
 1 

The Faith of Jesus in a Pluralistic World, Part 4: Why I’m (Still) Christian 
Rev. Eric Eugene Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 
November 2, 2025 

 
Today, we celebrate our teens who have taken part in this Fall’s Faith Explorations class, where 
they’ve studied the essentials of Christian faith in conversation with the world’s other great 
religions. We also honor those we’ve lost this past year. And we conclude our series on The 
Faith of Jesus in a Pluralistic World by asking one final question:  
 

“If there are many paths to God, why be a Christian?” 
 
This may sound like a lot to hold in one service, but all three are deeply related. 
 
In many churches, teenagers are taught that salvation is only available through Christian faith—
and everyone else is eternally lost. Many adults quietly carry the same fear. So, on All Souls 
Sunday, they find themselves wondering about the eternal fate of friends and family who have 
followed a different path.  
 
At FCC, our teens are invited to see faith differently. They learn that divine wisdom and love 
are not confined to one religion, even as we look most deeply into the life and teachings of 
Jesus. Those who choose to affirm that faith will be welcomed into membership on November 
16th, when we receive new members and consecrate our pledges for the coming year.   
 
What I find particularly beautiful about teaching faith in this way is that when our teens choose 
the Christian path, they do so not not out of fear of everlasting damnation but out of love for 
Christ’s message—at least if our teaching has done its work. Without the threat of hellfire, 
some may decide not to join. And that’s all right, too. 
 
If you sometimes wish we were more insistent that Christianity is the only way, I invite you to 
ask: What honors and glorifies Jesus more—commitment driven by fear, or one made freely 
out of love and respect? 
 
It’s a misconception that the message of Jesus is so fragile that it needs the threat of hell to 
survive. Faith that depends on fear is already a fragile faith. Many leave that version behind, 
often feeling resentful of the coercion they endured. 
 
In my experience, when people are free to explore and engage other faiths without fear, they 
not only gain respect for those paths but often deepen their own. It seems that the more one 
genuinely seeks God, the more God is revealed—in Christianity or anywhere else. As Jesus 
said, “Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.” 
(Matthew 7:7-8) 
 
When I was in seminary, my professor of World Religions, Dr. Ryerson, spent long hours in 
conversation with Hindus and Muslims. One day, a friend asked him, “Dr. Ryerson, why do you 
spend so much time with us without trying to convert us? Don’t Christians believe theirs is the 
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only way?” He replied, without hesitation, “I don’t think Christianity is the only way. But I do 
think it’s the best way—and I would expect you to believe the same about your own faith.” 
 
That response has stayed with me. It describes why I’m still Christian even as I believe God has 
created many paths to the Holy. Christianity is the best way for me—the one through which I 
have most clearly met the God who loves me. 
 
Love That Chooses 
 
In this respect, my faith operates like my marriage. 
 
Melanie and I have been married for 37 years, and she’s still my “one and only.” Not because 
she’s the only woman in existence, or because she’s unlike all others. In fact, what makes her 
my one-and-only has everything to do with the qualities she shares with others: 
 
She’s pretty. She’s intelligent. She has a great laugh I never tire of. She’s compassionate. She’s 
more generous than I am. She’s an incredible mom. I could go on—and she might prefer that I 
would—but you get the point. She’s not my only choice; she’s the one who captured my heart 
and keeps lighting it up. 
 
My love for Jesus works the same way. I could follow the Buddha, or Mohammed, or Shiva, and 
probably live meaningfully. But I fell in love with Jesus long ago, and he’s been my one-and-only 
ever since. Through him, I see God most clearly and know myself most truthfully. 
 
That doesn’t mean I’ve never questioned my faith—any more than I’ve never questioned my 
marriage. In both cases, testing has only made love stronger. 
 
When Love Meets the Wound 
 
Several years ago, my love for Jesus was tested as never before. 
 
I experienced abuse from a parishioner who misunderstood something I’d said and became 
convinced I planned to leave the church I served. Despite my efforts to clarify, he set out to 
destroy my ministry as painfully as he could. 
 
I won’t revisit the details. Suffice it to say that I had never felt so violated. The experience left 
me emotionally shattered and forced me to step away from the church for a time just to find 
my bearings. For the first time, I found myself seriously questioning whether or not I wanted to 
remain in the ministry—or continue to identify as a Christian at all.   
 
The road back was long. Prayerful. Meditative. It included long walks in the woods, soaks in 
mineral springs, and therapy. Still, rage clung to me—rage that felt infinite, as if there were no 
bottom to its depth and no end to my experience of it. I simply couldn’t seem to turn the 
corner. 
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One rainy afternoon, driving home from a hike, my eyes filled with tears just as the windshield 
filled with rain. Through that blurred glass, I saw in my mind’s eye Jesus on the cross, praying, 
“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:34) 
 
As I sat with that image, I remembered that I had long ago accepted Jesus’ prayer as one made 
for me—not merely for others. I don’t believe God had to kill Jesus in order to forgive my sins. 
I believe Jesus reveals the heart of God’s own heart. And if Jesus could pray for his crucifiers, 
then there is no sin God is unwilling or unable to forgive. We may have to work hard to repair 
our relationships with those we hurt, but the channel between us and God remains open. No 
matter who we are, no matter what we’ve done, we don’t have to earn God’s love. We only 
need to accept it. 
 
When I first accepted that grace, I experienced a freedom in my relationship with God that is 
with me—a deep assurance that God loves me far more than I love myself, and believes in me 
more than I believe in me.  
 
Naturally, as my righteous Creator, God would be perfectly right to hold my faults against me. 
But if God exercised that right, our relationship would be as dead as God was right. So would 
God’s relationship with any of God’s children. Instead, like a loving parent, God chooses 
relationship over perfection, loving correction over punishment, restorative justice over 
retributive justice. 
 
As I drove, an uncomfortable question rose within me: 
 
“Eric, why are you still holding on to the offenses of this man who hurt you for a moment, when I have 
let go of your transgressions for a lifetime?” 
 
I pushed back: “But wait! You can’t make me out to be the Unforgiving Servant here. I may have 
accepted a lifetime’s worth of forgiveness from you, but I’m not refusing to forgive someone who's 
begging for mercy. The man who hurt me has never acknowledged the wrong he did—and would likely 
do it again if he could. Isn’t forgiveness impossible without repentance?” 
 
Then came the reply: “It’s not that you have to forgive, Eric. It’s that you can. You don’t need to re-
enter a relationship with him. You can simply forgive his debt—and move on.” 
 
The voice wasn’t about condemnation. It was about liberation. 
 
In that moment, I realized that through God’s love and forgiveness—shown most fully in Christ 
on the cross—I had been made a spiritually wealthy person. Whatever debt this man owed me 
was a trifle, hardly more than a rounding error. Clinging to it was killing me. But I was wealthy 
enough to simply write it off and move on. 
 
So I let it go. It didn’t happen all at once; grace rarely does. But I released him completely from 
any debt I might claim. In releasing him, I found release myself. No longer was I a victim; I was a 
wealthy soul choosing generosity over vindictiveness. From that day forward, I began to heal. 
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The Grace We Keep by Giving 
 
Forgiveness, I learned, is less a command than a law of spiritual gravity. We can’t defy it for long 
without tearing something inside ourselves. 
 
When we refuse mercy, we build our own prisons. When we extend it, we step into the 
freedom God already offers. 
 
Jesus’ parable and his prayer on the cross reveal the same truth: God’s love forgives before it’s 
asked and heals before it’s deserved. That’s why, in the Lord’s Prayer, we say, “Forgive us our 
debts as we forgive our debtors.” It’s not divine bookkeeping; it’s divine flow. We can only keep 
the grace we’re willing to give away. 
 
And forgiveness is never private. Each act of release mends the fabric of the world a little more. 
When one heart is set free, the whole body of Christ breathes easier. Every act of forgiveness 
among us is a quiet sermon the world can overhear. 
 
Why I’m Still a Christian 
 
So yes, I believe God’s grace moves through many faiths and many hearts. But the path that 
found me runs through a carpenter who prayed for his killers and told stories about forgiven 
debtors. 
 
I’m still a Christian because I love Jesus—and because, through him, I keep encountering a love I 
simply can’t outgrow. A love that chooses relationship over perfection, restoration over 
punishment. A love that teaches me how to live forgiven and to keep forgiving. 
 
That love is why I’m here. That love is why I’ll stay. And it’s the same love that keeps finding 
you—whether you name it Jesus or simply know it as grace. 
 
Whatever your reason for claiming the name “Christian,” may it be love—not fear—that keeps 
you close. May the grace that has set you free become the grace you freely give. 
 
 
 

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

walk the Way of Love. 
 
1. Love or Fear 
 
Many people are taught to follow God out of fear of punishment rather than love. 
 

• What are the differences between a faith motivated by fear and a faith motivated by 
love? 

• How have fear or love shaped your own journey of faith? 
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2. Choosing One Path 
 
Faithfulness doesn’t mean believing ours is the only path—it means choosing our path out of 
love and conviction. 
 

• How does choosing your faith out of love rather than obligation affect your view of 
other religions? 

• What does it mean to be deeply committed to one path while honoring others? 
 
3. When Faith Is Tested 
 
Times of betrayal, loss, or pain can shake our trust in God and in the church. 
 

• When have you experienced a crisis of faith or trust? 
• What practices or experiences helped you find your way back—or might help you now? 

 
4. The Invitation to Forgive 
 
Forgiveness isn’t something we have to do, but something we can do—a choice that frees the 
one who forgives. This kind of forgiveness doesn’t necessarily mean restoring a relationship 
with someone who caused harm; it can mean simply releasing the debt that keeps us bound. 
 

• How does that understanding of forgiveness challenge or encourage you? 
• Is there someone or something you sense an invitation to release, even if reconciliation 

isn’t possible or wise? 
 
5. Why We’re Still Christian 
 
If truth and love can be found in many traditions, what keeps us on the path of Jesus? 
 

• How would you answer that question for yourself today? 
• What keeps you connected to the way of Christ—and how might our community 

express that love more fully in the world? 
 


