world of religious and
cultural intolerance? First, Christians must raise the issue of tolerance, but do it in the
same breath with our deeper ideals anchored in the concept of the glory of God. Our
defense of toleration is for the sake of truth, to express love and to enhance justice in
the hope that holiness would be revealed. Thus we must resist arguments for a free-
floating tolerance. Secondly, Christians must give praise and thanksgiving to God for
diversity found in talents, gifts, languages, race, and cultures. Western Christians have
not been good at affirming these types of diversity in the past in part because of the
Christendom context from which we have engaged the world. When the Christian reli-
gion is the dominant religious expression, cooperating with the state in promoting a
unified and uncompromising reality, cultural diversity suffers. Therefore, it is not
enough that we merely tolerate these types of diversity, we must learn to give thanks to
God for these forms of diversity.

Finally, our tolerance, as the opening quotation reminds us, must be borne with
humility and love. It is not just that other people find it difficult to accept differences;
we ourselves are also culpable. We need to repent for our own intolerance. But it 
doesn’t stop here. We must also repent for our own tolerance of those structures and
people who dishonor truth, holiness, love and justice. Christian obedience requires that
we speak the prophetic word against injustice and unrighteousness along with the apos-
tolic word of life. We must also give the cup of cold water to the thirsty and provide
shelter to the homeless. In this way, tolerance, in the service of the higher Christian
virtues, will reveal our higher citizenship.

Preventing further violence against religious or ethnic communities will involve
more than a government can offer. Christians can step in and point the way to the cross
through our presence in the midst of injustice, our proclamation in the midst of igno-
rance, and our persuasion for others to also come and follow the Prince of Peace. Any-
thing less ignores the depth of the problem and the greatness of the possibilities for
diverse communities. i
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1 Reinold Niebuhr, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: A Vindication of Democ-
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I am the way, the truth, and the life: 
no man cometh unto the Father, but by me.

Jesus of Nazareth1

Religious ethics has often tended to brand as immoral 
and prompted of the devil all codes different from one absolute code 

regarded as given for all time.
Sterling P. Lamprecht2

Pluralists emphasise that the different values espoused by mankind, not being vari-
ations on one super-value, are sometimes incommensurable—cannot be compared

so that irresistible preferences between them can be established. When freedom con-
flicts with equality, truth with mercy, knowledge with happiness, there is no superior
criterion to dictate a uniquely rational resolution. There can be reasons for the decision
that has to be made in particular circumstances, but this decision must not be misrep-
resented as a universal resolution of the clash.

Structures of which values are formative constituents are also plural: conceptions
of life, cultures, moral codes. There is a core of common humanity shared between
them, but this can accommodate a variety of diverse approaches to living. Indeed, it is
distinctive of human nature to be open-ended, not confinable within any single
detailed ethical recipe.

How should people with differing visions of life treat each other? The basic answer
is simple: whoever observes the universal ground-rules of human conduct should be
treated equitably. But there is one kind of candidate for such equitable treatment who
differs from all the others: the one who claims unique rectitude.

It is widely assumed that a civilised world should include monistic, universalistic
ideologies, whether religious or political: creeds part of whose essence is that they alone
are held to be right or true—for everyone, everywhere. No matter that wars have been
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racy and a Critique of its Traditional Defense, (New York: Charles Scribner and Sons, 1944/1972),
137.

2 Sixth century B.C.E.

3 Vinoth Ramachandra puts it this way: “Tolerance can never be an end in itself, but must be a
means to approximating the good society.” From Faiths in Conflict? Christian Integrity in a Multi-
Cultural World (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 161.

4 Statistics are from M.A.D.D. sources; available at http://www.madd.org/stats/ Accessed 25
July, 2002.

5 Different, but not absent. Certain disobedience was tolerated (Amos 2:6, “For three sins of
Israel and even for four, I will not turn back my wrath. They sell the righteous for silver and the
needy for a pair of sandals”), but holiness was expected. 

6 Other cognates (toleration, tolerant, tolerance) are not used in the NRSV translation. 

7 Jer. 15:15, Rom. 2:4, and II Pet. 3:15.

8 Or, “the Holy Spirit” as in RSV, NIV, CEB, KJV, and others.
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or quasi-religion which takes monist or fundamentalist forms, anyone convinced of the
truth of pluralism must in consistency hold that, since such creeds cannot accommo-
date themselves to pluralism without a denial of their essential natures, they cannot be
full participants in the pluralist enterprise of radically tolerant co-existence. The major
world religions each claim to offer a uniquely true vision of man’s proper relationship
to “God”: indeed, this is a central purpose of the whole religious exercise, however mis-
guided. Attempts by some members of these faiths to portray themselves and their
rivals as somehow jointly embarked on the same venture are somewhat ludicrous: a rec-
onciliation of this kind can be achieved only by abandoning too may central tenets.

Fundamentalism is today one of the major threats to world stability. So it is worth
cautioning against a condition that can develop in that direction. Religious monism is
to fundamentalism what being HIV-positive is to AIDS: some do not succumb to the
full-blown condition, but there is always the danger. Believing that your truth is the
only truth can be the first step—especially if “salvation” is held to be dependent on its
acceptance—on the path to believing that you must impose it on others, by means
however barbarous, because nothing can be more important than spreading the truth.

No one supposes that English country vicars are going to become terrorists enforc-
ing world Christianity, but they are the more acceptable face of the kind of enterprise
that in other contexts abets political violence and hatred. Islamic fundamentalism may
show as much about the state of some Moslem societies as about the intrinsic proper-
ties of Islam, but the religious contribution is real and regrettable. Benign or otherwise,
monism is the enemy of pluralism and its fruits—in other words, if pluralism is true,
the enemy of a truthful way of life. i
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fought over rival conceptions of humanity’s relation to an alleged deity, or of the best
political order for mankind. No matter that there is permanent potential for intoler-
ance in such creeds. It is argued nevertheless, remarkably, that such conflict need not
continue, or can at least diminish, if the different ideologies can only learn to live
together tolerantly.

But the tolerance achieved by monists is different from that of pluralists towards
other pluralists. A monist tolerates views he regards as mistaken, hoping that one day
they will be discarded in favour of the truth. A pluralist tolerates attitudes to life whose
validity he recognises to be as great as that of his own approach. One might call the lat-
ter “radical tolerance,” since it calls on deeper reserves of flexibility, and does not see
itself as ideally temporary.

It is because the tolerance of monists is at best provisional that the expectation of
future peace between unreconstructed monisms is unrealistic. Despite this, the conflicts
caused by monism are usually blamed not on mutually antagonistic beliefs, but on the
way in which this antagonism is managed. Rival traditions are urged to agree to differ,
to respect the convictions of others—just as they expect others to respect their own—
not to seek to impose their own beliefs on everyone else.

Those who think such injunctions the only proper response to ideological conflict
have not grasped its deeper cause. Acquiescence in the face of excessive claims to exclu-
sive certainty needs to be challenged. This is not a plea for active intolerance of those
who make such claims: tolerance is due to all whose views differ from one’s own, sub-
ject to the usual proviso that tolerance should be withheld from intolerance. But the
tolerance extended by the pluralist to the monist is not “radical.” Just as the monist
hopes that the pluralist will eventually embrace the unique truth, the pluralist looks for
the abandonment by the monist of his overweening certainty. It is not consistent for a
pluralist to acknowledge, as unproblematic contributions to the diversity of human
value-systems, ineradicably non-pluralist approaches to life.

However tolerant pluralists may be in practice, they can give no intellectual quar-
ter to monist creeds, including those which maintain that they can co-exist friction-
lessly either with pluralism or, more implausibly, with rival monisms. If pluralism is
true, all monisms are false, and it is dishonest to pretend otherwise. This may seem an
obvious point, but it is often strangely overlooked. The pluralist is bound to look for-
ward to a time when monism seems just as strange as the belief in the propriety of slav-
ery or in the divine right of kings.

Why does this matter? Because the potential perniciousness of those who believe
they have the only answer is encouraged by the pretence that they pose no special
threat, or by a failure to acknowledge the damage they already do. Religious monism
in particular plays a role in several contemporary political conflicts—Northern Ireland
and the al-Qaeda campaign are two obvious examples. Yet the media rarely if ever
blame religious traditions for claiming that they enjoy privileged access to transcendent
truth: almost any other factor is held responsible sooner than this one. Do politicians
and journalists really believe there is nothing intrinsically antagonistic or destabilising
in such belief-systems?

Whether we are concerned with Christianity, Islam, Judaism, or any other religion
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than easy agreement with others over how to understand the world we live in and the
challenges we face as a global community. It is aggressive insistence on the exclusive
propriety of one’s own outlook on life matched by the nagging fear of losing one’s par-
ticular cultural and religious identity in the fracas of competing viewpoints under the
geopolitical dominance of Western capital. 

As I watched the World Trade Center towers burn with the crowds gathered on
every street corner in New York City, radios and televisions blaring in the background
from every open car and window as they carried the news live to every corner of the
world, the horrors always just below the surface of this vulnerability to others became
clear for all to see in spectacular, indelible fashion. Who can resist the temptation to
isolate oneself from cultural influences with the potential to flare into such hatred, the
temptation to muster all the force at one’s disposal in the interest of simple self-protec-
tion, the temptation to seek remedy from the dangers of diversity by immurement
within the walls of one’s own homogeneous religious and cultural community?

But there is no security of the like-minded to run to in Christianity, no comfort
of single-minded unanimity to be found there. Ours is a religion of two rather dis-
jointed Testaments, their unity far from evident on the surface and insured only by a
God with surprising, unpredictable intentions for the good of the nations. A religion
of four gospels, not one, consistently resisting efforts by a Marcion or Tatian to see
them replaced with a single, more harmonized narrative of Jesus’ life and death. A reli-
gion whose spread among the Gentiles owes the most to a man with little apparent
interest in those narratives, their details eclipsed in his epistles by the overwhelming
import of crucifixion and resurrection. A religion that in its commitment to Christ
specifies no single way of life but takes shape differently as it moves across time and
space, from first-century Palestine to Gentile Roman territories and beyond. As close
attention to its history renders indisputable, a religion, moreover, in which the diversi-
ty of scriptural witness and commitment to the one who is yet to come encourage even
in the very same time and place a diversity of opinions about the proper way to lead a
Christian life.

There is no hoped-for isolation, either, to be found in retreat to simple Christian
witness since Christianity has always been essentially formed in interaction with the
religious cultures of the world, achieving its identity in a complex give-and-take of
adjustment and resistance to them. Christianity has never established its identity inde-
pendently of such cultures, so as to meet them merely secondarily on a pluralistic world
stage, or so as to make simple flight from them a possibility. What is Christianity with-
out Judaism? The Christianity of the Mediterranean basin without Hellenistic religious
philosophies such as Stoicism? Medieval Christianity, for better or worse, without the
institutional heritage of Rome? Augustine without the Persian Mani and the pagan
Plotinus? Aquinas without the Islamic commentators on Aristotle?

Finally, under the stresses of a pluralistic world, Christians need to remember how
their faith is shaped by the ineradicable tension between confidence in Christ and what
Christ has done for us, on the one hand, and our failure to ever fully comprehend their
meaning for our lives, on the other. Call to mind the ignorance of the followers of Jesus

I live on the north side of Chicago and, since last August, have been spending a year
away from teaching, mostly in New York City. I am in that way blessed by the cul-

tural richness of two of the most ethnically and religiously diverse cities in the United
States. Sitting on my stoop on a hot summer day in Chelsea, a bit north of the West
Village in Manhattan, I watch gay Anglo men walk by, arm-in-arm, as my elderly Puer-
to Rican neighbors play checkers in front of the public school across the street. For all
the overwhelming Catholicism of Chicago, my house there sits equidistant between
two Buddhist temples, only a couple blocks away on either side. Within a short walk
are a booming strip of Korean businesses, Bosnian coffee shops and video stores, Ger-
man delicatessens, Swedish pastry shops, Mexican bakeries, and all the glorious mar-
kets and storefronts of Devon Street catering on the east end to Indian immigrants and
farther west to Russian Orthodox Jews.

If scholars of globalization are to be believed, this jostling, cheek-to-cheek diversi-
ty of city life is becoming inescapable wherever one lives. New technologies of com-
munication and transportation have compressed the space of the globe so that physical
distances just don’t matter anymore; there is no such thing, in principle, as geographi-
cal isolation. Events half a world away are as immediate in their impact on us as any-
thing happening down the block; we experience those events as they happen despite
their physical distance from us, and don’t expect to be exempt from their tangible
effects. Despite continued identification with the particularities of nation, church,
class, and ethnicity, the sphere of each of our concerns consequently grows to include
the world as a whole in all its cultural and religious diversity. Our worlds of everyday
existence—the people who help establish our sense of reality and real possibility, those
with whom we expect to interact and whose fate we share—must now include those
with sharply different beliefs and life experiences.

Brought face-to-face with one another in this way by global compression, the occa-
sions for collision and conflict multiply as readily as occasions for enlarged sympathy.
The dream (or nightmare, depending on your political persuasion) of American mul-
ticulturalism, in which a thousand blooms of ethnic and religious diversity grow hap-
pily side by side in relative self-containment, proves an illusion on the world scene. The
reality is push and pull, influence and counter-influence, angry argument more often
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If it can be said that “it all begins in the mind,” it follows that one person’s diversity
is another person’s chaos. Congregations grapple with diversity everyday, especially

with challenges of social diversity in a pluralistic society and of diverse beliefs and view-
points in a rapidly changing world. Few congregations are able to isolate themselves
from people of differing race, social class, religious belief, gender, sexual orientation, or
lifestyle. Congregations who wish to increase their membership and/or financial assets
will almost always have to consider, consciously or unconsciously, whether they want
to recruit people who differ in some way from most of their members. No congrega-
tions are able to completely eliminate at least some differing beliefs and viewpoints
among their members. Therefore the question of whether or how human diversity is
more a blessing or a curse relates to every congregation. The answer to that question
for any particular congregation lies, not in the nature of diversity per se, but in the atti-
tudes and mentalities operative in a congregation’s culture. 

When a congregation’s culture—the interactions of its emotional climate, revered
leaders, communal rituals, and motivating symbols of meaning1—fosters and rewards
attitudes and mentalities of intolerance among a majority of its members, diversity is
experienced and perpetuated in destructive ways. Dogmatic, win/lose, close-minded
attitudes and ways of thinking and communicating impel a majority of congregation
members to engage in power struggles to determine what positions or social attributes
are deemed “right/godly” and “wrong/anti-godly.” Many of these power struggles are
implicit, such as whether an African American person, gay person, or professional per-
son is valued and desired to be “one of us.” Others of these power struggles are explic-
it, such as casting votes in governing bodies over what church school curriculum to pur-
chase or what will be the congregation’s stance on abortion, prayer in public schools, or
ordaining gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender persons. Such destructive implicit or
explicit responses to social and convictional differences occasion “poisonwood”2 type
congregational cultures that polarize, or even split congregations apart, demonizing
those whose social or convictional attributes are shunned or found in the minority
when votes are tabulated. To avoid such divisive violence, many poisonwood type con-
gregations endure boring, lethargic, and artificial communal commonality and a coer-
cive suffocation of members’ minds and spirits. This fear of being censored destroys
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which is the constant refrain of the Gospel of Mark, and the fact that the betrayers of
Jesus are the apostles themselves—Peter, the rock upon whom the church is built, just
as much as the outcast Judas. Let our failures turn us in hope to the correction that
might come, for all the pain, in conversation and controversy with those who disagree
with us. Christians of any one opinion are in the debt of every other in the effort to
correct and confirm the adequacy of their efforts to lead a Christian life. Christians are
the partners of non-Christians in sin and in the constant need for turning from dark-
ness to light. Recover the humility of Christ and then the benefits of pluralism are clear
for all its dangers: Christians need pluralism for the same reason they need theology—
because of our waywardness, because we are prone to error in the effort to be true to
Christ, because of our need for a critical word beyond the confines of our own self-
imagining. Those who call Christians to account—be they the theologians of our own
faith, Buddhists, or even Islamic fundamentalists—have no claim to the simple truth
either, of course. But their challenges are salutary signs of the need to move beyond self-
satisfaction in our commitment to Christ, and their voices are a necessary part of the
mechanism for remedying that complacency. May the lights of others help bring out
for us the light of Christ and may their errors draw us to our own. i
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remember GOD they can recover the only authentic spiritual righteousness humans
can possess, humility. Akin to humility from ‘de-God-ing’ convictions is de-personaliz-
ing positions.

A second ingredient for moving congregations toward experiencing diversity as a
blessing is to learn and to use dialogue before engaging in debate. Peter Senge contrasts
debate and dialogue as the difference between hurling differences back and forth as
combative weapons and exploring differences back and forth as unknown puzzle-
ments.4 At its core, the underlying assumptions supporting debate and dialogue are the
assumption that “there is a known right answer” (debate) and the assumption that
“there is an unknown right answer” (dialogue). Therefore the fundamental distinction
in addressing differences through debate or dialogue is the skill of listening-to-refute
(debating) and the art of listening-to-explore-and-understand (dialoguing).When con-
gregational cultures instruct, encourage, and sustain members in the art of dialogue
over their differences, their members can experience diversity as a blessing that may or
may not eventuate in wise, informed, and renewed debate for communal decisions.
Trusting in God who is beyond human understanding but dimly glimpsed as in a mir-
ror (I Cor. 13:12 NRSV), congregations will find the diversity they encounter a bless-
ing as collectively and individually they pursue four questions:

“Are we willing to consider that our ‘side’ may be inaccurate or misleading when 
taken alone?”
“What do we know as a fact in our position?
“What om our position do we sense to be true but cannot support with data or
proof?”
“What do we not know? What is knowable about our differences?”

When congregations build their give-and-take according to Senge’s three preconditions
for practicing real dialogue, members are more likely to experience their diversity as a
blessing in which everyone learns from and builds on each other’s differences.5
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human loving as surely as “perfect love casts out fear.” (I John 4:18, NRSV). In poi-
sonwood type congregations, diversity is a curse that keeps on cursing. Close-minded
and exclusive congregations exist under assault from a changing world, and in bondage
to a self-charged defense of God as well as of themselves “unto the death,” including
their own. They epitomize what J. B. Phillips described as people “whose God is too
small.”3

On the other hand, when the emotional climate, revered leaders, communal ritu-
als, and motivating symbols of meaning of a congregation’s culture encourage and
reward an inclusive, open-minded, and respectful “give-and-take” attitude where dif-
ferences are concerned, their members thrive on social and convictional diversity. Mem-
bers’ viewpoints are expanded, new insights and mental and spiritual creativity arise
from associating beliefs and viewpoints previously held separately in their conscious-
ness, new ways of relating and of experiencing others are “born in a womb” of emo-
tional safety, trust, and genuine community. Socially inclusive and open-minded con-
gregations respond, rather than react, to a changing world without and differences
within their community. Socially inclusive and open-minded congregations may also
“swallow camels,” “baptizing” attitudes and beliefs in contexts that can compromise,
rather than complement, their core values and convictions. Accepting type congrega-
tions are equipped, however, with ongoing dialogue that continues to explore what is
spiritual “wheat” and what are “weeds” (Matt. 13:30) in their congregation’s culture. 

In summary, social and convictional diversities confront congregations with the
age-old alternative of choosing spiritual “life” or spiritual “death” (Joshua 24), “love” or
“fear,” between playing god by knowing and defending communal right-ness, or by
trusting God and investing in God’s gracious faithfulness. People of fear react to diver-
sity as a curse; people of trust respond to diversity as a challenging—and often trou-
bling—blessing. 

But these portraits of poisonwood and inclusive congregations do not fully answer
the question before us. Virtually all congregations incorporate both kinds of cultural
proclivities, vacillating between them as their institutional well-being waxes and wanes
through time and changing contexts or circumstances. All congregations are, in fact,
admixtures of “wheat” and “weeds” and can and do behave in contrasting and confus-
ing ways. Perhaps the most significant question is how any congregation can enhance
its God-given gifts for inclusive, trusting communal behavior and constrain its ungod-
ly propensities for excluding, fear-based communal behavior. 

Even a casual survey of the sweep of both biblical witness and ecclesiastical track
record directs us toward two essential communal ingredients for increasing in a love
that dissolves much of the power of fear. One component is for congregations to con-
tinually uncover, discover, and recover in their worship and work a consciousness of the
“limitless reality” of God whom we cannot circumscribe nor control. The true God is
“too great” to be captured by any social or convictional differences. Congregations
whose convictions are polluted with a dogmatic mentality do not even consider
whether the operating assumption that they speak for “God’s side” and stand for “God’s
side” might be presumptuous, even forms of sinful pride, hubris. God is distinct from
and greater than anyone’s social traits or passionate convictions. When congregations
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It is one of the more facetious illusions of liberal ideology that people will like
each other better by getting to know each other. The opposite is the case, as a
glance at the homicide data will show: most murders are committed by close
friends and relatives.3 Open sharing of information, getting to know one
another, and learning what we have in common is very important indeed, but
cultural exchange and interpreted communication are not sufficient. What is
required must go beyond tolerance, hospitality, and even cross-cultural fertil-
ization. What is required is firstly to be clear about our identity and secondly
to move beyond cultural tolerance and exchange to living in solidarity in a
global community.

1) How do Christians view their own identity as a people of God among the diverse,
often struggling or warring, peoples of the world? 

If Christians profess that diversity is in the heart of God, because we are created in
the divine image, then it necessarily follows that diversity is integral to our identity. The
God who creates and enjoys “otherness” is revealed in holy writ through story and the-
ological metaphor. Showing hospitality to others, sojourning as strangers in alien lands,
and breaking down barriers between cultures are all themes found in our biblical tra-
dition. The triune nature of God suggests a God whose identity is plural. The three per-
sons of the Trinity are a divine model of human community. The day the Apostle Paul
was inspired to compare the church to a human body, he gave us an image of ourselves
as living in an interdependent web. I doubt that meant we could pick and choose those
comprising the body. 

Despite a theology of God whose identity is plural and who creates diversity, we
seem to be obsessed with locating ourselves at the centre, sometimes by keeping others
out or by inviting others in, but only on our terms. This may be a cosmological centre,
the Christian church as the locus for God. It may be an ontological centre, the church
as the people of God, the elect, the leaven in the lump. It may be a geographical cen-
tre, the church as a community or parish centre. We inhabit a space to which we expect
people to come. It may be a missiological centre, the church as the legitimate sender of
God’s love and spirit into the world, all the while forgetting that God’s activity is broad-
er and wider than our imaginings and activities. 

I live in a small, rurally defined town in eastern Ontario. When a meeting takes
me to Toronto I am startled afresh each time by the colorful rainbow of people riding
the subway and going about their daily affairs. It is a reminder that my whiteness is not
at the centre, even though most days it can seem that way in my hometown.

The problem comes when I forget that my Christian identity is a matter of non-
homogeneity. When I am with people who look, smell, think, talk, and act differently
from me, including those who beat their families or give advice about doing things
another way, I lose confidence that we are all in the heart and hands of God. Barbara
Brown Taylor puts it this way: “The brains want everybody to act like brains and the
hearts want everyone to act like hearts and there is always a hangnail who brings out
the hangnail in everyone else.”4 It seems to me we are beginning to take diversity seri-
ously when we open ourselves up to the God beyond our knowing by learning about
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It will take more than a crisis or tragedy.

Since September 11, 2001, there has been a renewed focus on interfaith relations
and religious tolerance. The Sunday following the infamous collapse of the two Trade
Towers, Christians responded by including their Muslim neighbors in liturgies, visiting
open houses at their local Islamic temples, writing letters to their local newspaper
expressing solidarity with their Arab co-workers and friends, and hosting Islamic-Chris-
tian dialogues and public forums on “Understanding Islam.” These efforts are truly sig-
nificant, yet one could ask, Has the tragedy of 9/11 really changed Christians or helped
them take religious diversity more seriously? 

According to recent polls, most North Americans claim both high levels of reli-
gious observance and religious tolerance, but are unfamiliar with religious groups other
than their own and report little contact with people of other religious faiths.1 There
may be varieties of religious traditions practicing faith in our communities, but their
practices remain somewhat isolated, strange, and unknown to us. Alien immigration
patterns may be changing the face of North American culture, yet Christianity remains
the dominant religion and continues to be a culturally embedded reality. There is much
Christians simply do not know and many of us are guilty of not making the effort to
find out. We take pride in being a democratic and tolerant culture, and emphasize free-
dom of religious expression. A majority of Americans say that religious diversity is a
source of strength and vitality to individual religious beliefs. According to Robert
Wuthnow, when people are asked about the religious beliefs of others, most respond:
“That may be true for them. What I believe is true for me.”2 Tolerance is not tested so
long as other religious practices do not interfere with our own patterns and customs.
Christians may profess tolerance as a virtue but, too often, it is synonymous with indif-
ference.

So, on the one hand, what is required are increased knowledge, understanding,
information sharing, and acknowledgment of imperialistic patterns that are historical-
ly ingrained. We need to increase our level of familiarity and contact. However,
increased consciousness and communication may not necessarily lead to “new creation”
and Christian capacity to embrace diversity. As Peter Berger notes:
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I
s tolerance a virtue?
Both clergy and members of particular congregations might answer almost reflex-
ively the question, “Do you want to exhibit Christian virtues through your life?”

That response, I suspect, would be overwhelmingly, “Yes.”
The pressure of writing an essay on this theme is lessened somewhat by the fact

that Dr. Jinkins’ authorship of the lead article places on his shoulders the burden of
proof regarding whether or not tolerance is a “Christian virtue.”  

Regardless of the angle Dr. Jinkins argues, my personal experience as a pastor con-
vinces me that diversity in the church is a gift of God’s grace. “Whoa!” the reader might
say, “It’s only paragraph four and you have already shifted the essay’s subject-focus from
‘toleration’ to ‘diversity.’” That observation is accurate, and the shift is intentional. Tol-
eration is an attitude. It is also a description of relationships which potentially exist
when there is diversity within a community or communities. Toleration as a potential
description of relationships when and where diversity exists will be explored more
extensively in the paragraphs that follow.

A slogan among golfers (and perhaps others) is, “I’d rather be lucky than good!”
That is a tempting approach toward any part of life, including relationships, even rela-
tionships in corporate entities. More than a cute slogan regarding one’s preference, the
saying can indeed become a standard-setting rationale. As such, it bears evaluating and
debunking. First, Reformed and Presbyterian “sovereignty-of-God types” resist employ-
ing a category such as “luck.” (Equally resisted, because God’s purposes seem over-
looked or excluded, are at least two other descriptions and categories: “Chance” and
“fate.”) Secondly, Jesus apparently resisted employing the adjective “good” with refer-
ence to himself and, by inference, to other human beings (cf. Mark 10:17-18 and Luke
18:18-19).

The golfers’ slogan, however, makes sense and honestly admits (confesses!?) how
persons tend instinctively to feel. For our consideration, given the ecclesiastical and
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the neighbor beyond our knowing. This is not easy when many of our neighbors are
struggling, warring, or even trying to kill us. But God is not waiting for any of us to
decide who is in or out of community, not even ourselves. Whenever anyone laughs,
cries, or dies in this web of creation, we are all affected by it whether we know it or not.
Our identity is not “you and me” in God. It is “us” in God. However, this does not
mean that we dissolve into sameness. Miroslav Volf asserts that we have to maintain
some group boundaries in the process of opening ourselves to be enriched by our dif-
ferences. 

If we did not, the bright colours of cultural multiformity would wash out into a
drab gray of cultural sameness. We must cultivate our languages, sustain our traditions,
nurture our cultures. All this requires boundary maintenance. At the same time bound-
aries must be porous . . . it entails a judgment both against a monochrome character of
one’s own culture and against evil in every culture.5

Thus, our Christian identity is not defined by isolation, romanticism, or by false
boundaries that exclude or degrade others. Rather, it is defined by a God whose desire
is that we remain true to our genuine selves at the same time we are open to be enriched
by the other.

2) The second way we take religious diversity seriously is by participating in God’s
dream of a diverse, interdependent, and flourishing creation. This means moving
beyond the richness of knowing about religious diversity to seeking justice and eco-
nomic solidarity for those who are poor and on the margins. It is to move beyond infor-
mation about diversity to engage diversity in our lives. What is required is the will to
welcome the other fully.

This past summer, I had opportunity to see a Toronto exhibit showcasing artistic
murals of folk tales passed down from generation to generation in every corner of the
world. The exhibit’s intent was to raise awareness of the UN’s “International Decade
for a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence for the Children of the World (2001-2010).”
There were folk tales from Bosnia, Rwanda, South Africa, Pakistan, Brazil, Chile,
Nicaragua, Canada, and so on. These stories transcended time and culture and served
to remind me that children possess the universe in their hearts. Article one of
UNESCO’s6 Universal Declaration of Cultural Diversity, adopted unanimously by 189
member states in 2001, states that “cultural diversity is as necessary to humankind as
bio-diversity is to nature.”

No one would disagree that bio-diversity is essential to the survival of all things
living on earth. To raise consumption of energy and materials throughout the world to
western levels, given current population projections, would require the resources of
four planet Earths by the year 2100. To do so with the one world we have implies so
severely compromising the biosphere that the Earth would be unrecognizable.

Cultural and religious diversity is equally essential to our survival and fundamen-
tal to world peace. True peace and security for the twenty-first century will only come
about when we find a way to address the underlying issues of disparity, dislocation, and

Continued on page 40
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munity with others, rather, grows from an appreciation for and a gratitude to God who
designs human beings in God’s own image (Gen. 1:26-27). As flawed, idiosyncratic,
and “cracked” as we are (the reader may say, “Speak for yourself!”), persons are God’s
gifts to one another, whether we appreciate and are grateful for God’s artistry and giv-
ing or not!

If we are to recognize diversity as a gift of God’s grace and practice appreciation
and gratitude to God through community-upbuilding, then we need, in communities,
to become increasingly aware of permission, encouragement, and opportunities for the
efforts which community-upbuilding require. Permission, encouragement, and oppor-
tunities for up-building communities based on God’s grace are nothing less than part
and parcel of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, who is the fulfillment of God’s teachings
(Torah) and of the witness of God’s faithful prophets (Matt. 5:17). 

DIFFERENCES WE SELDOM HONOR

Before moving to how communities can express gratitude and appreciation for
God’s grace in the diversity of the human community, it is probably important to

note differences which frequently are not honored or appreciated, and for which thanks
is often not given to God. Persons very often resist developing relationships when the
following are encountered and generate friction to any significant degree: economic dif-
ferences; political, theological, and ideological differences; personality differences; eth-
nic or racial differences; generational differences; gender differences; and value- and/or
culturally related differences.

In many ways, homogeneity is easier than heterogeneity. To overcome our prefer-
ence for “the easier”—to receive and give ourselves permission and encouragement to
explore opportunities through relationships with others who are different—most often
we humans need to become convinced by experience more than by argument or dia-
tribe that the risks have rewards. There is payoff to be gained, although the payoff may
well be, in form and quantity, something different from what we naturally expect. In
other words, we will likely not become materially wealthy, physically healthy, or inter-
nationally recognized for solving the world’s dilemmas with insights more useful than
anyone has ever before expressed.

RESPONDING TO DIVERSITY

The real payoff comes through the recognition that we have something in common
with others and that we are stronger in relationship than in isolation. This is a bib-

lical and theological assertion grounded in our understanding of the image of God2

Diversity and heterogeneity, however, are neither widely nor easily embraced by
God’s people, including those who profess to be disciples of Jesus. At the risk of over-
simplifying, let’s create two categories: “traditionalists” and “contemporists.” Both cat-
egories likely have constituents who are interested in “growing churches” (numerical-
ly), and both types find “getting” new members easier (with a “higher percentage
yield”) when they are able to “market” the congregation to like-minded or like-situat-
ed persons. When it is obvious that persons have something in common, even much in

social elements of our context, we might lengthen and paraphrase the golfers’ saying
this way: “I’d rather wish that church is truly welcoming and encouraging of diversity
than practice it.” Truly, the practice of welcoming and encouraging diversity is the hard
part.

Returning to the specific term of the assigned topic, “toleration” tends to describe
a status of relationships which is “live and let live.” Respect may be the professed value
giving rise to toleration. Then again, apathy may be the real-life attitude dictating the
rationale, as much as introversion or shyness can be the dominant personality charac-
teristic of those who practice toleration of others.

As stated, toleration is an attitude, and, as an attitude, it is related to more than
one underlying factor. Regardless of the underlying factors, however, toleration as a
description of “the practice of relatedness in community” never goes far enough. Yes,
toleration goes farther than certain other attitudes and actions in making “communi-
ty” and good relationships in community possible; and if the only alternative to toler-
ation is manipulation, coercion, shunning, or violence, then toleration is certainly to
be preferred. Yet those are far from the only alternatives. Better alternatives yet exist.

THE REALITY OF DIVERSITY

Diversity exists. That’s a given. God’s people vary in backgrounds, genetics, per-
sonalities, age, etc. Diversity exists in religious communities as much as in the

wider communities of the world’s cultures. 
Arguably, when diversity exists (as it does), toleration is one attitudinal and philo-

sophical basis for relationships, and it is preferable to more negative and potentially
destructive attitudinal and philosophical bases for relating. Toleration, though, falls
short, even far short, of strong and healthy relationships among God’s people in com-
munity, whether locally or globally, whether persons are somewhat different or
extremely different from one another. 

Even the acknowledgment of a relationship implies potential and inevitable
process and change. Relationships are never only static or in a state of complete iner-
tia. Even apparent continued resistance to change requires new effort from day to day,
week to week, and month to month.

Toleration is one categorical description of relationships as much as having resent-
ment or anger, being at war with, or not caring a bit about someone. Now, some more
positive possibilities . . .

The givens of diversity can also be affected by and appreciated through the reality
of God’s grace. God’s grace has transforming power. If grace, as some assert, includes
both God’s saving judgment and God’s healing mercy,1 then God’s Word and Spirit
through Scripture, the Judeo-Christian traditions, the life, ministry, death, and resur-
rection of Jesus, and the eternal presence of God’s Spirit in creation and history make
transformation possible for individuals and for larger communities. 

A genuine appreciation of diversity in community is a step (or ten) beyond mere
toleration. This represents no attempt to assert that all who appreciate diversity in com-
munity will become “best buddies.” Not at all. An appreciation of diversity in com-
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outreach to immeasurable numbers of those considered outcasts when those to whom
he reached out did not meet prevailing religious or cultural standards. Acts and several
New Testament letters describe a few of the acceptance-debates of the primitive church
which gradually opened membership beyond the Jewish and Palestinian “charter mem-
bers.” 

Historical. William of Nassau, Prince of Orange (1533-1584), known as “William the
Silent,” was raised a Lutheran and became, in adulthood, a “moderate” Calvinist who,
in spite of continual adverse political and sectarian pressures, led the region of the
northern lowlands (the Netherlands) with a clear sense that a fair (tolerant?) balance of
Calvinists and Catholics best served the interests of the political and economic com-
munities in that region and period.3

The Adopting Act of 1729, upon which (American) Colonial Presbyterians con-
sented to agree, allowed candidates for ordination as clergy to dissent from conformity
to “non-essential tenets” of the Westminster Confession, in particular, chapters XX and
XXIII which endorsed the intervention of civil authorities in ecclesiastical affairs.4 This
permission to dissent, at first glance, seems ordinary to those who have lived in a nation
which, for more than two centuries, has functioned with a non-monarchical form of
government. The Adopting Act’s implications, both then and now, however, are para-
digm-shattering from a hermeneutical perspective. In 1729, permission was given for
diversity of scriptural interpretation, while the Scriptures—notably Rom. 13:1 and I
Pet. 2:13-15, as these two passages endorse a God-ordained imperial form of govern-
ment—cannot otherwise be interpreted as justifying anything like modern democracy!

There are also important reconsiderations of historical intolerance. One example:
Three hundred and fifty years after Dr. Miguel Servetus was burned at the stake in
Geneva, Switzerland, for the heresy of repudiating the widely accepted theological doc-
trine of the Trinity, various members of the Calvinist community of Geneva erected a
monument with an inscription, roughly translatable as: “As reverent and grateful sons
of Calvin, our great Reformer, repudiating his mistake, which was the mistake of his
age, and according to the true principles of the Reformation and the Gospel holding
fast to freedom of conscience, we erect this monument of reconciliation: 27 October
1903.”5

Scientific. Professor Edward O. Wilson argues eloquently and convincingly that the
diverse species of creation are interdependent as members of micro and macro ecosys-
tems. He writes that evidence exists to make the case that “the ongoing loss of biodi-
versity” in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries “is the greatest since the
end of the Mesozoic Era sixty-five million years ago.”6 This reality poses an enormous
threat, long- and short-term, to “healthy” life as we know it. The immeasurable diverse
configurations within nature are, quite simply, our strength!

common, the person and the group are immediately “halfway home” toward the goal
of experiencing a shared identity with others. 

One need not be a rocket scientist, however, to perceive that the toleration capac-
ity for differences (heterogeneity) may diminish as the proportion of homogeneity rises
within a given group. This raises an unavoidable question: Does a congregation (or set
of individuals comprising a given group) pursue the easier route of homogeneity and
risk the “downside” developments of squeezing out those who find conformity uncom-
fortable and untenable? If the answer is “yes,” the implicit “message” of the group is:
“To be a member with us, you need to be more like us than different from us; and if
you are too different from us, don’t expect much in the way of a positive response.”

An operating “philosophy” of that nature is understandable to the extent that indi-
viduals and groups often pursue the route and rationale of least resistance. Homogene-
ity is easier than heterogeneity; therefore, heterogeneity is a route and a rationale with
greater obstacles. People usually need much more time to discover what they have in
common. If their differences are numerous and extreme, the most they may have in
common is their source and pattern of creation and redemption: in the image of God
(Gen. 1:26-27) and the image of Christ (I Cor. 15:20-22). Isn’t that degree of com-
monality enough? If our answer, in any way, is, “No, that’s not enough,” then we may
be, to quote the Apostle Paul not-very-much out of context, “of all persons the most to
be pitied” (I Cor. 15:19).

Is this to say that diversity and differences make no difference, or ought to make
no difference? Not at all. Church with either a “capital C” or a “small c” is as much
influenced by “the world as it is” as any other entity. That’s why and how, both across
the centuries and still today, there are various “flavors” of large and small groupings of
God’s people. Relating to others with appreciation and thanks to God, every day, there-
fore, presents a major challenge in being God’s people faithfully in any grouping. 

The challenge exists because our differences and distinctions in any number of
areas of life exist (many very legitimately), and such differences and distinctions exist in
spite of the fact that all of us as God’s people are equally created and redeemed in God’s
love.

The nature of this challenge has immense implications for service, mission, and
evangelism efforts (how and with what rationales, near and far, “home” and “foreign”);
pastoral and congregational care and community life; faith education and spiritual for-
mation with individuals and groups of all life-situations; and worship and prayer
opportunities and disciplines.

It is understandable to prefer the homogeneic to the heterogeneic. Before resorting
to the anecdotal in conclusion, however, at least a few instances from Bible stories and
history, plus one from science, are worth noting. The following are but a few of many
examples wherein diversity plays a role both acceptable and preferable to a required or
coerced conformity. 

Biblical. Ruth is accepted in Bethlehem even with her Moabite “roots” (Ruth 1:4 and
4:11-22), when later (?) manifestations of Scripture forbid the marriage of Israelite men
and Moabite women (Neh. 13:23-27). The gospel accounts highlight Jesus’ personal
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THE WRATH OF JONAH: THE
CRISIS OF RELIGIOUS
NATIONALISM IN THE ISRAELI-
PALESTINIAN CONFLICT,
Rosemary Radford Ruether
and Herman J. Ruether,
Fortress Press, 2002, 296 pages,
$18. Reviewed by J. Andrew
Dearman, academic dean and
professor of Old Testament, Austin
Seminary.

This is a second edition of a biased and yet
helpful volume on the Israeli-Palestinian

conflict. “Bias” seems a loaded term, but it is
unavoidable in response to a matter so
intertwined with theology, politics, and large-
scale pain and suffering. The authors state that
their purpose is to “examine the religious and
ideological underpinnings of Zionism, and the
Christian support for Zionism, and the tragic
unfolding of the Zionist project in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict” (xvii). So the “bias” is in
favor of the Palestinian cause, although anyone
who knows Rosemary Ruether’s previous work
Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of
Anti-Semitism (New York: Seabury Press,
1974) will recognize that she is not anti-
Semitic (or anti-Jewish). The authors are
motivated by a deep concern for peace and
security in the Middle East, and their support
for a just peace in the region is influenced, at
least in part, by liberation theology.

The book is subdivided into three parts
and eight chapters. Part One is composed of a
single chapter, “Classical Foundations: The
Three Monotheistic Faiths” (3-36).
Background material, beginning with the
biblical storyline, is sketched in this part. Part
Two, “Historical Development of the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict,” includes chapters 2-5.
The historical periods covered in these
chapters are indispensable for understanding
the current dilemma. The last three chapters
in the book comprise Part Three, “Christian
Relations to Judaism and Zionism.” There are
five maps and an index to assist readers.

There is no Part Four, Christian
Relations to Arabs and Islam, to match the
analysis of Judaism in Part Three, and this is
unfortunate especially for post-9/11 readers
and their questions about Islam. The Ruethers

attempt a serious analysis of Zionism
that will repay careful reading, but an
equally serious analysis of Arab
nationalism and Islamic
fundamentalism is simply lacking. To
be fair, these things are treated (chapter
4), but not in the same depth.

The strength of the book is in its
summary of historical developments
and presentations of others’ ideas. Its

presuppositions, however, will give some
readers pause. One of the great divides in
modern hermeneutics is between those who
believe that historical facts exist to be analyzed
carefully (“Beauty makes its own impression”)
and those who believe that human sensors
heavily influence the assimilation and
interpretation of data (“Beauty is in the eye of
the beholder”). The Ruethers lean in the first
direction, at least in their presentation of “true
history”(xxiii) pertaining to the Middle East.
They write, for example, about a “failure of
imagination” that “lies in a refusal on the part
of Israelis and the world to know and to be
truthful about the actual history of Israel’s
treatment of the Palestinians” (xv). Getting at
that “actual history,” and getting past the
layers of claim and counter-claim, of
remembered wrongs and political sleights of
hand, is very, very difficult.

The foreign policy of Great Britain and
France in the first decades of the 20th century,
abetted by the United States, does not come
out very well in this volume. Rising Arab
nationalism was thwarted in the post-World
War I era by a mandate system instituted by
Great Britain and France. New entities, such
as Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan and Iraq, were
created by the mandate system; that is, the
peoples who live in the Middle East and who
are heirs of some of the oldest civilizations
known to humankind were subject to political
boundaries created by the West to replace the
systems of governance set in place centuries
earlier by the Ottoman Empire. The Ruethers
provide a summary of these events that readers
will find both enlightening and instructive.

The authors also discuss the enormous
influence that conservative Protestant
Christianity, and more particularly
dispensational theology, has in the United
States. In some ways Zionism has no better

BOOK REVIEW

THE DIVERSITY OF GOD’S CREATION

Diversity is more than a gift of grace. Diversity is an undeniable and essential ele-
ment of God’s creation. Could it be that the crafted poetic prose and “campfire

legends” of Genesis have accurately communicated the wisdom and intent of God all
this time, and with far more kinship to science as we presently know science, than with
opposition to science?

Honoring diversity makes us stronger rather than weaker as individuals and as
communities. 

Anecdotally, once upon a time there was an attorney who represented a man
accused of multiple incidents of felony trespassing. The accused possessed a brilliant
intellect but was psychologically beset with mood swings and a seemingly irreconcilable
grief from years past when his two young adult sons died four months apart in separate
accidents. A year or so later, the attorney’s own ten-year-old son was killed. The attor-
ney, with tears in his eyes, was overheard telling a friend of both men, “This hurts so
much. I know now how ol’ Jim got to be as crazy as he is.” 

When we realize that we have something in common—our humanity, created in
God’s image and made new in the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus—our
relationships are strengthened, and we are led to experience a greater measure of our
shared identity, whether through tragedy or amid celebration.

What is more radical than a churchyard sign that says, “All Welcome”? It is a group
of disciples gathered in the Lord’s name humbly, joyfully, trustingly, who, not by “luck”
but in practice(!), extend the Lord’s welcome to each one who enters and to each one they
meet in the larger community, locally and globally, regardless of any degrees of diversity.
Whenever and wherever that happens, multiple gifts of God’s grace are manifest. i

NOTES
1. Presbyterian chaplain and pastoral counselor Dr. Steven Spidell, among others, has suggested
this description of God’s grace.

2. The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Part II, Book of Order, G-2.0500(a.)(1).

3. C. V. Wedgwood, William the Silent (New York: Book-of-the-Month Club reprint of 1944
original), 188.

4. David W. Hall and Joseph H. Hall, editors, Paradigms in Polity: Classic Readings in Reformed
and Presbyterian Church Government (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1994), 350, 353. 

5. Jack L. Arnold, “John Calvin: From Second Reform in Geneva to Death (1541-1564),”
http://www.thirdmill.org/files/english/html/ch/CH.Arnold.RMT.8.HTML 

6. Edward O. Wilson, Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Vintage/Random House,
1998, 1999), 320-324.
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ALL IN THE FAMILY
MA RT H A MU RC H I S O N

I
remember well the afternoon Jeff and Sally sat on my living room sofa and declared
their love for one another. Jeff was Catholic. He had dreamed all his life of a nup-
tial mass, and would not be married without it. Sally was a Presbyterian. She had

no desire to become Catholic, but dearly wanted to be married. She really did not want
a mass or understand Jeff ’s need for one. The couple had put the wedding off several

C H R I S T I A N I T Y

A N D C U LT U R E

Martha Murchison, a 1991 graduate of Austin Seminary, is interim pastor for First Presbyterian
Church, Denison, Texas. Along with John Bush, she represented the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in
the sixth round of dialogue between Catholic and Reformed churches which produced the ecumenical
resource, Interchurch Families.

Formal dialogue between the Catholic and Reformed churches—the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.), the United Church of Christ, and the Reformed Church in America, with an offi-
cial observer from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America—began in the United
States in 1965. Since that time, six rounds of talks have been completed. Official delegates
from each side meet together for a period of two to three years to produce a resource for the
church from their joint study of an assigned topic. The book, Interchurch Families:
Resources for Ecumenical Hope (Westminster / John Knox, 2002), is the product of the
sixth round of the dialogue, written by the members of the dialogue and edited by the co-
chairs, the Reverend Dr. John Bush and Bishop Patrick Cooney. The seventh round of dia-
logue will convene in 2003 to explore our common understandings of sacraments.

dispossession that have provoked the
madness of our age. What we desperately
need is a global acknowledgment of the
fact that no people and no nation can
truly prosper unless the bounty of our
collective ingenuity and opportunities are
available and accessible to all.

What is required for Christians to
take diversity seriously? It is to aspire to
create a new international spirit of plural-
ism, venues of mutual giving and receiv-
ing, and a global declaration of interde-
pendence.

In the wake of September 11, this is
neither idle or naïve rhetoric, nor the sim-
plistic rant of this Christian. Rather, it is
a matter of life and death. God prefers
life, in all its diversity and fullness. i

NOTES

1. Religion and Ethics News Weekly / U.S. News
& World Report Poll, April 2002.

2. Robert Wuthnow, Religion and Ethics
NewsWeekly, Volume 9 (May 2002).

3. Peter L. Berger, A Far Glory: The Quest for
Faith in an Age of Credulity (New York: Free
Press, 1992), 38.

4. Barbara Brown Taylor, Bread of Angels
(Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley Publications,
1997), 87.

5. Miroslav Volf, “A Vision of Embrace,” The
Ecumenical Review, April 1995, 204, 199. 

6. UNESCO—United Nations Educational,
Scientific, and Cultural Organization.
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35. Michael Walzer, On Toleration (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 2, 10-11.

36. Miroslav Volf, Exclusion & Embrace
(Nashville; Abingdon Press, 1996) 25.

37. David H. Jensen perceptively explores the
kenotic image of Philippians 2:5-11 in his
study, In the Company of Others: A Dialogical
Christology (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2001).

38. George MacLeod, Only One Way Left
(Glasgow: Iona Community, 1956), 35.

friends anywhere in the world than among
Christians who believe that the Old Testament
predicts the return of the State of Israel in
1948 and provides descriptions of battles yet
to take place between Israel and its enemies.
The current popular Christian “fiction” series
Left Behind, authored by Tim LaHaye, draws
its inspiration from this same theological
foundation. The Ruethers are certainly correct
to emphasize this, but readers will not come
away with an adequate understanding of the
phenomenon. Mainline Christian pastors
should take the time to read some
dispensational works to prepare themselves
better to discuss matters with their
parishioners and to counsel them. 

For visual learners, the maps in the
volume are helpful in portraying such
complexities as the West Bank and its mix of
Palestinian Arab communities and smaller
Israeli settlements. The maps assist the authors
in their explanation of why the Oslo Accords
drawn up in the mid-1990s, the Wye River
proposal of 1998, or even President Clinton’s
attempt in 2000 to convince Chairman Arafat
to take the settlement offered by Prime
Minister Barak could not be a satisfactory
basis for a comprehensive settlement of the
conflict. And whether one is ultimately
convinced by this line of argumentation (as
this reviewer is) or not, the historical and
geographical materials presented by the
authors provides numerous illustrations and
insights for those who seek greater
comprehension of one of the great tragedies of
the modern era. i

REFLECTIONS

Jean Stairs
Continued from page 32
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stereotypes I held about Catholic marriage. When the consultation began,r I thought
that a declaration of nullity for a marriage was a legal declaration that invalidated a cou-
ple’s married life together. An explanation of the annulment process from a canon
lawyer led us to open the matter of marriage as a sacrament and the implications such
sacramentality has for the life of the couple. Each topic led us to further define our
ecclesial selves for the other. Catholics and Presbyterians often use the same theological
terms with different meanings or implications for life. Thus, it became critical to our
discussion that we cover topics we had assumed we knew. Members wrote papers on the
sacraments and the nature of the church. We discussed daily life in parishes and Chris-
tian education for children.

Our study ultimately anchored itself in our mutual recognition of baptism. The
second phase of the Reformed/Catholic International Dialogue declared in 1990 that
“our churches should give expression to mutual recognition of Baptism. [This recogni-
tion] is to be understood as an expression of the profound communion that Jesus Christ
himself establishes among his disciples and which no human failure can destroy.” Given
this great gift of sacramental unity, my colleagues and I found reason to write in Inter-
church Families,

The growing presence of interchurch families makes such expression particu-
larly urgent. Although the mutual recognition of Baptism is hardly denied
among Reformed and Catholic Christians, making this theological under-
standing a lived reality among the faithful is another matter. While all Chris-
tians face this dilemma, interchurch families live in the midst of this struggle
in ways that are particularly difficult but also instructive. Their experiences are
a reminder not only that disunity matters but also that claiming the gift of our
existing unity liturgically and pastorally matters as well.1

When we wrote Interchurch Families: Resources for Ecumenical Hope, our intent was
to help churches and couples claim the gift of unity from their baptisms and help them
to witness such unity to others through their marriages. Thus the book begins with
“Sharing Life Together,” a chapter offering suggestions for sharing piety and faith. We
found many times in the parish life of both churches that such sharing would greatly
add to the couples’ faith and life and serve to enrich and enlarge the church. 

But to fully claim the gift these marriages bring to the church, we needed to be
clear about the reality of the problems they pose. Thus we have chapters dealing with
the church, Eucharist, and marriage from each church’s perspective. Each of these chap-
ters explains basic belief and practice from a Reformed and Catholic perspective. It was
important to us to produce a book readily understood by the laity. We included case
studies to help them visualize real people living out their lives guided by these theolo-
gies. Our goal was to empower couples with the necessary knowledge for planning their
weddings and their family lives. The text also serves as a guidebook for Catholic and
Reformed clergy as they assist these couples.

We hoped to introduce clergy to theological points where misunderstandings often
arise. I am guilty of looking at the ecclesial world solely through the lens of the
Reformed understanding of the Church Catholic. That view is counter to Catholic
ecclesiology, and if I am to really help a couple, I need to be able to help them under-
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times because of these difficulties. As they told me their story, both of them began to
cry. Sally asked, “Why is it so difficult?” “Why must the churches make it so hard for
us to be married?”

She asked painful questions with difficult answers. Jeff and Sally had each been
shaped by a faith tradition that seemed foreign to the other. They each needed to
understand the nature of both churches in order to understand one another.

My colleagues on the sixth round of the Catholic/Reformed Dialogue in the Unit-
ed States shared similar stories about what happens when a Catholic marries a member
of a Reformed church. Many stories were painful. For some members they were per-
sonal. Others told of great creativity and effort on the part of clergy. They also spoke
of uncooperative priests and pastors. We heard about the woman who worries about
the son who married a Catholic and is now raising her grandchild in the Catholic
Church. “Why can’t he come to Sunday school here?” she asks. “What is all this about
first communion?” Some members told stories of couples, one Presbyterian and the
other Catholic, who want to honor both their faith traditions as they marry. Each
intends to continue practicing his or her beloved faith tradition. They want to share
faith experiences with one another and are excited about the possibility of growing
together in their different faith traditions.

Both Reformed and Catholic members expressed frustration over their lack of
knowledge to help these couples. We heard more stories about those who have endured
painful divorce only to learn that the ex-spouse is remarrying and asking for help with
annulment proceedings. Most Protestants in this situation become furious, thinking
that the annulment will nullify a marriage and mean that the children produced by it
will be illegitimate. There were stories of those who want to know why they should not
receive mass at the Catholic church on Saturday and receive communion at the Pres-
byterian church on Sunday. It works out well for them, and they find it meaningful.
No one cared until a new priest arrived at the parish and stopped the practice. We told
these stories for hours. Many situations brought the problems and challenges of what
the ecumenical world labels, “interchurch families,” to our attention. 

Sometimes people in interchurch families are confused or angry. They are in love
and want to marry, but the church poses difficulties to that process. They see no rea-
son for the differences between the churches and have no guide through canon law or
clergy to help and so do not know how to plan their wedding. Sometimes they really
do not care what the church thinks, so they invent their own rules for marriage and
family life. They often have strained family relations. Old hatreds and animosities
between Protestants and Catholics get mixed into the families’ difficulties. Some inter-
church couples have few problems until the children arrive and it is time to baptize
them. Others manage to stave off controversy until it is time for the children to be con-
firmed.

As we told these often-difficult stories to one another, we found that there were
times the members of the consultation did not understand one another. One Catholic
was speechless to find members from the Reformed churches stating our high view of
marriage as covenant. He had assumed that because marriage is not a sacrament to us,
it was not highly regarded. I asked question after question about misconceptions and
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stand and appreciate the difference. We found that understanding came with greater
clarity of meaning, and so clergy will find most helpful the two appendices. The first
deals with practical issues such a family planning, canon law, and annulment. The sec-
ond is a glossary of terms particular to each church. 

The life of an interchurch family is not easy. There are significant ecclesial differ-
ences between the Catholic and Reformed churches that challenge all areas of a cou-
ple’s life together. Our text strives to help the couples who wish to be faithful to a
church while living faithfully in marriage. We offer it to the church as a guide for work-
ing together as we all strive to live out the reality of the unity of our baptisms. It is a
small step in the large quest for Christian unity, but it is one I hope will find its way
into pastoral studies and libraries, for it offers explanation, suggestion, and the latest
canon law to couples as they begin their lives together.

NOTES
1. John C. Bush and Patrick R. Cooney, eds. Interchurch Families: Resources for Ecumenical
Hope (Westminster/John Knox, 2002), 21.
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