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The Faith of Jesus in a Pluralistic World, Part 2: Christian Pluralism 
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Scripture: John 14:6; 10:16 

 
I. A Walk Across America 
 
On April 21, 2006, a small band of Christians set out on a 2,600-mile walk from Phoenix, 
Arizona, to Washington, D.C. The walk had been two years in the making. What propelled it 
was a growing alarm over the rise of Christian Nationalism. We realized that if nothing 
dramatic happened—and soon—our country would be in serious trouble within the next 
decade or two. 
 
Along the way, we carried a document called The Phoenix Affirmations—a set of twelve 
statements designed to counter the teachings of Christian Nationalism and to promote a more 
generous, inclusive Christian faith. The Affirmations were crafted by clergy, lay leaders, biblical 
scholars, and theologians from across the country. I served as the lead editor and co-led the 
walk. 
 
You can find the Phoenix Affirmations on the back of your bulletin.1 We spent considerable 
time reflecting on their order. Ultimately, we decided that Affirmation #1 should read: 
 
“Christian love of God includes walking fully in the path of Jesus without denying the legitimacy 
of other paths God may create for humanity.” 
 
We knew this affirmation would likely be the most controversial—perhaps even more so than 
the one affirming full equality for LGBTQ+ persons. That intuition proved true all the way 
across the country. Still, we placed it first because we believed that affirming the legitimacy of 
other faiths is the surest way to counter Christian Nationalism. 
 
Christian Nationalism is fueled largely by the conviction that Christianity is the only true faith 
on the planet and that everyone else will burn in hell for eternity. If that belief were actually 
true, compassion itself would demand that we make Christianity the world’s only faith. After all, 
if everyone outside the faith were destined for eternal torment, wouldn’t love compel us to 
spread Christianity as widely and swiftly as possible—until it became the dominant faith not 
only in our nation but across the globe? 
 
What many progressive Christians fail to recognize is that, while there are certainly hateful 
individuals who identify as Christian Nationalists, there are far more loving, compassionate 
people among them—people who have simply been taught to believe that their non-Christian 
friends, neighbors, and relatives are bound for hell unless they convert. Many of these good 

 
1 You can also find them here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phoenix_Affirmations 
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people are angry—some even feel betrayed—by fellow Christians who don’t share their same 
urgency, or their fear. In their eyes, we are the uncompassionate ones. 
 
Although The Phoenix Affirmations were written twenty years ago, I am as convinced now as I 
was then that replacing an exclusivist understanding of Christianity with one that embraces 
God’s “other sheep that do not belong to this fold” remains one of the most powerful ways to 
counter Christian Nationalism—and offers a positive alternative that more faithfully follows the 
Spirit of Jesus. 
 
II. The Good Shepherd’s Voice 
 
When Jesus spoke of sheep and shepherds, gates and folds, he used imagery that everyone in 
his world would have recognized. The sheepfold was a temporary walled enclosure—a place of 
safety for the night. The shepherd himself became the gate, literally lying across the entrance to 
protect the flock. The wall existed not to separate one group of sheep from another, but to 
shelter them until dawn. Its purpose was protection, not exclusion. 
 
Yet, when the wall becomes the point—not the shepherd—we begin to mistake safety for 
salvation. We start worshiping the boundaries that once protected us, forgetting they were 
never meant to be permanent. The Good Shepherd still calls, but from beyond the walls we’ve 
built. 
 
When Jesus says, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold,” he’s signaling that divine love 
– love he embodied – is present in other faiths. He’s revealing that God’s love was never meant 
to stop where our comfort does. The question is not, “Are you in or are you out?” but “Can 
you still hear the Shepherd’s voice when it comes from beyond your familiar walls?” 
 
III. Mapping Beliefs, Not God 
 
It has been said that our beliefs don’t map God or Reality itself—they map the behaviors that 
set us in right relationship with God or Reality. 
 
Think about physical health. People disagree sharply about how best to maintain it. Some swear 
by running, others by yoga or swimming. Some are devoted to a Mediterranean diet, others to 
vegetarianism. Yet each, in its own way, can keep a person in alignment with what is true: the 
human body needs care, nourishment, and movement to thrive. 
 
Faith traditions work much the same way. Different religions propose distinct practices and 
beliefs, but most are designed to set us in right relationship with the Holy and with one 
another. They are like paths up a mountain—each with its own landscape, language, and view, 
but each striving for the same summit. 
 
When we realize this, our task as Christians shifts from claiming the mountain to walking our 
path well—listening for the Shepherd’s voice that guides us on our particular journey to the 
summit. 
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If world religions are paths up a mountain, the Christian path is one that follows the footprints 
of the Good Shepherd, manifest in Jesus, who leads us by the sound of love. 
 
That doesn’t make other paths false. It means that wherever love leads people toward 
compassion, forgiveness, and self-giving service, the Shepherd’s voice is being heard. 
 
The “other sheep” Jesus names are not strangers to God. They are companions on other trails, 
drawn by the same call toward mercy and truth. The Good Shepherd recognizes them because 
the sound of their love carries the same tone. 
 
That’s why Jesus says, “There will be one flock, one shepherd.” Not because everyone will collapse 
into one religion, but because, at the heart of all genuine paths, Love is the one voice calling 
every soul home. 
 
IV. The Tri-Faith Table 
 
Years after that walk across America, I served a church in Omaha, Nebraska, that became part 
of a remarkable experiment called the Tri-Faith Initiative. A synagogue, a mosque, and a church 
sold their properties and built new ones side-by-side on a 38-acre commons, sharing a 
community center at the center of it all. We moved beyond interfaith dialogue to interfaith 
community. 
 
One of the deepest joys of my ministry there was sitting regularly with a rabbi and an imam to 
talk about our faiths and our scriptures. Once, we spent weeks exploring Jesus’s parables 
together. Nearly every time, my colleagues noticed things in those stories that had never 
occurred to me—even after a lifetime of study and a Ph.D. in biblical interpretation! 
 
When we studied the parable of the Good Samaritan, I asked my Jewish and Muslim colleagues 
how their own traditions define a neighbor. 
 
The rabbi spoke about mitzvah—a commandment that expresses love of neighbor through daily 
tangible acts of kindness. Years earlier, I had experienced such kindness firsthand when my car 
broke down and a Jewish couple offered to drive me all the way home, an hour away. I felt 
embarrassed by the inconvenience, but the wife smiled and said, “You’re helping us, too. We 
hadn’t yet done our mitzvah for the day!” 
 
Since then, I’ve tried to make a habit of performing at least one mitzvah each day—sometimes 
large, sometimes small, always intentional. 
 
The imam then shared a story from the Hadith (teachings attributed to Mohammed, not found 
in the Qur’an). The Prophet Mohammed was once asked, “Who is my neighbor?” He pointed 
ahead and said, “Count forty houses this way,” then to each side, “forty houses this way and 
that,” and behind, “forty houses that way.” “These are your neighbors,” he said. “And you must 
care for them.” 
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I loved how concrete that was. It made me ask myself: how many of those within forty houses 
of my own home did I actually know by name? The answer was “Not very many!” 
 
Those conversations taught me more than any textbook ever could. They taught me that faith 
deepens when God’s diverse children stop arguing over which child is most loved or valued by 
their divine Parent, and start playing together—and sharing their insights. The Shepherd’s voice 
is heard more clearly when we listen for it in the voices of others. 
 
When I heard the rabbi speak of mitzvah, I heard Jesus’s command to love one another. When I 
heard the imam define neighbor by a forty-house radius, I heard an echo of Jesus’s insistence 
that love must be practical, local, embodied. 
 
In each, the same melody played in a different key. The voice of the Shepherd called—from 
inside the fold and beyond it. 
 
V. The Mark of the True Flock 
 
So how do we know whether we belong to the Good Shepherd? 
Not by the name of our fold, nor by the sharpness of our doctrine, 
but by the sound of our love. 
 
The mark of a Christian who walks closely with Jesus 
is not only that they love others with extravagant love, 
but that they awaken such love in others as well. 
 
Love that crosses boundaries instead of defending them. 
Love that trusts mercy more than being right. 
Love that recognizes God’s image shining back from every face. 
 
If we belong to Christ at all, it is because love has found us— 
and love knows no borders. 
 
Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” 
For a moment, I’d like us to practice that listening together. 
 
Wherever you are, I invite you to close your eyes—or simply soften your gaze. 
Take a slow breath in… and out. 
 
Listen. 
 
Listen for the sounds around you—the creak of a pew, the hum of the lights, 
a cough, a foot shifting on the floor. 
 
Then listen beneath those sounds. 
 
Somewhere deeper, quieter, there is another voice. 
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It doesn’t compete for attention. 
It calls you by name. 
 
The voice of the Shepherd is not always words. 
Sometimes it’s the sound of compassion, or forgiveness, or courage— 
rising inside you like breath itself. 
 
In a moment, you’ll hear several tones from different corners of the sanctuary. 
Each represents one way the Shepherd calls to us— 
through different people, languages, and traditions. 
Each tone is distinct, yet all belong to the same harmony of Love. 
 
[Allow the tones to sound.] 

As each tone sounds, notice which one stirs something in you—perhaps that’s how the 
Shepherd’s voice reaches you today. 

Different tones. 
One Shepherd. 
One love that gathers us all. 
 
As you open your eyes, notice the quiet still within you. 
That stillness is the pasture of the heart— 
the place where the Shepherd’s voice is always waiting to be heard. 
 
VI. Christian Pluralism 
 
Nearly twenty years ago, we carried The Phoenix Affirmations across the country, believing that 
the antidote to fear-based religion is love that listens for God beyond the walls of its own fold. 
 
And here I stand, nearly two decades later, even more certain that the path forward for 
Christianity lies not in claiming ownership of God, but in recognizing God’s presence and 
purpose beyond our own fold— in every place the Spirit chooses to move—including our own. 
 
That’s why I now call myself a Christian Pluralist. Not because I’ve grown less progressive, 
but because ‘progressive’ can mean many things, while Christian Pluralism names something 
clear: walking fully in the path of Jesus while honoring the sacred paths God creates beyond our 
own. If we get that right, so many of the other wrongs that progressivism seeks to heal begin to 
heal themselves. 
 
Listening to my interfaith siblings helps me become a better, more faithful follower of Jesus. 
And my trust in the Good Shepherd allows me to see God’s light shining within people of other 
faiths—and even those of no faith at all. 
 
So I ask: 
Might you be a Christian Pluralist as well? 
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Someone who walks fully in the path of Jesus while recognizing that the Spirit of God moves 
freely—across boundaries, across traditions, across time itself. 
 
You might know someone here in Eugene who has turned away from Christianity—not because 
of Jesus, but because of how some of his followers have spoken in his name—someone who 
might be astonished to discover a church that follows Jesus joyfully and unapologetically, while 
affirming that God’s pasture is larger than any single religion can contain. 
 
If so, may you carry that good news with you—that this is a place where we experience a love 
that is larger than fear, grace that is stronger than boundaries. A place where the Shepherd’s 
voice still calls, in many tones, in many languages, yet always with the same familiar accent of 
Love. 
 
May you walk in that growing light—like flocks rising at dawn across distant hills, each called by 
the same voice of love, each finding its way toward unity, not uniformity, until the whole earth 
rings with that one radiant sound. 
 
May that voice guide you, comfort you, and send you forth in peace. 
 
 
 

Reflection and Discussion Questions 
Use these questions for personal reflection or in conversation with others seeking to  

walk the Way of Love. 
 
1. Hearing the Shepherd’s Voice 
Jesus says, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.” 

• What do you think Jesus meant by that? 
• How does this image challenge or expand the way you’ve understood who belongs to 

God? 
 

2. Compassion and Conviction 
The sermon suggests that if we truly believed non-Christians were doomed to hell, compassion 
itself would demand evangelizing the whole world. 

• How does reframing this logic help you understand the motives of some Christian 
Nationalists differently? 

• How might compassion guide our response without falling into either fear or contempt? 
 
3. Love Beyond Boundaries 
 
“The mark of a Christian who walks closely with Jesus is not only that they love others with 
extravagant love, but that they awaken such love in others as well.” 
 

• When have you experienced someone awakening love in you? 
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• What does “extravagant love” look like in practice today — in your workplace, 
neighborhood, or online presence? 

 
4. Listening for the Shepherd’s Voice in Many Tones 
The sermon’s listening exercise invited participants to notice that each tone, though different, 
belonged to the same harmony of love. 

• Where do you hear “the Shepherd’s voice” outside traditional Christian spaces — in 
other faiths, art, nature, or relationships? 

• How can we cultivate a posture of listening rather than labeling? 
 
5. Becoming Christian Pluralists 
Dr. Elnes described Christian Pluralism as walking fully in the path of Jesus while honoring the 
sacred paths God creates beyond our own. 

• What resonates with you about that definition — and what makes you hesitant? 
• How might embracing this posture change the way we speak about faith, mission, or 

salvation? 
 


