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most Pentecosials, The
Councr exists not so
much to sponsor unity
schemes as to e nable the
churches to debate
matters of common
concern, ancl wnere
possible, to speak and act
as  one,  l t  has  been
part lcularly act lve rn the
flelds of social
rnvo lvement  and
educat ion ,  and 1n  tak ing
up the cause of
oppressed peoples in
Th i rd  Wor ld  count les .
Assemblies of the
Counci i  meet every seven
vea rs,

ln remote Australian
communities the local
church serves the needs
of the people, as tn this
coLtntry rcwn rn
Tasmania.
The 'church' is strictly not
a buildins but a qalheflno
of people. But the word tI
also used of the places
where Ch ri stians gathe.r
tar worsntp, prayer and
learning,
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e Claim to be lJnique

(,hrist ian clain-r is that Christ
un iquc :  Chr is t ian i tv  i s  no t .
is t iani tv can be c lassi l iec l  under

thc normal  headrngs of  a studv ol
an socie l r ,  ar-rd re l ig ion.  I t  has a

and complcx histor l ' ,  ieading
:nts. a massir-e l i tcrature. cl is

t ive r i tuals and character is t ic
i a l  t b r m r .  . \ l l  r h c . e  i . r n  h r ' p r r r a l -
I  bv the communit ics of other
ld  fa i ths ,  espec ia l l l ' Juda ism and
m, and scholars har-c comparecl
' t ruth-c la ims'- for  example.  the
i t1,  o l '  the Qur 'an--u 'h ich ale

in the di l lercnt rcl igious tra-

This studl '  of comparrt i lc rel igion
alarmcd some Chrisr ians because

it the lcatures of di i fercnt rcl igions
hecn  p l e . cJ  r i J c  hv  t i dc  r nJ

ir csscntial similari tv examined.
this proccss movcs l iom thc

rnals to the inner corc of rcl igious
th, Christ ians often feel their tbith
being 'relat ivizcd'.  reduccd to the

on levcl o1-human expcricnce

ianity and religion
believe Christ ians nccd ttar this

of studv as l i t t le as a kxing
rr ied couple lear the sociologist

tel ls thcm thev belong to the
sub-group of societ l '  ar-rd havc
cultural l l '  condit ioned in thc

, , , . - . ,  ^ - _ l  , L . - f  : - . , , L . ,  r L\ \ a \ .  J n L l  l n d l  I \  \ \ n \  t n c v  a r c

Fpv. Thev knoq'thcre is morc to i t
that! And Christ ians knorv that
belong to the human racc and
God's creative powcr has madc

them one l ' i th al l  othcr human
h ,  i n r ' .  i n  I h ' '  \ \  i r \  t l r : t  t h c i r  r n r n . l '
and bori ies antl  their socrir l  nl lures
riork. 

-I-herclt)rc 
i t  is l i rol ish to resist

the iclea that. as historians and sociol-
og is ts  look  a t  i t .  ( lh r i s t ian i t f  i s  one
n'rorc o1- the rel igions of the s'url t l .
I lut historv rncl sociologf is not thc
sho le  s lo r r ' .  though i t  r -na1 'be  to ld  rs
i l  i t  i s .

For manv n'ho l ive in the North
'\ t lantic region. hou'ever. ( lhr ist i i rn-
i tv is st i l I  ic]cnti f icd r '" ' i th the culture
n'hich has dominated r iorld historv
in rccenl ccnturies bf i ts tcchnologi-
cai ancl industr iai ski l ls. As this
region cntcrs n period ol relat ive
decl ine. Christ ianitr ' .  associatecl rvi th
thc past, is thought to be in dccl ine
too. So the gencral impression lcft  br, '
comparative rel igion seems to be con-
t irmcd b1' obse rr-at ion ol prescnt
trends. Christ ianitv is rclat ive to
other rel igions. and relat ivc to the
success and prosperit l '  of the cul lurc
rvhich has adoptcd i t .

Str icth'  speaking this is unde-
niable. but i t  states onlv part of thc
Iruth. The fact is thtrt  ( lhr ist ians
began as a social l l '  deprived and
trequentl l ,  persecuted group, and for
much of their historl '  Europcan
(lhrist ians belongcd to a culture
rvhich u'as backward in comparison
rvith the ̂ \ lusl im communin'.  tr lore-
o r  e r .  e  h r i s t i a n i t v  m a v  b c  i n  i n s t i t u -
t ional decl ine in lrurope, but i t  is
certainl l '  not so in Afr ica. Latin
America or east Asia. The resi l ience

'G i ve  g l o r y  t o  you r
Son ,  so  t ha l  t he  Son
may  g i ve  g l o r y  t o  you .
Fo r  you  gave  h im
au tho r i t y  ove r  a l l
mank ind ,  so  t ha t  he
m igh t  g i ve  e te rna l  l i f e
t o  a l l  t hose  you  qave
h im .  And  e te rna l  l i f e
means  know ing  you ,
t he  on l y  t r ue  God ,  and
k n o w i n g  J e s u s  C h r i s t ,
whom you sent .  I  have
shown  you r  g l o r y  on
ea r t h ;  I  have  f i n i shed
the  wo rk  you  gave  n re
to do.  Falher,  g ive rne
g lo r y  i n  you r  p resenc€
now,  t he  same  E lo t y  I
had wi th you belore
the  wo r l d  was  made . '

J l : , r s  i , : r : . , .
J o l r n  1 7  1  l ,



of Christianity under the harsh con-
ditions of the Soviet Union and
Maoist China is also highly sig-
nificant.

\fhen the student of religion
searches for explanations of the past
and present vitality of the Christian
faith he cannot fin(l the secret in any
one culture or any particular stage of
economic and cultural development,
for that vitality has existed in every
kind of human situation. \7hat has
always sustained Christians has been
the conviction that they have a per-
sonal relationship with a unique
Saviour who is both God and man.

Christianity and culture
Today Christians in the \7est have to
come to terms with more than the
studies of religion which have gone on
for more than a century in European
and American universities. They
must adiust to the living presence
of people of other faiths as fellow-
citizens. Islam is now the second
most numerous faith-community in
lJfestern Europe, far outstripping
Judaism. \ilestern countries have
substantial populations of all the
principal world faiths, as well as
adherents of the cults and new religi-
ous movements. Since many of these
new citizens are from Asian back-
grounds, they encounter prejudice
and discrimination because of their
skin-colour and way of life. Christ-
ians and others have attempted to
fight these evils by affirming the
value of Asian cultures, and resisting
the view that the \Testern way of life
is intrinsically better than any other.
Many now accept that only a
minimum of adiustment should be
required from the newcomers to'Western 

society, and that iustice and
common sense both point to the basic
equality of all cultures.

It is clear that religion and culture
are inextricably entwined, and many
will go on to assert that the basic
equality of all cultures means the
radical equality of all religions. Even
some who are serious about their own
Christian identity will say, '\7e have
our way to God and they have theirs.
Ours is true/works for us, and theirs

_----..\

is true/works for them.' Such ,,,,
rudes strike most of our ltlesi"li
contemporaries as tolerant, batan.l]]
and true to the complex social sii,)
tions of our time. Often on" s.n*"11
underlying feeling of guitt abouiit'j
imperialist exploitation of rhe p1i1'
and the devaluation of Asian .utiur.i
which went with it, A new roleraiil
of faiths is often reckoned ro be 

"",iofthe reparation due to the Easr fiJm
the \ilest.

I t  is important _to notice 1[s1
Christians with much longer expefi-
ence of life in multi-faith sociedes do
not often share these attitudes.
Christians in the Middle East have
maintained their discipleship for cen-
turies without admitting any such
fundamental identity between Islam
and Christianity. Ifthey had adopred
such an idea they would have had no
reason to reject Islam for themselves,
but they preferred to accepr an
inferior position in societv and
occasional persecution rather than
put the two faiths on the same level.

A bishop from Sri Lanka noted in
1979 that British Christians were un-
willing 'to make critical evaluation of
the experience and truth-claims' of
other religions, and warned them
that this stemmed in part from 'the

general loss of self-confidence among
many people in the \Testern world in
a posi-imperial era. Bishop Vick-
remesinghe went on to describe how
people of different faiths-Buddhist,
ilitrOu. Muslim and Christian-lived
and worked together in the same
national culture of Sri Lanka, trytng
to establish justice, peace and pros-
perity, yet never losing sight ol tne
fact that their respective underslanq,-
ings of the truth were in the eno
irriconcilable. He talked of what wtll

surely be the experience of manY
tWestern nations in the future, how

otttii t.figlons 'are always present
before us is alternative explanattons
of the mysteries of life and death' anu

especially of suffering. In our regrur.i
.o-putuiirr. religion-is not confineu
to university faculties or small groupD

with an interest in this subiect l l r) ;

facet of our normal exPerience a"-

within which we have fo mak" coo-

creie optio.,s in the traumatic silua;

tions we face as we go through llle'

and other faiths
Christians do not have the

opportunities as Sri Lankans.
theless there are many oppor-

ies to meet people of other
and to study their beliefs at

hand. It is vital that Christians do
come to easy conclusions about
r faiths without some such study

them. Because the claims of the
religions conflict, it is ex-

tempting to compare the best
vour own faith with the worst of
ither. Sometimes those who insist

there are positive features in
faiths are thought to be disloyal

their own. There is no doubt that
tian history is full of'religious
ism'. Because people were un-
g to believe anything good
other faiths all sorts of rnac-

and distortions became ac-
as fact. Europeans still suffer
the caricature of Islam

arized in the Middle Ages, and
have been grossly and consis-
libelled by Christians, even by

church leaders and theolo-
This has been one of the

principal causes of the centuries-old
persecution of the Jews.

Ofcourse Christians have not been
alone in misrepresenting other fairhs.
Muslims have made their own mis-
representations of Christianity, but
with the growth of modern com-
munications this 'bearing of false
witness' is both unnecessary and
dangerous. It mattered less what a
Hindu believed about a Christian or a
Buddhist about a Jew if they were
never likely to meet. But today they
will and do. God is not honoured bv
lies, and the Christian faith is not
defended by defaming other faiths.
Such defamation is in any case likely
to be self-defeating, since uncom-
mitted people who take the trouble to
investigate what lies behind the
propaganda will feel that it is
Christianity which is exposed as
false.

But a Christian may happily set
aside self-serving descriptions of
other faiths and still feel that his
study of other faiths must come to a
stop somewhere. Even the specialist
in his technical vocarion of study
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ln many parts of the
woild, Christians have
seen the need to be
involved in education as
parl of their total
contribution to the
communtty.
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The Christian world
(approximate presenl-
day distribution)

cannot adequatell' examine all the
possible alternatives to the Christ ian
faith. No religion can be properll'
understood rvithout a real knorvledge
of its scriptures in their original 1an-
guage. Is he then t0 attempt thc
mastery of Hebrew, Arabic, Sanskri t
and Pali, as rvell as Nerv Testament
Grcck? It  is a l i fet imc's work to
plumb the depths of even one other
faith. It is true that therc are many
scholars to help us. and Christ ians
have actuallv madc much deeper
studics of other faiths than, for the
most part! scholars of other faiths
have made of Christianity. But can a
Christian say nothing about his faith
and other l'aiths with conlidence
unless he can make a claim to be
somc kind of expert?

To put the same question more
sharpll,: can we be sure that in
making Christ central to our lives
rather than one of his rivals we are
not making a great mistake? Or is
lhar  \c r \ '  lo rm o f  the  qucs t ion  cv i -
dence of our theological vulgarity,
and the Christian faith is really only
.)ar path to God, neither better nor

\vorse than man.v others./' l  
h i s  s c e o n d  p o s i t i o n i .  , . ,  ,

he ld .  bu t  i t  i '  we l l  lo  h r '  ,  , : i l
i n v o l r c J  i n  i t .  I i t h e  C h r ; ' '  , ' J  I t
on lv  one u f  manr ' .  and 1  .  

' ] ' t

e r e n  l h e  b c s t ,  t h e n  i t  i : .  . ,  . . . n 0 '
supposc  tha t  o thcrs  ma1 ' ,  11 . *
mv re l ig ious  exper ienc t  ; ; : ]
e rper ience is  so  l im i ted  , , i r j l
F l 'n 'ange l ism then becorn , . : , ,por r -
ible, and mission must bt:  , : j ' i ;
service, for proclamation . ,  l j i i' theological imperial isrr Ih;
church then is to be limiri: li..,i,,_
gical grorvth alone. Nloreor', ,r11 thr
missionarl' activity of the ' n..,uri
be cal led in question, in'-r :rrg thc
missionary activity u'hich r .1ri the
churches of Europe and r, ,  ncrc.nt
churches of the -Nlidrlh ,rr. 11
short, the very basis of t,l't.. ' ,rch is
destroyed, for our e.\ ', ' 11g 115
Christians is little more tfr,.,., Sistor
ical accident and rei.li, rp an
i l lusion-the i l lusion thar ,  . ,"  \ \ 'as a
message to take to the .r, .  r f  thc
earth.

If  this is the conseqnri r  u1'thc
conventional view. horv .. rie hc

sure i t  is mistaken? The whole ques-
i ion  h ingcr  o fc r )u r \c  on  lhc  pcrson r ) f

i e s u s  C h r i s t .  F o r  t h t ' C h r i s t i a n s  o f
ihe  N"*  Tcs lamenl  Jesus  ( .h r is t  i s
un iquc lv  dc f in i t i vc  o f  thc  au thor i t r
and love of God. Jcsus himself
claimed to be 'rhe rva-v, and the truth,
2ni the lil-e; no one comes ro the
father, but by me'. And shortll' after
his death and rising again, the first
disciples were sa-ving to the .lcwish
leadership about Jesus: 

'Thcre is sal-
vation in no one else, for there is no
other name undcr heaven given
among men by which we must bc
saved.' And rhe missionarl' Paul u'as
later to write to a church in Asia
Minor that 'Hc is the image of the
invisible God . . . he exists beforc

everl.'thing) and all things arc held
togcther in him.'  Jesus is the true
centre of human historl, and the
person in whom God has revcaled
himself rvith complete authority.

Such is the consistent witness of
the New Tcstament, but horv can
such a claim be proved? Thc evi-
dence of thc life and death and resur-
rection of Jesus, and the test imony of
his followers over ccnturies can bc set
out for inquirers, and evangelists and
writers are constantly doing i t .  But i f
it were possible ro proue that Jesus
was finally authoritative for men,
appointed b1' God, it could onl-v be
done b t  e i t ing  another  aurh i ' r i t r '
more  f ina l  than Jesus  h imse l f .  and
the proof uruld collapse. The most

Young Chr ist ians f  n:nt
East  l , /a laysia leacj  the
st ,ngtn{J in their  open.ai r
cn u rcn.
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Christian doctors in
Korea pray together for
God's help before an
operatpn.

'Belore the world was
created, the Word
already existed; he
was with God. and he
was the sameis God.
From the very
beginning the Word
was with God.
Through him God
made al l things; not
one thing in al l
creation was made
without him. The Word
was the source of life,
and this l i fe brought
life io mankind. The
light shines in the
darkness, and the
darkness has never put
il out.'

The opening words of
John's Gospel, speaking
o1 Jesus

elegant logic and compelling argu-
ments in favour of Jesus are no more
than requests to listen to him and
look at him. His life and teaching are
self-authenticating-they are their
own authority, because only in this
way can they be ultimately binding
on us.

The uniqueness of Christ
This means that when a Christian
sets out to consider the nature of
other religious traditions, he does so
on the basis of God's self-revelation
in Jesus Christ. Jesus is the perfect
expression of God's nature in human
terms, and in Jesus God has reversed
his previous judgement of condem-
nation on the human race. The
Christian finds both his identity and
his total security in belonging to God
through Jesus, and the community of
Jesus. His personal shortcomings
and inadequacies, though still a
source of pain and grief to him, are
not allowed to rob him of his sense of
being favoured by God, and he
knows the privilege of being used by

God in his plan for the whole ^"
mankind. He prays- condnually #
the special quality of ioyous aff"'.rX
which marked the life of Jesu*-,'Il
hopes ro pass after this life into}i
presence.

He looks for echoes and reflections
of $9 Spirit of Jesus everyrvhg;"
including the communities of otnll
faiths, and is delighted wt en.he frnil
them, not trying to_belittt. th"m bii
being glad that 'God has nor l.c,
himself without witnesses', as iij
aposrle Pall put it when speaking 16'i
pagan audience. For acknowledgini
rhe supreme aurhoriry of Jesus m6ani
a committed mind but not a closed
mind. Commitment to Jesus is corn-
mitment to a total availability to
every human being. Jesus' openness
to every kind of person was notorious
to his religious critics, who were
frequently scandalized by the com-
pany he kept. His parables reflected
the basic human goodness to be
found in the Samaritan, theologically
at odds with Judaism. He said about
a pagan soldier who took him at his
word, 'I tell you this: nowhere, even
in Israel, have I found such faith.'
Christians need not fear that commit-
ment to Jesus means that they will
not be open to others, for his own
example precludes that.

At the same time a Christian
cannot be loyal to Jesus and also
consider the possibility of other fun-
damental toyattles foi himself. He
cannot remain a Christian and have
an open mind about the final auth-
ority of Jesus. If he does it means that
he really takes his own judgement as

the final authority, usuallY on some
philosophical principle. Of course t

fr;;;i;G;io"'iui. in the end for
all my ludgemints, but that is not tnl

same'as si'ying that I am capable ̂ol
pronouncing 

-my 
iudgement -on

Jesus. Once I have found where u''

hnal word of God is expressed, I cln

ont-v suUmit io it. I cannot sit^tn

religious or philosophical ludgemerr
on ft. I can only resPond with rnY

whole being, which is whY love'.^u'-
expression 

-oi 
the whole pers.ol'I"i

thi root of Christianity. And humo"

i""Jl?: 3:". 3:::,:: f' lf, " ii'"'#n;;
shown them in Christ.

rted response to God, for which
her word is 'faith'. '\7hen the
of Man comes, will he find faith

earth?' he asked. His complainr
nst the religion of his day was

it was not whole-hearted but
ritical. At times it was even

pulative and cynical. Here Jesus
fudgement not iust on the
of his own day but on all

blished religion, including
istianity in its historic and con-

forms. Jesus' harshest
s are reserved for the Pharisees
the scribes, the religious and
ogical leaders of Judaism-not
lse he wanted to destroy the
h faith (other rabbis made simi-

attacks) but because the very best
human religion is inwardly cor-

. Human frustration and evil are
brought about by external things,

cannot be dealt with iust bv
means: for it is 'out of the', said Jesus, that come 'evil

s, murder, adultery, fornica-
, theft, false witness, slander.

are what defile a man; but to
with unwashed hands does not

a man.' Religious prescriptions
reach the heart of the matter.

the heart of Christianity lies the
ledge that religion is not free
the desperate wickedness of

, for Jesus was condemned and
ified by rhe religious authorities,

in concert with pagan poli-

religion
nity in all its historic forms is

unique. It shares in the sinful
of all human activiw. and is

at risk when it tries to deny that

ion under iudgement
continually sought this whole-

character. But it carries the messase
of the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, 

-of

his final authority for men and
women, and his final solution to the
helplessness of a world fit only for the
scrap-heap. For Jesus came, not with
a new 'religion', a new code or a new
philosophy, but to meet human
bankruptcy and rottenness with its
pain and separation from God and to
absorb it into himself by his total
obedience to God-to the point of an
agonizing and humiliating death. He
came also to initiate a new order, a
completely new start for the human
race, a new creation which began
with his own resurrection from
death. Men and women are invited to
abandon their own futile attempts to
reach and please God and simply to
put their trust in Jesus, who alone
truly knows him. They are invited to
become part of the community of
those who live by that faith and share
the life of Jesus while they wait for
the new age in which all will
acknowledge him.

So Christians say 'yes' to
Christianity as the vehicle of Jesus,
but 'no' to it when it betrays rhat
message, as it often has. Christians
say both'yes' and'no' to other faiths
too. Yes, when insights from them
filI out and underline and tell in a
new vocabulary the glory of God as
Jesus has shown him to be. But no,
when as so often in human thought
and action, the image of God in man
is defaced because man has turned
his face away from God to bow down
to ideas and idols of his own inven-
tion, or when the glory of God in
Jesus is set aside and controverted. If
Christianity is unique, it is only be-
cause Christ is. If it ceases to witness
to him, it ceases to have any value for
the human race.

'-Whoever 
believes in

the_Son of God has this
test imony in his own
heart; but whoever
does not believe God.
h?.s made him out to 5e
a ttarr because he has
not believed what God
has said about his Son.
The.Testimony is this:
r'OO nas gtven us
eternal l i fe, and this
life has its source in
his Son, Whoever has
the Son has this l i fe:
whoever does not hive
the Son of God does
not have life,'

John's fl rst letter, b: 1 0-l 2

'Come to me, all of you
who are tired from 

-

carrying heavy loads,
and I will give you rest.
Take my yokehnd put
it on you, and learn
from me, because I am
gentle and humble in
spir i t ;  and you wil l  f ind
rest,'

Matthew 11,28-29


