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            Acts 4:5-12 and John 10:11-18


The two readings, which you’ve just heard, assigned to this morning by the order of readings called the Revised Common Lectionary, different views on the question of salvation.  The reading from the Gospel of John hints at a pretty inclusive view of salvation.  It says, after all, that there are other flocks besides the one that Jesus is currently addressing, and these other flocks know Jesus as well.  I don’t think it’s too much of a stretch to hear in that metaphor assurance that in some way beyond our understanding, non-Christians can have a saving relationship with God.  The reading from the Book of Acts, however, paints a much more exclusive picture, saying of Jesus, “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”

So we have a little problem here.  This isn’t a problem that WE have created, mind you.  It’s a problem that arises from the diversity of writings that are contained within our Bible.  There are, in fact, other passages in the Bible that seem to suggest an inclusive vision of salvation.  Think of the covenant that God makes with Noah after the flood.  That covenant, we’re told, includes not just Noah and his family, but all of their descendants and all of creation.  And think of Jesus’ words in the Gospel of John, “In my Father’s house there are many rooms.”


But in that same Gospel, Jesus is also quoted as saying, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Light.  No one come to the Father except by me.”  And there are many other verses as well that could—that are—used to support a more exclusive view of salvation.  In fact, if you made two lists, one entitled “Inclusive” and the other entitled “Exclusive”, you could fill both pages with Bible quotes and Bible stories.  One column would suggest that God’s relationship with human beings is universal, and the other column would suggest that it’s particular.  


These two views of salvation, these two understandings of our relationship with God, are in tension with each other.  That tension is played out not just in the Bible, but it is also played out in Christian history, and even in our world today.  In fact, it seems at times that we could even organize Christians themselves into two columns, with one group siding with the inclusive, the universal view, and one group siding with the exclusive, the particular view.


So which side are you on?  Do you side with the inclusive vision of John 10?  Or do you side with the exclusive declarations of Peter in Acts 4?  How many of you want to hold on to both passages? 


In the highly charged, political atmosphere of American Christianity, it often seems like we need to pick one side of the argument and then ignore, discount, or argue against the other side.  Now, I haven’t been around KC for that long, but I’m guessing that you haven’t heard a lot of preaching around here that suggests that Jesus’ is the only name that saves, and that there is salvation in no one else.  I’m guessing that most of us, when we find a passage in the Bible that sounds welcoming, that sounds inclusive, we are delighted, and when we find a passage in the Bible that sounds exclusive, we turn the page as quickly as possible and think about what a shame that stuff like that is in there.


But is this the only way to handle the clear tension in the Bible between the inclusive and the exclusive?  Is there some way we could read—and even love and embrace these exclusive passages and still be inclusive, welcoming people and an inclusive, welcoming church?  Is there some treasure, some richness, and some insight that we are in danger of losing if we dismiss these exclusivist claims too quickly?


As you might imagine, I have struggled most of my adult life with the tension between the inclusive and exclusive parts of the Bible.  This is due, in large part, to the fact that I love both Jesus and my husband, Dan Kirk-Davidoff.  As many of you know, Danny is Jewish.  And since we met and fell in love when I was 20 years old, my identity as an adult Christian has essentially been formed in the context of my relationship with Dan.  And while at times this has meant that I’ve had a sense of separation in the different parts of my life—I’ve held mutually conflicting beliefs simultaneously—I’ve yearned for a long time to pull the two great loves of my life together, and to love Jesus and to love Danny without feeling like one love would require me to judge the other.


I wonder if it might be possible for the exclusive and the inclusive, the particular and the universal, have another kind of interaction besides choosing sides.  Maybe there is a way to understand the tension between these two parts of the Bible as creative—maybe both claims are true.  Now, I am the first one to admit that I am not speaking as an impartial observer here.  I have a vested interest in find a way to connect, to integrate these two worldviews.  But I think we all do.  As long as we’re going to read this Bible and not some kind of edited version, and as long as we’re going to live in a world where we live near, form friendships with, come to love and respect people of different religions, it is worth the effort to find something beyond either/or.


Can you imagine such a resolution?  Are there other parts of your world, other things you have come to know and love, where you hold together both inclusive and exclusive claims, universal and particular statements?  As I’ve pondered this question over the past couple of weeks, I’ve thought of two examples in my own experience where I hold that tension together:  telling a story, and falling in love.


First, telling a story.  I took a class called “The Writer’s Toolbox” at the Writers Center in Bethesda in January, and I sat up and took notice when the instructor gave us some very clear guidance about descriptive writing.  “Be as specific as possible,” she told us, whether we are describing a place, a person, or an experience.  Don’t say the scenery was beautiful—describe the colors of the mountains in the distance at sunset.  Don’t say you had a good meal—describe how the tomatoes exploded in your mouth with the flavor of the garden.  The reason for this is not just to make your writing more interesting, but also gives it a wider, more universal appeal.  There is something about particularity which hooks us, even if we don’t know the place, haven’t had the meal.


Second, think of how we fall in love.  There was a time in my life when I was interested in boys in general a whole lot more than I was interested in any boy in particular.  I was interested in attracting their interest to me, being admired.  But when I grew up a bit, I fell in love with one boy in particular.  By that time, my interest wasn’t just on what he thought of me—my attention was on him.  My interest in his particularity brought me out of myself—made me less absorbed in my own particularity, more open to others--in a way that boys in general never could.


Now, the church I grew up in talked a lot about God in general.  It was a liberal church, and so we talked about Jesus as an important teacher, a moral guide, and we talked about God being the same God for all the religions.  And we talked a lot about how much God loved everybody, and how much we loved everybody too.


As I grew up and stepped away from the religious setting in which I grew up, I found myself drawn more and more to the particularities of Jesus, his particular actions, his particular words.  But it wasn’t until about five years after I was ordained that I really got challenged to deal with the implications of Jesus’ particularity.  The challenge came from a man named Tom Bandy, who had been hired as a church revitalization coach by the Massachusetts Conference of the United Church of Christ.  Bandy’s message was quite clear, and in that setting, quite provocative.  If you want to have a vital church, a vital ministry, he said, you need to begin by answering one central question:  “What is it about your experience of Jesus that the world cannot live without.”  


I really struggled with Bandy’s question.  The fact of the matter is, I found it very foreign to my way of looking at religion.  I didn’t think of my relationship with Jesus Christ as being of much importance to the world at all.  I saw it as a sort, a brand of religious experience, and I knew that there were many other religious experiences available to people out there, other sorts, other brands.  But Tom Bandy kept pushing.  He was convinced that if you could answer that question—a question that pulls you right into the heart of Christian particularity—then you would be able to tell a story, and you would be able to fall in love.


The Christian story is, in the end, a particular one.  If you want to be able to tell a story to other people about what your church is about, or what the Gospel is about, you need to be able to tell a particular story, not mention a few generalities.  That’s not to say you need to deny or even ignore all of the universal promises and passages of scripture.  But to tell the story with its full power, you need to tell the particularities.


Particularity also helps if you want to fall in love.  It’s funny—I never really thought much about loving Jesus when I was growing up.  That seemed like the kind of language that other people, in other, more conservative churches used.  It wasn’t until I really started to try to answer Tom Bandy’s question, the question of what it is about Jesus that really makes a difference, not just in my own heart, but in the world, that I really found myself falling in love.  The day that I declared out loud for the first time (and I still remember the place and the time) that the story of the resurrection—the story that assures us that the grave is not the goal of life—that that story gives grounds for hope that the world desperately needs, that day I knew that I had fallen in love.  And I wasn’t the least bit embarrassed!


There is a tension between universality and particularity in the Bible, and in Christian expression, and it’s not easy to hang on to both sides at once.  But let me tell you as story.  Last night, I was tired and aggravated when I came to the birthday party here last night.  And I got a lot more aggravated when I opened up the box with the chocolate fountain and discovered that it was still dirty from the last time I used it.  It’s a tough job to clean that thing, and just as I was going to either start cussing or crying, Dan stepped in and offered to do it for me.  He cleaned out all the little pieces of old chocolate, and he reassembled the fountain, and then he warmed up the melted chocolate and poured it in and got the whole thing working right.  If I tell you that story, and then tell you that I am married to the most loving, kind and patient man in the world, all of you will hear my words as an expression of love, and none of you I’m sure will feel like I have just critiqued your husband.


Thanks be to God.
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