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As many of you know, last month | was asked to speak at a summit
of religious leaders on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C. That gathering had
representatives from most of the world’s time honored faith traditions. At
dinner the night before the summit, | sat next to a Buddhist monk who
exuded compassion from her pores. The day of the event, | sat between
the Muslim Imam’ who recently did the opening prayer in Congress that
caused such a controversy, and a wonderfully engaging female Rabbi
from New Jersey.

All three of these individuals, as well as many more at this summit,
were people of deep faith. 1 was honored to be in their presence. Even in
our short time together, they taught me much wisdom from their great
traditions.

I still find it shocking that anyone could possibly be offended by
such a gathering. But there are people of our own Christian tradition who
tell me that | have somehow dishonored Christianity by participating in

prayers and summits with Hindus and Muslims.

“If you really feel like there is truth in all of those religions,” | have



been asked, then why in the world did you become a priest? If you don’t

think that your way is the only way to God, then why would you invest

your entire life in it?”

My answer to that is simple. The reason is tonight. The reason is

Christmas. Itis true that | believe that God could not possibly have

chosen to reveal Godself to only one group of people at one isolated

moment in history. The notion that the event we celebrate tonight, along

with the story of Easter, are the only true revelations of the divine in the

history of the cosmos, strikes me as the height of arrogance. But even

more importantly, such an exclusive notion of God is contradictory to

what we learn in the Christmas story itself. In fact, the story that all of us

know so well of a baby being born to a poor unwed teenage mother,

suggests the opposite. If God chose to become part of humanity through

a poverty stricken couple from a tribe rejected by the dominant culture,

who were then also rejected by their own rejected people, what does that

say to us when we reject people with different belief structures than our

own? One of the central meanings of the Christmas story is that God

calls us into relationship with those different from us, especially those

who profess a different faith.



When we hear Christmas as suggesting that we must believe in this

Jesus and reject all other understandings of God, we are actually

reversing its meaning. Christmas is not about our belief in Christ. It’s

about Christ’s belief in us. It’s about a God who believes in us so deeply

that God became one of us.

The question for each of us then, is not which religion is right and

which is wrong. There are obvious truths in all of the world’s long

standing religious traditions. It is also not helpful to suggest, as so many

good hearted people have, that all religions are basically the same

because they teach the same general precepts. In actuality, religions are

very different from one another. And what most separates Christianity

from other faith traditions is the story of Christmas. Only in the Christmas

story does a faith have the audacity to profess an incarnated God, a God

who does not just rule from a distant place or as part of the cosmic mix,

but a God who became one of us. That is why | am a Christian. It is this

God who comes to us in the form of a helpless baby, born in a barn in the

back of beyond, that speaks to me so deeply about the essence of God.

For me, it is this unbelievable notion, this disturbing notion for many, that

God would lower Godself to become a poor human being, that brings joy



and hope to me in every life situation.

Christmas also reveals to us a God who takes sides, a God who

cares more for those dispossessed and excluded from society than for

anyone else. Christmas suggests to us how we should live daily life by

caring for those forgotten, abused or thrown out by society. The story of

Christmas is the story of Emmanuel, “¥God with us,” a God who did not just

come to us 2000 years ago, but remains with us now in a real and

personal way. This incarnated God is one who we can experience

through each other and through every part of creation. That’s why

Christmas also informs us about our relationship with all of God’s world.

Christmas teaches us that it is our duty to protect all of God’s creation,

because it cannot protect itself. It is as vulnerable as that little baby

born into poverty 2000 years ago.

All of us experience the divine through different theologies and

different styles of worship. That is the way God made us. But for me, it is

the God made known to us in the act of incarnation, in the act of God

becoming one of us, that is the key to life.

Christmas is also the reason that | choose to live out my Christianity

in the specific denomination known as Episcopal. For many, | dare say,



most Christians, it is Jesus’ death and resurrection that marks the apex of

their faith. It is all about Good Friday and Easter. But for us, it is not

Jesus dying for us that is most important, but instead that Jesus chose to

live with us. Understanding God as the kind of entity that would be

willing to get down in the muck and mire of our lives says everything to

me. Last, Christmas tells us of a God that does not create the pain and

suffering in our lives, but is instead the one who embraces us in that

suffering. It is this understanding of God discovered in the Christmas

story that is with me at the darkest moments of my life.

It is absolutely true that God is contained within all of the world’s

great faith traditions. My understanding of that God is so much greater

because of the opportunities | have had to experience God through

different faiths. And | am deeply saddened by the prospect of anyone in

today’s world who avoids contact with another religion because they

believe it might infect their own faith. But it is also true that the God that

changed everything for me is the one we discover in a feeding trough

wrapped in rags.

My prayer for each and every one of you is that this child may

change your life as deeply as he has mine. Amen.
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