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DIY Series: Christianity and Other Religions 

How many of you have seen this bumper sticker on the back of cars?   

What does it mean to co-exist in a religiously pluralistic world?  In order to co-

exist, do we need to set aside what we believe for the sake of the common good?  

Do people of faith, or no faith, people who are spiritual but not religious, or 

religious but not spiritual, need to ignore deeply held beliefs in order to get 

along?  To achieve world peace?  To stop wars and violence perpetrated against 

other people? 

What does it mean to co-exist?  How do we co-exist?  Can we honor all religions 

and still honor our own?   

And are all paths equal?  Are they all valid?  If someone is Muslim or Jewish, or 

Hindu or Buddhist, or an atheist, should we be worried?  Or does it not matter?  

What if someone is Wiccan or Mormon or Christian Scientist?  Are all religions 

essentially the same?  I hear people say that – that all religions are essentially the 

same; we’re just taking different paths to reach the same goal.  What is that goal?  

Heaven?  Spiritual enlightenment?  Peace?  Are all religions’ goals the same? 

Only two generations ago in the US, it was a given that you would most likely 

come into contact on a day-to-day basis with people who were Christian, or at 

least nominally Christian.  People would say, some still do, that we live in a 

Christian nation.  Depending on your neighborhood, you might have had 

neighbors or friends who were Jewish.  But your interactions with people of other 

religions was likely low. 

Today, though, you’ll come across people of varying religions and no religion on a 

day-to-day basis.   

I’m a co-leader for Julia’s Girl Scout cadette troop, and one of my co-leaders is a 

Unitarian, and the other is an atheist.  Among Tommy’s group of friends, there’s a 



Methodist, a Muslim, and a Mormon.  And then of course there are a whole slew 

of kids I know who aren’t anything.  Maybe they would consider themselves 

Christian – maybe.  But that’s only likely because they celebrate Christmas, even if 

they may not understand why they do. 

So how do we co-exist?   

This is a pertinent question for anyone of any faith, but since I’m talking to you – 

Christians, specifically Protestants and more specifically Presbyterians, how do we 

co-exist with people of other religions and no religion at all?  How do we talk 

about our faith in this religiously pluralistic world?  Can we talk about our faith 

without coming across as hostile to other religions, or is it better to keep our 

views to ourselves for the sake of co-existing?   

As people of the Christian faith, how do we understand ourselves, and who our 

neighbor is? How do we co-exist with our neighbor? 

We tend to think of our neighbor as, well, our neighbor – the person who lives 

next to us.  But this morning Jesus shares a much deeper understanding of who 

our neighbor is when he’s confronted by the lawyer’s question, “But who is my 

neighbor?” 

So you know the parable of the Good Samaritan.  For many people it’s one of 

their favorite stories – 

A man is walking down the street, in a neighborhood that’s a little sketchy, when 

the worst happens.  He’s robbed, stripped of his clothes and possessions, beaten, 

and left for dead.  Unable to help himself, he’s at the mercy of anyone walking by. 

Well, it just so happened that a priest walked by.  Certainly a priest will help him!  

But no, the priest doesn’t stop to help.  In fact, the priest crosses the street to 

avoid the man. 

Next, a Levite walks by.  The Levite was a religious official, too.  Certainly he’ll stop 

to help, yes?  No, he doesn’t stop either.  Just walks on by. 

Next, a Samaritan comes.  The man in the ditch is likely a Jew since he’s coming 

from Jerusalem, which means the Samaritans are his arch enemies.  This also 

means the man in the ditch would never, ever, ever expect a Samaritan to stop 

and help him.  But you know how the story ends – it’s the Samaritan who stops to 



help him.  He bandages his wounds, puts some anti-septic on them, loads them 

man into his car, takes him to the hospital, and pays the bill!   

That’s when Jesus asks the lawyer, “Who was the neighbor?”  And the man has to 

admit, but notice he can’t utter the word Samaritan, “the one who showed 

mercy.” 

Now most interpretations of this parable go one of two ways.  The first goes like 

this: “Don’t be like those awful religious leaders!”  If someone needs your help, 

stop and help them.  And that’s a good lesson.  We do need to help our neighbor . 

. . despite any potential litigation this might cause us. 

The other interpretation usually lets the priest and Levite off the hook with the 

explanation that they couldn’t possibly help the man because doing so would 

have left them ritually unclean, unfit for service in the temple and therefore 

unable to do their jobs.  So, not wanting to forsake the religious law at the hands 

of mercy, they walk by. 

And that, too, is a good interpretation – because it instructs us to put mercy 

ahead of law or what we might think of as religious dogma.  It expresses the 

unique and radical idea of religious inclusiveness, and instructs us to break the 

barriers of who is in and who is out, who is my enemy and who is my friend.  This 

is a good message.  After all, heinous acts have been committed throughout 

history in the name of religion.  All major religions have persecuted one another.  

But here Jesus says move beyond that, move beyond the definitions of who is in 

and out, who is right or wrong, and show compassion no matter who the other 

person is and what his or her religion is.  That’s a good message that people need 

to hear.  Maybe you wrote something similar to that in your notes. 

But I think there is a 3rd interpretation that might be even better in this interfaith 

world, that allows us to move beyond barriers while also honoring our beliefs and 

doing more than just co-existing, and it actually comes from a Jewish New 

Testament scholar by the name of Amy-Jill Levine.  Levine says that, despite what 

we’ve been taught about this parable and the priest and Levite being unable to 

help the man in the ditch, taking care of a corpse is one of the highest 

commandments in Judaism, because it’s one of the few commandments you 

perform on behalf of someone else with no possibility of reciprocation. So, she 

argues, the Levite and priest should have stopped to help.  So why didn’t they? 



 

Levine says the best excuse she’s heard for why they didn’t help comes from 

Martin Luther King Jr. He said something like this: I don’t know why they walked 

by the man in the ditch, but here’s what my imagination tells me. Perhaps these 

men were afraid. The priest and the Levite say to themselves, “If I stop to help 

this man, what will happen to me? There are bandits on the road.” 

Now friends, let’s pause for a moment and acknowledge that if this is the case, we 

would be just as unlikely to stop and help someone as the priest and Levite were.  

After all, it was a sketchy neighborhood.  Most of us would put our own safety 

and life above a stranger’s safety and life.  

But the Samaritan, King imagines, says, “If I do not stop to help this man, what will 

happen to him?” Do you see the not-so-subtle difference?  Instead of asking, 

“What will happen to me?”  The Samaritan asked, “What will happen to him?”  So 

the Samaritan asked the right question.   

 

King goes on to say: If I don’t stop to help the sanitation workers in Memphis, 

what will happen to them? And we know what happened to King. 

 

Do you remember the question that got this whole conversation between Jesus 

and the lawyer started?  It wasn’t “Who is my neighbor?”  It was “What do I have 

to do to inherit eternal life?”  In order to inherit eternal life, do you need to help 

your neighbor?  Well, yes – but it’s more than that.  In order to inherit eternal life, 

you need to allow your neighbor, even if your neighbor is your enemy, to help 

you.  You have to allow the enemy to serve as your neighbor.   

Levine says for she, a Jew, that enemy is Hamas.  For someone whose loved one 

died on 9/11, it’s Al Qaeda.  For the families whose loved ones were shot and 

killed in Oregon on Thursday, it’s the family of the shooter.  Friends, we have to 

realize that unless we allow our enemy to help us, we will die. How do you choose 

life? Sometimes you have to allow the enemy to serve as neighbor. That’s the 

shock of the parable. 

So what does all of this have to do with our relationship with other religions? 

   



It instructs us that we must abandon all hatred and strife in order to engage in 

interfaith dialogue that seeks each other’s good, (even if we’re dialoguing with 

our enemy).   

And dialogue that seeks each other’s good is not about each other’s conversion. 

The Bible instructs us to work for peace and justice, and I believe we can do that 

based on mutual respect and allow God, in God’s good time, to sort out the whole 

“who’s right and who’s wrong” business when it comes to religious doctrine.  

But I don’t believe that in order to seek each other’s good we need to get all 

wishy-washy about what we believe.  In fact, I believe the exact opposite.  I 

believe we are called to witness to God’s love, a love that we believe is revealed 

in Jesus Christ and then faithfully follow our Lord in the great project of peace on 

earth.  That’s what we’re called to do; not just co-exist. 

And we can do that without requiring conversion, or demanding that in order for 

me to be right someone else needs to be wrong.  In fact, witnessing to our faith 

should be the opposite. Like the Samaritan in the parable, whom Jesus upholds as 

a model for us, we should be “moved by compassion” and regard the other, 

whomever he or she is, as a beloved child of God, deserving of love and care and 

compassion and acceptance and dignity and freedom and full life—black-white, 

male-female, rich-poor, Muslim-Jew, gay-straight, Republican-Democrat, liberal-

conservative. Eternal life, according to Jesus, is having compassion for another 

human being, regardless of who he or she is, and doing what is necessary to help 

and being willing to accept their help. 

Friends, we don’t seek our neighbor’s welfare simply because we’re good people.  

Anyone can do that.  We seek our neighbor’s welfare, even if our neighbor is our 

enemy, because we’re followers of Jesus Christ, and that’s what Jesus tells us to 

do and we need help seeing or enemy as our neighbor. 

Friends, now is not the time to set aside our beliefs or get wishy-washy about 

them.  Now is the time to hold to our beliefs in a way that is benevolent, 

generous, and hospitable because we’re called to do more than just co-exist, 

we’re called as followers of Jesus Christ to build God’s peaceable kingdom 

A kingdom where, to use the words of the great Hebrew prophet: 



The wolf shall live with the lamb, 

    the leopard shall lie down with the kid, 

the calf and the lion and the fatling together, 

    and a little child shall lead them. 

7 Jews and Hamas will shop at the same stores, 

    Isis will set down their knives; 

    Al Quaeda will stop seeing us as their enemy, 

and we will stop seeing them as ours. 

And when we find them in a ditch, we will help them, 

bandage their wounds, pour anti-septic on them, put them in our cars, take 

them to the hospital, and pay their bill. 

The peaceable kingdom is the place where 

8 Schools will stop having lock downs because it’s no longer necessary, and 

Refugees will be welcomed into other countries just like Abraham was, and 

white police officers and black men shall both ride in the front seat of the 

car together. 

 

 9 They will not hurt or destroy 

    on all my holy mountain; 

for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord 

    as the waters cover the sea. 

Friends, do you know how hard it is to build the peaceable kingdom?  Do you 

really think we can do it without God’s help?     

Folks, anyone can co-exist for the sake of getting along.  But allowing our 

neighbor, even if our neighbor is our enemy, to help us so that we can build God’s 

peaceable kingdom here, well we need help to do that, and I believe we find that 

help in Jesus Christ, who revealed God’s love for all God’s people.  All people.  And 

that’s a belief I’m willing to testify to, and not because I want to convert my 

neighbor to my way of thinking but because we need a model for how to do it, and 

the best model we have is none other than Jesus Christ. 

Amen. 

  



   


