
The Sweet Problem of Inclusiveness:
Finding Our God in the Other I b y  sa m ir  s e l m a n o v ic

Chomina, chief of the Algonquin tribe, lost all his men 
protecting an expedition of the French colonizers of Quebec 
as they traveled fifteen hundred miles to the Huron Mis- 
sion. A cruel winter, a brutal attack, capture, and torture by 
another Native American tribe resulted in a mortal wound 
for the chief. ^  Sensing the end, FdtllCr LdforgilC, 
Jesuit priest and leader of the expedition, said to the chief, 
"When I die, Chomina, I w ill go to paradise. Let me baptize 
you now so you will go there too." ^  "Why would I w ant 
to go to your paradise?" Chomina responded. "My people, 
my woman, and my boy would not be there." ^  The next 
day, as the chief lay dying in the snow. Father Laforgue 
made one more attempt: "Chomina! My God loves you. If 
you accept his love, he will admit you to paradise!" ^  
"Leave, my friend, leave," Chomina murmured as he died.1

Our religion has become a Christ management system.

W e have experienced great joy in God's embrace of 

humanity through Jesus Christ. It has filled our lives 

with light. But Christianity's idea that other religions 

cannot be God's carriers of grace and truth casts a large 

shadow over our Christian experience. Does grace, the 

central teaching of Christianity, permeate all of reality, 

or is it something that is alive only for those who pos- 

sess the New Testament and the Christian tradition?

Is the revelation that we have received through Jesus 

Christ an expression of what is everywhere at all times, 

or has the Christ Event emptied most of the world and 

time of saving grace and deposited it in one religion,
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or many of us, the problem was not immediate- 

ly apparent. Discovering the God of the Bible 

felt like puzzle pieces of all that is truthful and 

beautiful coming together. A flat world turned 

3D , the grayscale turned to color, as if someone had 

turned on the light. W e were bathed in light. In time our 

eyes adjusted and we became aware of shadows.

It has always been that way. Every generation of 

those who decide to follow Christ learns that there are 

Bible texts to be reinterpreted, theologies to be recon- 

structed, faith communities to be reimagined. Those of 

us who are a part of the conversation about the emerg- 

ing church believe such transformations are God's 

doing. And for our generation, the shadow is not to be 

seen in the flaws of Christian people or the dysfunction 

of Christian institutions, as flawed and imperfect as they 

may be. Our shadow is the idea of Christianity itself.
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scendent sweep over our existence and it seems to me 
that humanity has been squandering this gift. O ne just 
needs to look at what we are doing to each other. But in 
the midst of the mess, I see grace of a new beginning all 
around me. And w ithin me, 1 often fail to respond to it. 1 
participate in the madness instead. W henever in my inner 
life 1 do turn to this grace to look for a second chance, I 
am always granted one. I think I want to spend the rest of 
my life being a channel of that same goodness to others." 
T h is  view embodies the doctrine of creation, sin, salva-

namely ours? And more practically , how can we have a 
genuine two-way conversation w ith non-Christians 
about our experience of God if we believe that G od 
w ithholds his revelation from everyone but Christians?

Because we believe that there are no shadows in 
C h rist, we want nothing less than to reinterpret the 
Bible, reconstruct the theology, and reimagine the 
church to match the character of G od that we as fol- 
lowers of C h rist have come to know.

W hen I put m yself in the moccasins of ch ief Chom i-

na, I feel God's Sp irit asking me, "W hat would you 
choose, eternal life w ithout your loved ones or eternal 
death w ith them?” Chom ina knew his answer. H e 
would rather die than live w ithout his beloved. Moved 
by the H o ly  Sp irit, people like Chom ina reject the idea 
of allegiance to the name of C h rist and, instead, want 
to be like him and thus accept him at a deeper level. 
T h is  choice between accepting the name of C h rist and 
being C h ristlike  has been placed before m illions of peo- 
pie in human history and today.

One does not need to believe in God before living in 
God's presence. God is present whether we believe in him 
or not.2 And people do respond to him. M ark, a non- 
Christian friend of mine from New York, says that for 
him "to become a part of Christian ity would be a moral 
step backwards." Yet, he would say things like this to me: 
"To  live is to be given a gift. I believe that there is a tran-

tion, and new life. Th a t’s Christ, embedded in the life of 
M ark, present in substance rather than in name.

The  Chominas and the Marks around us leave us won- 
dering whether Christ can be more than Christianity. O r 
even other than Christianity. Can it be that the teachings 
of the gospel are embedded and can be found in reality 
itself rather than being exclusively isolated in sacred texts 
and our interpretations of these texts? If the answer is yes, 
can it be that they are embedded in other stories, other 
peoples' histories, and even other religions?

Idolatry of Christianity
Questions that seek to differentiate C h rist and Chris- 
tianity seem less and less absurd than they once did. 
Com m only defined, C h ristian ity  is "a m onotheistic reli- 
gion centered on Jesus of Nazareth, and on his life and

Because we believe there are no 
shadows in Christ, we want 
nothing less than to reinterpret 
the Bible, reconstruct the 
theology, and reimagine the 
church to match the character 
of God that we as followers 
of Christ have come to know.
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id o la try , then w e have com e to believe that, 

fin a lly , G o d  has becom e "contained" b y  

C h r is t ia n ity .5 W e  do  be lieve  that G o d  is best 

defined  b y  the h istorical reve lation  in Jesus 

C h ris t , but to be lieve  that G o d  is lim ite d  to it 

w o u ld  be an attem pt to  m anage G o d . If one 

h o lds  that C h r is t  is c o n fin e d  to C h ris t ia n ity , 

one has chosen a g od  that is n o t sovereign. 

Spren K ierkegaard  argued that the m o m e nt 

one decides to becom e a C h ris tia n , one is 

liable to id o la try .6

R elig ion , w h e th e r in its trad ition a l o r per- 

sonal form s, is the w a y  w e approach  the 

p o w e r and m ys te ry  b e h in d  life, and since all 

hum ans have to approach  the p o w e r and 

m ys te ry  b e h in d  life , w e are all re lig ious. T h is  

includes skeptics w h o  say, "1 d o n 't be lieve  in 

G o d . I d o n 't have re lig io n ." Th a t's  a re lig ious 

statem ent, a statem ent o f dogm a. R elig ion  is a 

w a y  we ju s tify  o u r existence, an exp lanation  

o f w h y  w e m atter. It is o u r "im m o rta lity  sys- 

tern."7 So fo r us to surv ive , fo r o u r m eanings 

to stay intact, w e have to dism antle o r  dis- 

c red it the m eanings that are c o n tra d ic to ry  to 

ours. N o  w o n d e r that fo r m a n y o f us co n s id - 

e rin g  the p o s s ib ility  that C h r is t ia n ity  cou ld  

itself be an id o l in the b ib lica l sense o f the 

w o rd  is a th o u g h t to o  traum atic to  entertain.

Is our re lig ion  the o n ly  one that understands 

the true m eaning o f life? O r  does G o d  place 

his truth in others too? W e ll, G o d  decides, and 

not us. T h e  gospel is not our gospel, but the 

gospel o f the k in g d o m  o f G o d , and w hat 

belongs to the k ing dom  of G o d  cannot be 

hijacked b y  C hristian ity. G o d  is sovereign, like 

the w ind . H e  b low s w herever he chooses.

Taking a Backseat
Christian ity cannot regain credibility o r recapti- 

vate hum an imagination until it learns to exist for 

the sake of som ething greater than itself. People 

are rightfully afraid of any religion that will not 

accept its place at the feet o f the H o ly  M ystery.

If the Christian G o d  is not larger than Christiani- 

ty, then Christianity is sim ply not to be trusted.

teachings as presented in the N e w  Te sta - 

m e n t.”3 It is w o rth  b e in g  re m in d e d  that C h ris t  

n ever proc la im ed , "C h ris t ia n ity  is here. Jo in  

it." But C h ris t  d id  insist, " T h e  k in g d o m  o f 

G o d  is here. Enter it."

T h e  em erg ing  church  m o ve m e n t has com e 

to believe that the ultim ate context o f the sp ir- 

itual aspirations o f a fo llo w e r o f Jesus C h ris t  is 

not C h ris t ia n ity  but rather the k in g d o m  o f 

G o d . T h is  rea lization  has m a n y im plications, 

and the one standing above all is the fact that, 

like e ve ry  o th e r re lig io n , C h ris t ia n ity  is a n o n - 

g od , and e ve ry  n o n -g o d  can be an idol.

A cts o f greed, hatred , and neglect o f p eo - 

pie a ligned w ith  C h r is t ia n ity  that have lit - 

tered the w o r ld  th ro u g h o u t h is to ry  are a 

result o f th e ir lo v in g  som eth in g  else m ore 

than G o d . S in  is alw ays a result o f this dis- 

p lacem ent o f one's heart. Som eone o r som e- 

th in g  else, a n o n -g o d , becom es the focus o f 

one's love . A n  id o l is generated w h e n  som e- 

th in g  grabs the functional trust o f an in d iv id - 

ual o r a social g roup . It happens w h e n , in a 

re la tion sh ip  w ith  G o d , so m eth in g  o th e r than 

G o d  becom es a n o n -n e g o tia b le  value.

Has the supremacy of Christianity become our 

non-negotiable value? Every sin is a result of some 

faith com m itm ent to things, people, or forces 

other than G o d , w hich are ultim ately com m it- 

ments to self. Religion, any religion, is not exempt 

from these dynamics of hum an experience.4

Scripture frequently describes other religions 

as idolatrous. A lth o u g h  w orsh ip ing  idols w ou ld  

often result in violence, suffering, and degrada- 

tion, these were o n ly  the sym ptom s of the larger 

issue G o d  had w ith idol worshipers— their 

attempt to manage G o d . It was the sovereignty 

o f G o d  that was in question.

In the O l d  Testam en t, G o d  repeatedly 

rebuked his fo llow ers  fo r treating  h im  as a 

m anageable id o l, som eone th e y  cou ld  actually 

avo id  th ro u g h  the m eans o f re lig io n . C h r is - 

tians can con ce ive  o f th ings like m o n e y, sex, 

and p o w e r b e in g  idols. But the C h ris tia n  re li- 

g ion  itself b e in g  an idol? C e rta in ly , if w e p ro - 

claim  that C h ris t ia n ity  is im m une from
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possibility of a relationship with the God of the Bible, 
along with the Hebrews of the O ld  Testament who were 
without a knowledge of Jesus Christ—the person. The  
question begs to be asked: would God who gives enough 
revelation for people to be judged but not enough revela- 
tion to be saved be a God worth worshiping? Never!

God enlightens every human ever born and opens a 
way for a relationship w ith him . T h e  Bible says that if a 
person talks like an angel, but acts like a devil, his 
actions mean more than his words. H is deeds trump his

In the eyes of an increasing number of people seeking 
God, Christian or not, Christianity has developed an inor- 
dinate sense of self-importance. In contrast, there is poten- 
cy  and beauty to a religion that is able to place the good 
of the world above its own survival.

Paradoxically, Christianity professes to trust the most 
peculiar deity of all religions, the God who has incarnated, 
become a servant, and died for the sake of something 
more important to him than his own life.

The  future of Christianity depends on its willingness to

The future of Christianity depends 
on its willingness to serve some- 
thing larger than itself. If Chris- 
tianity is to be resurrected into a 
new life, it must aspire to be like 
the God it professes and take a 
backseat to something more dear 
than its own life.

faith. In the same way, one can deny a faith that is evi- 
dent in one's life .9 M y friend M ark from N ew York  
serves Jesus in substance rather than in words, liv ing out 
a wordless faith in G o d .10 T h is  is only to say that there 
are no indications in the Bible that this dynamic applies 
only to individuals and not to groups. Religions live 
under the spiritual laws of the kingdom of G od. Ta lk ing  
about other religions, theologian M iroslav V o lf says, 
"God may employ their religious convictions and prac- 
tices, or God may work apart from those convictions 
and p ractices... .That's partly how the giving and forgiv- 
ing God works in Christians too, often using but some- 
times circum venting their convictions and practices."" 
To  put it in different terms, there is no salvation outside 
of C hrist, but there is salvation outside of Christian ity .

For the last two thousand years, Christian ity has 
granted itself a special status among religions. An emerg-

serve something larger than itself. If Christianity is to be 
resurrected into a new life, it must aspire to be like the 
God it professes and take a backseat to something more 
dear than its own life. And what can be better than Chris- 
tianity? The  kingdom of God, of course. Th is  kingdom 
supersedes Christianity in scope, depth, and expression. 
Th is  is true regardless of whether we talk about "Christ- 
less" or "Christfuir Christianity. Even in its best form, 
Christian religion is still an entity in the human realm.

W hen we say that only Christ saves, Christ represents 
something larger than the person we Christians have come 
to know. H e is all and in all. And Christ being "the only 
way" is not a statement of exclusion but inclusion, an 
expression of what is universal.8 If a relationship with a 
specific person, namely Christ, is the whole substance of a 
relationship with the God of the Bible, then the vast 
majority of people in world history are excluded from the



There is no 
salvation 
outside 
of Christ, 
but there is 
salvation 
outside of 
Christianity.

learn about our G od from others.
In fact we have been doing it every week in our 

churches. W e use sermon illustrations from all 
aspects of life under the sun to illuminate the 
gospel of the kingdom of God, but we stop short 
of using and crediting such illustrations when they 
are part of someone else's religion, such as a life of 
Muhammad or a Zen story. W hy? Is it because we 
are afraid we might find our God there like we 
find him everywhere else? Christ, the apostle 
John, and the apostle Paul were not afraid. They 
used the terms, concepts, and sources of the reli- 
gions of the time to convey the meaning of the 
gospel. They could do it, and we cannot, simply 
because Jesus, John, and Paul were not about 
Christianity but about the kingdom of God.

Th is  explains another phenomenon. If we 
believe that the ultimate method of spreading 
the Good News is through loving people, w hy 
do non-Christians so rarely feel loved by Chris- 
tians? M y thesis is that love accepts what others 
have to offer and we think non-Christians don't 
have much of anything to add to what is most 
valuable to us, namely the gospel. Although we 
accept their virtues w ith admiration and their 
brokenness w ith compassion, we do not serious- 
ly  expect them to add to what matters most to 
us—our knowledge of and our relationship with 
God. W e withhold from them the possibility of 
being our teachers. W ithout an attitude of learn- 
ing, we have not entered a sacred "I/Thou" rela- 
tionship. And that's w hy they hold back. The  
world is w ithholding from us what we are with- 
holding from the world.

W e want to provide for them what they 
lack, care for their needs, and teach them 
w hat they need to know . T h e  position of 
giver affords us a sense of control. But true 
love means know ing how to take. You love 
your grandma when you take her recipe; you 
love strangers when you need their com pany; 
you love your parents when you need their 
advice; you love your children when you need 
their forgiveness; you love your friends when 
you hear their stories. W e don't tru ly love 
someone until we take what they need to give

ing generation of Christians is sim ply saying, 
"No more special treatment. In the Scripture 
God has established a criteria of truth, and it 
has to do w ith the fruits of a gracious life" (see 
M att. 7 :15-23 ; John 15:5-8; 17:6-26). T h is  is 
unnerving for many of us who have based our 
identity on a notion of possessing the truth in 
an abstract form. But God's table is welcoming 
to all who seek, and if any religion is to w in , 
may it be the one that produces people who 
are the most loving, the most humble, the most 
Christlike . W hatever the meaning of "salva- 
tion" and "judgment," we Christians are going 
to be saved by grace, like everyone else, and 
judged by our works, like everyone else.12

Becoming Master Learners

Wisdom is so kind and wise
that wherever you may look
you can learn something about God.
W hy would not the omnipresent teach that way?

St. Catherine of Siena

For most critics of such open Christianity, the 
problem with inclusiveness is that it allows for 
truth to be found in other religions. To  emerging 
Christians, that problem is sweet. In fact, instead 
of being a problem, it is a reason to celebrate.
W e don't want to just tolerate the godliness of 
"the other" as if we regret the possibility. The 
godliness of non-Christians is not an anomaly in 
our theology. Instead of adding it as an appendix 
to our statement of beliefs, we want to move it 
closer to the center and celebrate it as the heav- 
ens certainly celebrate it. The  gospel has taught 
us to rejoice in goodness we can find in others.

Moreover, if non-Christians can know our 
God, then we want to benefit from their contri- 
bution to our faith. Because G od is sovereign, 
present anywhere he wants to be, our attitude of 
merely accepting the possibility of the salvation 
and godliness of others without an attitude of 
learning from them is simply lazy, a sin born of 
pride. Besides rejoicing, to celebrate means to
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allow for a real possibility that we have something to 
learn from them and be changed by what we learn. It is 
fear and not the strength of our convictions that stops 
us from learning about our G od from other religions.

Identity Worries
If we accept the possibility that other religions have 
redeeming stories or truths in them, then what is going 
to become of our identity? W ould  this kind of reckless 
hum ility drive us into one big stew pot of religions

us. A lthough we often th ink of G od as self-satisfied, 
needing nothing, G od does honor us by needing us. 
T h is  need of God for us is sym bolized in the Sabbath 
commandment that has no other purpose than creating 
a space in time when God can enjoy our full attention, 
when a lover can sim ply be w ith his beloved. Rabbi 
Abraham Joshua Heschel explained once how the 
greatest human need is to become a need. God needs us 
to participate w ith  him in healing the w o rld .13

W e too love others not only by giving but by taking. 1

Humility is the ultimate expression 
of courage. In the context of 
the kingdom of God....Humility 
is to be our identity. When we 
open ourselves to be taught by 
"the other," we don't become 
less the followers of Christ but 
more so.

where the meat of the gospel can get lost among the 
potatoes and carrots of other religions?

H um ility is the most powerful force in the kingdom of 
God. One needs only picture God kneeling before his 
creation in the person of Jesus washing our feet (see John 
13). Through the hum ility that is at the heart of the 
incarnation and atonement, G od evangelizes us (see Phil. 
2 :4-11). That's w hy hum ility holds such promise for the 
future of Christianity. It does not exclude evangelism but 
vastly improves its prospects.15

H um ility  is the ultimate expression of courage. In the 
context of the kingdom of G od, a sheer display of 
power is sim ply too weak to be effective. W e have ere- 
ated a false tension between keeping our Christian  - 
identity intact and approaching the w orld in hum ility. 
H um ility  is to be our identity. W hen we open ourselves 
to be taught by "the other," we don't become less the

was a Muslim , then an atheist, then a Christian. I became 
a follower of Christ because another Christian found the 
footsteps of God in my story and my religion of the time. 
H e loved me by learning about God from my story.
Before teaching me, my friend took what I had to offer.

T h e  followers of G od are not called to be the master 
teachers of G od , but to be master learners. Pursued cor- 
rectly , this attitude does not relativize what we believe. 
In fact it radicalizes what we believe because it estab- 
lishes G od as Sovereign one, one who "shines in all 
that's fa ir."14 Hum ble learning and strong convictions 
are not mutually exclusive because hum ility is not a sign 
of weakness but of strength. Genuine regard for what 
others can add to our faith does not compromise our 
Christian  com mitment but rather expresses it. That's 
w h y evangelism is to be a two-way street. If we expect 
others to learn from us and be changed, we must first



In the 
world as a 
whole, 
no group or 
religion is 
repenting of 
anything 
much today.
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over fine points of belief: if your adversary wins the argument 
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8. Inclusivism, a view about the destiny of the unevange- 

lized, holds that all people have an opportunity to be saved by 
responding in faith to God based on the revelation they have. 
In contrast to restrictivism on one side and universalism on the 
other, inclusivism affirms the particularity and finality of salva- 

tion only in Christ but denies that knowledge of his work is 
necessary for salvation. Inclusivists believe that the work of

followers of C h rist but more so.
W e have come to the place where we have 

accepted the depravity of individual human 
beings and the necessity of repentance for every 
person, but the moment we group ourselves into 
Christian denominations, or the Christian reli- 
gion at large, the doctrine of depravity suddenly 
vanishes from our consciousness. In fact, behav- 
ing like we hold all the truth about G od and 
doing away w ith healthy self-doubt is the ulti- 
mate form of conform ity—because every reli- 
gion has a superiority complex—and thus a loss 
of a true identity. In the world as a whole, no 
group or religion is repenting of anything much 
today. That's w hy being "chief repenters” would 
not be a loss of identity; it would be a first step 
in becoming "chief learners" and the renewal of 
our identity as a Christian community. W e are 
to be those who convert first, those who lay 
down their arms and submit to Sovereign God, 
those who put nothing before the kingdom of 
God, even if it is our beloved religion.

M y  friend M ark from N ew  Yo rk  asked me 
more than once, "W h y do you Christians 
want C h ristian ity  to w in  all the time? You 
don't seem to know how to live in a w orld 
where you aren't in charge." T h is  made me 
th ink about the h istory of C h ristian ity  and its 
aspirations to be in charge. Looking back nos- 
talg ica lly to the times when C h ristian ity  was 
an empire, we tire lessly m onitor our power, 
our growth, our numbers, our financial sue- 
cess, our political strength. M aybe the time 
has come for C h ristian ity  to lose.

To  lose one's life is to gain it. It would not be 
the first time that G od has broken out of reli- 
gion, which carries his message, and made some- 
thing new. If God found it good for his followers 
to break out of the confines of a religion two 
millennia ago, w hy should we expect God not to 
do such a thing in our time? Maybe Christianity 
should be thinned out and broken up, spent like 
Christ who gave himself for this world.

If we seek first the kingdom of G od , then 
maybe even our beloved relig ion, saved from 
ourselves, w ill be added to us. I
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25:31-46 and the report about Peter's encounter with Cornelius in Acts 
10:23-48.

10. For numerous examples of these dynamics from the Bible, history, 

and the writings of authors like C. S. Lewis, see Sanders, No Other 
Name, chapter 7.

11. Volf, Free of Charge, 223.

1 2 .1 discovered this obvious teaching of the New Testament while reading 
Brian McLaren's The Last Word and the Word after That( San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2005). One needs only to look at any discussion of judgment or 
works in the New Testament to see this truth.

13. For a condensed discussion of this concept, see chapter 23 in Abra- 
ham Heschel's Between God and Man (New York: Free Press, 1997).

14. This phrase from the Christian hymn "This Is My Father's World" 
is often used to express the teaching of "common grace," grace that 

God gives to sustain all the world, differentiated from grace that saves.
In contrast, inclusivism (see n. 8) argues that all revelation is saving reve- 
lation and that any grace God extends to us is not just to sustain the 
world, but to save it.

15. Buddhism and Alcoholics Anonymous have already proved the point.
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