
Generous Orthodoxy - Incarnational

Acts 9:1-6; Revelation 5:11-14; John 21:1-19

In the opening chapter of John’s gospel we have those familiar words: “And the Word became

flesh and lived among us (1:14).” And in today’s gospel reading in the final chapter of John’s book we

have the last of the resurrection appearances of Jesus in the flesh. Throughout the year we have

been examining what it would mean to have a “Generous Orthodoxy” as the basis of our faith. The

word orthodoxy has often been one of the prime weapons of exclusion, conjuring inquisitions and

throwing around damming labels like heretic or infidel.

Brian McLaren in his book Generous Orthodoxy said that his friend Neil Livingstone once told

him that Jesus didn’t want to create an in-group which would banish others to an out-group; Jesus

wanted to create a come-on-in group, one that sought and welcomed everyone. If you think about

that you can see that is what Jesus meant when he asked Peter, “Do you love me?” and then

instructed him to: “Feed my lambs, tend my sheep, feed my sheep.” No command to conquer, to

badger, to vanquish nor eradicate other groups, but to save them, redeem them, bless them, respect

them, love them, befriend them and embrace them.

To put it another way, Jesus threatened people with inclusion; if they were to be excluded, it

would be because they refused to accept their acceptance. If  people rejected his acceptance, he

didn’t retaliate against them but rather submitted himself to humiliation, mistreatment, even crucifixion

by them. David Bosch said it like this: “...it is when we are weak that we are strong. So, the word that

perhaps best characterizes the Christian church in its encounter with other faiths is vulnerability...The

people who are to be won and saved should as it were, always have the possibility of crucifying the

witness of the gospel.” (Bosch, Transforming Mission, Orbis 1991 p. 485)
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Real love that is required to live like that was ultimately demonstrated by the incarnation of

Christ and his incarnation bound him, not just to the Jewish people, but to all humanity.  His

incarnation links his followers to all people—including (and here’s the kicker) people of other

religions.

By saying we are linked and bound through Christ’s incarnation to all people, I am not saying

all religions are the same, it doesn’t matter what you believe, truth is relative, blah, blah, blah. I am saying

that because we follow Jesus, because we believe Jesus is true, and because Jesus moves toward

all people in live and kindness and grace, we do the same. Our Christian identity must not make us

afraid of, superior to, isolated from, defensive or aggressive toward or otherwise hostile to people of

other religions. Rather it is the reverse.

Because I am a follower of Jesus, I am bound to Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, agnostics,

atheists, New Agers, everyone (even those bible thumping evangelists that sometimes get my goat).

No only am I bound to them in love but I am also actually called to, in some real sense actually called

to become one of them, to enter their world and be with them in it.

In saying this I am really simply echoing Paul who as you heard in Acts was a Pharisee, a

member of the religious movement most unfavourable to Jesus, and the group of which Jesus was

most critical. They were the elect and elite among the elect and elite. They wouldn’t eat with non-

Jews; they wouldn’t greet them, embrace them, marry them, or even help them if they found them

beaten and left to die on the road. Pharisees didn’t understand the difference between

love/acceptance and approval, so, lest they be accused of approving of other religions, they refrained

from loving or accepting people who were part of other religions (as well as those considered subpar

members of their own religion like the early Christians).

2Generous Orthodoxy Incarnational.ser.wpd



In today’s reading we hear how Jesus entered Paul’s life, and Paul then went on and entered

Jesus’ way, and everything changed, to the point where Paul could say, “To the Jews I became like a

Jew, to win Jews...To those not having he law I became like one not having the law...so as to win

those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to

all people that by all possible means I might save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I

may share in its blessings” (1 Cor. 9:20-23). The Gospel, the story of God’s becoming “one of us”

through incarnation, propels Paul on an incarnational ministry to become “one of them,” whoever

“they” are.

There are 2 things, however, incarnational ministry is not. It is not a kind of dishonest spy

work, where one pretend to be something one is not, like a network marketer who pretends to be

your friend so he can add you to his pyramid scheme. Neither is ita kind of “everybody-is-okay/all-

religions-are- equally-true” pluralist tolerance, where I smoke weed with the Rastafarians, chant with

the Hare Krishnas, bow toward Mecca with the Muslims, and dance with the Pentecostals because

“it’s all good, it’s all fun, it’s all mellow, and it doesn’t matter which religion (if any?) you believe as

long as you’re sincere man.”

A generous incarnational orthodoxy means something very different. It’s hard to understand

because it is quite new, but also so old (as old as Jesus’ incarnation and Paul’s “all things to all

people” that it has been forgotten.

Perhaps nothing brings this closer to home than the recent bombings in Sri Lanka during

Easter services at a Christian church. How do we embrace our Muslim brothers and sisters and how

do they embrace us in the way that Jesus calls us to live out incarnational love?

Diana Butler Bass tells a wonderful story in Broken We Kneel (Jossey-Bass, 2004). Diana

lives in the Washington, D.C. area—rich in cultural diversity, tense after the 9/11 attacks, and the
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context for this story.

“One day [my daughter] Emma saw a woman walking toward us covered in a veil and asked

the inevitable question, “What’s that Mommy?”

“Emma,” I answered, “that lady is a Muslim from a faraway place. And she dresses like

that—and covers her head with a veil—because she loves God. That is how their people show they

love God.”

My daughter considered these words. She stared at the woman who passed us. She pointed

at the woman, then pointed at my hair, and further quizzed, “Mommy do you love God?”

“Yes, honey,” I laughed. “I do. You and I are Christians. Christian ladies show love for God by

going to church, eating the bread and wine, serving the poor, and giving to those in need. We don’t

wear veils, but we do love God.”

After this, Emma took every opportunity to point to Muslim women during our shopping trips

and tell me, Mommy, look, she loves God.” One day we were getting out of our car at our driveway at

the same time as our Pakistani neighbours. ‘Emma saw the mother, beautifully veiled, and pointing at

her, shouted. “Look, mommy, she loves God!”

My neighbour was surprised. I told her what I had taught Emma about Muslim ladies loving

God. While she held back tears, this near stranger hugged me, saying, “I wish that all Americans

would teach their children so. The world would be better. The world would be better.”

I am convinced that Jesus didn’t come simply to start another religion to compete in the

marketplace of other religions. If anything I think he came to end standard competitive religion (which

Paul called “the law”) by fulfilling it: I believe he came to open up something beyond religion—a new

possibility, a realm, a domain, a territory of the spirit that welcomes everyone but requires everyone

(including the members of the Christian religion) to think again and become like little children. It is not

like too many religions, a place of fear and exclusion but a place beyond fear and exclusion. It is a
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place where everyone can find a home in the embrace of God. Thanks be to God! Amen.

(This message is composed from Brian McLaren’s a Generous Orthodoxy from Chapter 17- Why I

am incarnational pp.277-300, Zondervan 2004.)
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