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Those who receive you are also receiving me, and those who receive me are
receiving the one who sent me … Whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones —truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward.

Let me begin with a question.  What if those two lines from the mouth of Jesus were all we had to go on when it came to the question, “Who qualifies for a heavenly reward at the end of life?”

Think of it, what if there was nothing in scripture or in Christian theology and tradition about hell, or atonement theory, or original sin, or limbo for the unbaptized?  What if all we had for guidance as to eternal hope came right here from the mouth of Jesus?  

Yes, and why has the church had such a hard time taking these words of his seriously?

You can find an echo of that cup of cold water he spoke of in an old Russian fable that was eventually retold by Fydor Dostoevsky in his novel, The Brothers Karamazov.  

Once upon a time there was a woman, and she was wicked as wicked could be, and she died. And not one good deed was left behind her. The devils took her and threw her into the lake of fire. And her guardian angel stood thinking: what good deed of hers can I remember to tell God? Then he remembered and said to God: once she pulled up an onion and gave it to a beggar woman. And God answered: take now that same onion, hold it out to her in the lake, let her take hold of it and pull, and if you pull her out of the lake, she can go to paradise. The angel ran to the woman and held out the onion to her: “Here, woman,” he said, “take hold of it and I’ll pull.” And he began pulling carefully, and had almost pulled her all of the way out, when other sinners in the lake saw her being pulled out and all began holding on to her so as to be pulled out with her. 
But the woman was wicked as wicked could be, and she began to kick them with her feet: ‘It’s me who’s getting pulled out, not you; it’s my onion, not yours.’ No sooner did she said it than the onion broke. And the woman fell back into the lake and is burning there to this day. And the angel wept and went away.

So, the idea here is that not only the woman, but every creature in the lake of fire could have been redeemed had she just kept still and been receptive to the other sinners swimming about in the sauna of hell.  

It’s not so much the gift of an onion or the cup of cold water – it’s that we are all in this thing together. All our lives are knit into one great fabric. That’s the core meaning of life.  And if you don’t understand that, your life will be a waste. 

Now, anithetical to the idea of the cup of cold water and grace of one onion, is what the Christian tradition has made of a quote attributed to Jesus from John’s gospel which comes much later than Mark’s - the verse in which Jesus is supposed to have said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” 

You know, the orthodox theological position founded on that one verse has, I’m sorry to say, drowned out all earlier teaching in the gospels; that single exclusivist declaration (which is likely not from Jesus but a redactor) which amounts to: “Our religion is the only religion,” which smacks of “This onion is my onion.”  

Ten years ago I worked with a Boy Scout on his Duty to God badge.  We looked at the purported sayings of Jesus, and this was one of the verses we discussed.  With no introduction, I asked my young friend what he thought of those words.  And he said, “It makes Jesus sound kinda braggy.”  I had to agree.  It makes Jesus sound arrogant.  “No one comes to God except through me.”

It doesn’t sound at all like the Jesus we meet in the earliest gospel, Mark, who, was once asked a question by a stranger in the street. 

The random fellow begins with the words,  “Good teacher . . . “ and Jesus cuts him off and says, “Why do you call ME good?  God alone is good.”

Yes, and consider this --  if eternal life depended entirely upon professing faith in Jesus, most of the people who have ever lived would never have had any chance of redemption.  I mean, look, the grand majority of people who have walked this God’s earth have never had any contact with the gospels at all. 

So what gives here?  How to make sense of it.  And what should we say in the face of the existence of all other faiths?  Is Christianity the only path to God?  Why did that exclusivistic text trump all the others?                                                                                                                                                         

Well look, the early church had the kind of founding struggles all religions have.  In the beginning it was just another form of early Judaism. In fact, it wasn’t until a branch of the church was established in the ancient city of Antioch, late in the first century, that the followers of Jesus were known as Christians. Before that they were only known as followers of “The Way.”  

How else does one differentiate a religion early on except to lay claim to its distinctiveness?  There are times and seasons when it is natural to declare where you stand over against the competing claims of the faiths that dominate one’s times. So that’s probably where this comes from.  

And then there is this -- today, two thousand years along, so many people say, “Well, we all believe in the same God anyway, so it doesn’t really matter what one believes because we all want to get to the same place.  

The problem here is that this would come as startling news to a Hindu or a Jew, a Buddhist or a Muslim.  We DON’T all believe in the same God as God is described in our differing scriptures.  We understand the divine in different ways, and it does no favor to the sincere beliefs of others when we dismiss those differences too glibly.  Hinduidm, in point of fact, is a religion that boasts 330 million Gods.  

Maybe we need to find a way to honor those differences while valuing what is distinctive about our own.  

That, it seems to me, is in sinc with the essential spirit of Christianity; not intolerance and religious fanaticism, but humility, patience, and the power of deferential love that characterized the person and teaching of Jesus.

So far as we know, Jesus, a Jew, did not himself know other religions of the world as we know them today.  He was certainly aware of Zoroastrianism, Roman mythology, and other religions we might call, “pagan.”  But Jesus never speaks specifically of these religions in the gospels. 

To place the burden of rejection of all other faiths for all time on this one exclusivistic saying, appearing as it does in only in this one gospel, is to ask that it bear too much weight. 

So, how ought we to think of other religions? Well, who is to say that God, 
in God’s infinite wisdom, does not work through the cultures and beliefs of other people whose view of life is very different from our own? 

Yes, and if that is so, how should we judge between them? Well a rubric of Christ’s goes this way: “You will know them by their fruits” (Matt. 7:20).

The idea here is that simply because a religion has many adherents does not make it ultimate truth. The truth is in the quality of life that religion brings forth from its adherents. 

Twenty-five hundred years ago the Hebrew prophet Micah had that idea in mind when he asked the question, “What does it mean to know God?”  His answer:  “Do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God.”   Simple as that.  It calls for adherence to no particular creed.  Instead it looks clearly at each human heart.

To my mind, that fits perfectly with Jesus’s simple words about a cup of cold water

He once described a vision of the end of time when all peoples of the earth will be gathered and judged. 
The judge, in his parable, remember, separates everyone, dividing them into what Jesus calls, the sheep and the goats.  The sheep are deemed worthy and the goats unworthy.  

And what is the measure of worthiness to enter the precincts of heaven?  It is NOT whether or not each soul has made the proper confessional statement articulated in precisely the right words prescribed by tradition.  No, it is based entirely on whether we have done four things.  

Have we fed the hungry; have we clothed the naked, have we taken the time to visit the sick and those in prison, and finally, have we been welcoming to strangers.  That’s it.  As we care for those at-risk, he says, 
we care for him.  

Now, the parable doesn’t end with that.  No. Those who have served him in this way are surprised to discover that it is Jesus for whom they have cared.  “Lord, when did we feed you or visit you,” they ask?  

“When you have done it to the least of these,”  he says – the littlest people, 
“you have done it unto me.”  The people we most often ignore or sometimes dismiss as unworthy.  

Therefore, to care for and honor Jesus can be done without even knowing it.  The cup of cold water given to the little one, the stranger, the refugee, the immigrants I spoke to last week, quaking in fear as they were about to enter the ICE Headquarters on Macadam – all those teetering on the margins of survival.  

The goats, those found unworthy of heaven, in the end, ask, “Lord, when did we NOT care for you?”  And Jesus answers – “whenever you have not cared for the littlest ones among my brothers and sisters.”  Whenever you say the poor aren’t worth your time or concern because they have made their own bed and they better just sleep in it. 

You know, Jesus was once told by his disciples that a man was casting out demons in his name and those disciples told Jesus that they had forbidden the man to do so because he was not following them. 
Well,  Jesus shook his holy head and rebuked them saying, “Do not stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me.  Whoever is not against us is for us.”  (Mark 9:38-40).

Friends, there was a permissiveness in Jesus that surprised his disciples and amazed his enemies.  His way was to draw a circle so broad and so inclusive that even those who wished to stand outside it found themselves enveloped in it unexpectedly.  That’s just part of his magic. But so many who call themselves Christian in this country today haven’t a clue about that Jesus.  

Let me charge you on my way out the door of my ministry to not forget the words of Nadia Bolz Weber who once said that whenever we draw a line anywhere to exclude another human being, Jesus is on the other side of that line.   

Jesus was not a stickler for creeds and formulations. When he talked about heaven and the reign of God he did so by telling stories about huge feasts in which people are invited and they have the choice of whether they want to come join in or not; the stipulation being that God gets to decide the guest list and it’s awfully long and for that very reason this party is not one that say, kings and princes, nor the CEOs of the Fortune 500 might relish being seen at. 

Now, all that said, why settle on Christianity, or any particular religion at all?

Well, you might remember a classic program on Public Broadcasting years ago calld, “The Power of Myth.” It amounted to a series of discussions between Bill Moyers and the great historian of mythology, Joseph Campbell.  

 At one point near the end of their time together, Bill Moyers asked Joseph Campbell, “Why be a Christian?” And Campbell answered – “Because you dance with the girl you brought to the dance.”  
Christianity is the story that we know in our bones.  It’s the story that we, here in the west, are hard-wired to understand.  

You know, the distinctive claim of Christianity is that while other religions provide ways to reach up to God, the God made known to us in Jesus reaches down to us and is known to us in terms we can all understand.  

God, as the gospel writer, John says, chose to dwell among us, “full of grace and truth.” Add to that, this element of wonder in the Christmas story: the part where a manifestation of God becomes so winsome and vulnerable it chose to crouch down in a manger in Bethlehem. Now, add to it this: that same vulnerable, pint-size manifestation of God, invites us to reach down, and adore him.  Imagine that.  
Amen
