The Lent Lectures 2010 – Faith at the Crossroads
24 March 2010- “Is Jesus Unique?”
During these five evenings of Lent we have been exploring how faith affects a number of contemporary issues.  On the first Wednesday evening we looked at the future of Christianity, asking how is Jesus Christ going before us into a new future?  In the second week we explored how the values of the kingdom which Jesus teaches can be lived out if we understand the central place that children have in what Jesus calls the Kingdom of God.  In the third week we asked whether faith in Jesus Christ is a private truth or also a public truth about the ordering of human society.  And last week we came to questions about the greatest moral dilemma of our day – how does belief in the Lordship of Jesus Christ over all creation affect our understanding of our responsibility for the environment?  On the first of our evenings together I said that I hoped that in all this exploration we would keep our eyes fixed on Christ.

So tonight we do precisely that.  In the season of Passiontide, as the Church follows Jesus on his way to crucifixion, we come to a central question for all Christians: “Is Jesus unique?”  Is this way of seeing, loving and living with God the supreme, unique and irreplaceable way of being human?  And if so, what does that say about our relationship with others who do not believe what we believe?  So I want to rehearse the key passages from the Old Testament and the New Testament which led early Christians to believe in the uniqueness of Christ, then look at the current moral, political and philosophical objections to the idea of Jesus as unique.  Then to explain what is meant by absolute truth and to then look at the implications for relations with other faiths.
Last night I was in Melton Mowbray installing a new Team Vicar in the Melton Team Ministry.  As always at the moment of inaugurating a new ministry, the Bishop reads out the Church of England’s Declaration of Assent.  We claim to be “The one, holy Catholic and Apostolic Church worshipping the one true God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit and professing the faith uniquely revealed in the Holy Scriptures and set forth in the Catholic creeds.”  The Church of England therefore claims to bear witness in its historic formularies to the God who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit and who became incarnate in Jesus.  It is this God who it proclaims in its mission and evangelism.  It is this God in whose name it baptises people.
The claim is made at every moment at the beginning of a new ministry of every priest – that our faith is “uniquely revealed”.  What is the basis for this claim?  Its origins lie in the understanding of the oneness of God which is found in a number of Old Testament passages.  For example: 
“To you it was shown so that you would acknowledge that the Lord is God; there is no other besides Him.” (Deuteronomy Chapter 4, verse 35)
“And Ezra said: “You are the Lord you alone; you have made heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them.  To all of them you give life, and the host of heaven worships you.” (Nehemiah, Chapter 9, verse 6)

“I am the Lord, and there is no other; besides me there is no God; I arm you, though you do not know me, so that they may know from the rising of the sun and from the West, that there is none besides me; I am the Lord, and there is no other.” (Isaiah, Chapter 45, verses 5 – 6)
So the theme of the Old Testament passages is that the one God creates and upholds the universe and everything that exists within it and He is the sole ruler of history.

It was on the basis of Jesus’ teaching about himself and his mission and on the basis of his life and death and resurrection that the first Christians came to believe that the God of Israel, in the person of Jesus, (as the second article of religion puts it); “Took man’s nature in the womb of the Blessed Virgin, of her substance.”  And as part of this belief the first Christians held that after his resurrection Jesus ascended into heaven and at the end of the age He will come in glory to judge the living and the dead and to finally and fully reveal the kingly rule of God over all creation.

So the very earliest Christians believed that Jesus was God incarnate.  As we read: 

“And the word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld His glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father;” (John, Chapter 1, verse 14)

“For in Him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through Him God was pleased to reconcile to Himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of His cross; (Colossians, Chapter 1, verse 19)

“Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the Prophets but in these last days He has spoken to us by a Son, who He appointed heir to all things, through whom He has also created the worlds.  He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and He sustains all things by His powerful word.” (Hebrews, Chapter 1, verse 2)
I quote these passages at some length because they establish very clearly the earliest Christian belief that Jesus was divine and that He revealed God’s life.  But the earliest Christian belief was not that God was simply Jesus.  The earliest Christians believed that God exists as the Father, the one to whom Jesus prayed, to whom Jesus was obedient, who raised Jesus from the dead and to whom Jesus would hand over the Kingdom at the end of time.  And on the same grounds they believed further that God exists as the Holy Spirit, the One who had dwelt in Jesus and empowered His mission and whom Jesus had poured out on his followers on the day of Pentecost.
So the earliest Christian belief redefined Old Testament belief in the oneness of God as a belief that the Lord, the one God of Israel, exists as the Father, as the Son who had become incarnate in Jesus and as the Holy Spirit.

So we begin to answer the question “Is Jesus unique?” by establishing that the Church believes that the God it confesses is the source of salvation which is offered to all people everywhere (whether they are yet aware of the fact or not), and the ultimate source of the values that it shares in common with them.  But the Church also holds that, in obedience to the commission given by Jesus to his disciples in St Matthew’s Gospel, all Christians are called to act as God’s instruments in bringing other people to faith in Jesus Christ and to membership of His church through baptism.

And if we had any doubts about the early Christian belief that Christ had opened up a unique way to God then these two texts might be decisive.

The first is from St John, Chapter 14: “Thomas said to him “Lord we do not know where you are going.  How can we know the way?”  Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  No-one comes to the Father except through me.”

The second passage comes from the Book of Acts where Jesus speaks to the Jewish rulers in Jerusalem, Chapter 4 verse 8.: “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead.  This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.  There is salvation in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
It is from these two powerful texts that the classic Christian conviction comes – that what we encounter in Jesus Christ is simply the truth.  It is the truth about God and the truth about humanity.  And the classic Christian position has been that if you do not live into that truth and accept it, there must be consequences because this is the last word about God in God’s creation.  So theologians have spoken of the finality of Christ.  They have said there is nothing more to know.  No-one apart from Jesus of Nazareth expresses the truth like this.  

So we come to the point of the lecture.  These claims are deeply problematic for many people today.  They raise questions about people of other faiths and their place in God’s salvation.  They raise questions about how we in general communicate what we believe God is doing in the world.  So the objections to classic Christian belief in the finality and uniqueness of Christ fall into three broad groups.

The first group of objections we might call moral.  What kind of a God is it who makes salvation or eternal life dependent on something which is a matter of chance?  What about all those people who never had a chance of hearing about Jesus?  What about all those who have heard about Jesus but have not understood or had an opportunity to find out what it meant?  What about the countless generations before Jesus?  What about the whole span of non-Christian culture untouched for centuries by the Christian Gospel?  Can we possibly believe in a just God who excludes people in some way for not being in the right place at the right time?  This is a profound moral objection based on the character of the God we say we believe in.
The second objection is one we might call political.  If you claim that Christ is the final truth about God and the universe, surely that gives you a perfect excuse for imposing your views on others and silencing those who have different views.  This can become a justification for crusading and colonisation.  Isn’t this a recipe for contempt towards a large part of the human race?  Surely it simply enshrines prejudices about the superiority of our culture based on a theological argument.  

And then there is a third group of objections which you could call philosophical.  Surely every truth relates to its own culture and its own times.  What then could we possibly mean by saying that truth expressed in the Middle East two thousand years ago was a truth applicable to everybody everywhere?
Taken together these three great objections are the ones that have been mounted against traditional Christian doctrine in recent decades.  And all of us may, in one form or another, identify with these objections, sympathise with them and hold them ourselves.  We are programmed in a plural society to be profoundly uneasy about the idea of belief in any absolute truth.  We are programmed to believe that this is likely to make for bigotry and intolerance and exclusiveness towards those of other convictions.  So belief in the uniqueness of Christ in the way that it’s been usually understood is something that sits very uncomfortably with a society that regards itself as plural, liberal and democratic.
Well these are powerful objections.  And if we are to commend the Christian faith in a context like ours here in Leicester, we need to be very sure what we are commending and how to meet some of these objections.  For some people, they have concluded that the objections do not need to be met and that the real answer is to give up on the uniqueness of Jesus Christ and proclaim Him as one possible answer amongst many.  But that strategy suggests something of a departure from the position of the early Church.  So let’s look again at exactly what it is that the New Testament does and does not claim.

In a recent lecture on this subject the Archbishop of Canterbury said this: “What the New Testament does not say is “unless you hold the following propositions to be true there is no life for you”.  What it does say is “without a vital relationship with Jesus Christ who is the word of God made flesh, you will not become fully what you were made to be.  You will not live into the fullness of your human destiny.”  And it is this claim – not so much about the unique truth in form of words but about unique relationship with Jesus which is important.”
The Archbishop goes on to explain that if we are to be reconciled as a son or daughter with the God that Jesus calls Father then it is in walking in His way that that becomes a reality.  And the Archbishop explains that this is about a kind of life, not about a set of ideas or about repeating what Jesus says.  It is about following Him and making His life and His spirit evident in the way we live.  So the challenge of the New Testament is always a challenge to change our lives.  The answer to the question “what is the way to the Father?” is not “hold this set of doctrines”, or “learn this set of propositions”.  But rather walk this way towards the Father.  And the way of walking is the way of Jesus.

And that of course relates to the Christian understanding of the Trinity.  Christians believe that God is in His own existence is already a pattern of loving relationship.  We can step into the stream of the divine life by walking with Christ and by being empowered by the Spirit.  And it means that growing into what were designed to be, is not something in our hands depending on our ideas but rather something which the Holy Trinity brings about as a gift.

And this is at the heart of the New Testament claims about Jesus.  It raises the question whether we believe there is anything that is true in and for all human beings.  Or do human beings have different needs and different destinies?  Ought we to be saying that what is good for this group is not necessarily good for that group?  Ought we to be saying that to be a child of God is fine for some people but not for others?  And that question starts to affect the moral objection which I mentioned earlier.  The point is that if we see all human beings as needing the closest possible relationship with the life of God’s love, then we are not saying that God arbitrarily decides that if you don’t believe you are somehow excluded.  If the emphasis is on the work of the Holy Trinity rather than human effort, then we may begin to see that the life of the Trinity, revealed in Jesus Christ, may well be touching and engaged in all kinds of people who don’t use those formulations or who are not part of the language of the Christian tradition.

Secondly this begins to deal with the political objection.  The mystery of growing into human fulfilment in the life of the Holy Trinity is not something that can be enforced by any human power.  It belongs to the Act of God.  The more you believe that God really is God, the less you believe God needs to be protected by human beings from the consequences of His own recklessness.  So belief in the finality and uniqueness of Jesus does not compel us to a position of moral or cultural superiority or to a desire to enforce these beliefs on others.

What does all this amount to?

To speak of the uniqueness of Christ is to speak of a belief as Christians that because of Jesus Christ a new phase in human history (not just the history of the Middle East) has opened up.  There is now a community representing the new creation, a restored humanity – called the Church.  There is now on earth a community which proclaims God’s will for universal reconciliation and God’s presence in and among us leading us towards full humanity.  And that is what the Church claims happens as a result of the life and death and resurrection of Jesus.  So believing in the uniqueness of Christ has something to do with a belief in the turning point of history, the introduction of a new historical moment which changes everything around it.  And as a result of that historical moment Christians claim there is a basic destiny for all human beings under God.  And ultimately we are pushed to say that we do not believe there are different destinies and different levels of dignity for different sorts of human beings, but rather all human beings have the potential to find fulfilment in the uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ.  And this is a statement about the universal potential of all human beings to be reconciled and to be part of a universal fellowship.

This then leads us into our thinking about what our relations with other faiths needs to be about.  It does certainly not amount to saying “salvation lies only in this way, and everyone else is going to hell”.  In true dialogue with people of other faiths or convictions we expect to learn something of God.  We expect to be different as a result of the encounter.  When we sit alongside people of other faiths we expect to see in their humanity and their faith something that challenges and enlarges ours.  We expect to receive something from them as a gift to our faith.  And to receive is not to compromise our faith but to recognise that the infinite truth that is in the Holy Trinity is not a matter which can be exhausted by one set of formulae or one set of practices.  We may emerge from dialogue confident about our faith and yet able to say that we have learned something we never dreamed of and that our discipleship is enriched in gratitude and respect.

And this means that it is very clear that it is not for us to judge the eternal destiny of those who believe differently from us.  The Archbishop in his recent lecture made this very clear.  We absolutely have to leave it to God to sort out what the destiny of any human being is.  Archbishop Rowan said that Christians often have a vague feeling that God hasn’t read the proper books.  That somehow he’s not clear enough about who is in and who is out.  And that’s precisely the point.  In believing in the uniqueness of Jesus Christ we are making no presuppositions about God’s way of working in those who cannot share this faith.

And this is why we here in Leicester should be profoundly grateful for and proud of the work that has been done over the years in dialogue and encounter with other faiths.  The work is now focussed for us at the St Philip’s Centre as many of you know.  This originated five years ago with the local church in Evington striking out in a new direction to offer its premises as a basis for teaching, encounter and dialogue.  Through the partnership between the Parish Church Council and the Diocese and the national Presence and Engagement Programme the experience of living out the Gospel in the midst of people of other faiths can be offered to churches locally and regionally and training can be provided for many people in the public sector in engagement across faith boundaries.  The St Philip’s Centre offers the programme “Unfamiliar Journey” which is an ecumenical course for people who are interested in encouraging Christian witness and building good relations with people of different faiths.  There are courses for chaplaincy and pastoral care in multi-faith institutions, an MA in inter-religious relations, senior leadership training workshops and other programmes designed to enable confident Christian proclamation and witness in a multi-faith culture.
The fact that it has been possible to develop this work quickly in recent years in Leicester reflects something of the shift in our society during the last generation.  We have moved from a national Christian identity to a multi-faith community in which a variety of faith positions relate to one another to some extent on a level playing field.  But this is not to say that for Christians we live in a market place in which all religions are of equal status and compete with each other in a kind of spiritual free market.  Our story in this country surely places the Christian churches in a particular relationship to other faiths which is not simply one of straightforward equivalence.  Rather it is one of holding something of the national identity, the national story, the national self-understanding in a way that enables the confident proclamation of all faiths without threat, intimidation or conflict.  Surely that is what the vision of the uniqueness of Jesus Christ enables the Christian churches to hold before society.  And that is why it is important that the St Philip’s Centre is unashamedly a Christian centre for study and engagement rather than a multi-faith centre.

So my answer to the question “Is Jesus unique?” is yes.  But that this does not settle the question of who is saved and who is not, nor does it exclude from the action of God’s love those whose belief is different.

The Archbishop in his lecture summed all this up in this way: “In short and in conclusion, belief in the uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ – for all the assaults made upon it in a modern age – remains for the Christian a way of speaking about hope for the entire human family.  And because it’s that, we are bound to say something about it.  We are very rightly suspicious of proselytism, of manipulative, bullying, insensitive approaches to people of other faith which treat them as if they knew nothing, as if we had nothing to learn and as if the tradition of their reflection and imagination were of no interest to us or to God.  God save us from that kind of approach.  But God also save us from the nervousness about our own conviction which does not allow us to say that we speak about Jesus because we believe He matters.  We believe He matters because we believe that in Him human beings find their peace.  Their destinies converge and their dignities are fully honoured.  And all the work that we as Christians want to do for the sake of convergent human destiny and fullness of human dignity has its root in that conviction that there is no boundary around Jesus – but what He is and does and says and suffers is in principle liberatingly relevant to every human being, past, present and future.”
That vision of one in whom all human beings find their peace is what we are offered in these coming days as we walk with Jesus to the Cross.
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