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Introduction 
 
Do you remember the first time you set out on a trip to some place you had never been 
before?  Maybe it was your first trip to a part of the country you had never visited or your 
first time overseas.  Maybe it was your first time hiking in the mountains or camping at 
the beach.  Because the place where you were going was unknown to you, you may have 
felt somewhat nervous, as well as excited.  You would have wanted to be prepared for the 
new experiences that lay ahead.  You might have had questions about what kind of 
clothing you would need and what kind of equipment you should bring along. 
 
There is a real sense in which the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United 
States and Canada has set out on just such a journey and now finds itself in a place it has 
never been before.  Only instead of leaving home and visiting a new country, the very 
countries we live in have changed.  Just look around.  The hills and dales of our nations 
are no longer adorned solely with the steeples and crosses of Christian churches, but now 
are ornamented with the arches and domes of many temples, synagogues, gurdwaras and 
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mosques.  These architectural additions are signs of what one scholar has called “a new 
religious America.”  Almost without our knowing, Disciples in the United States and 
Canada find themselves living in some of the most religiously diverse nations on the 
planet.1   
 
Fortunately, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) has known what it is to live in a 
new and changing religious environment.  On the early American frontier, our founders 
grappled with religious diversity and forged a deep sense of what it meant to follow 
Christ in a new setting.  As time has gone by, we have continued to celebrate that which 
we hold most dear, while at the same time being flexible and gracious with those who 
differ from us.  Recall the old maxim that Disciples have often used as their motto, “In 
essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.”  Certainly we have not 
always lived up to this standard, but in our better moments we do.  There is something in 
the Disciples’ spirit that blends the cherishing of our convictions with honoring the 
freedom of others and an aspiration to always exhibit compassionate goodwill. 
 
Much like those early Disciples, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) is seeking out 
ways to be faithful to Christ in a new environment.  In October 2002 the Council on 
Christian Unity of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the Council for 
Ecumenism of the United Church of Christ called together a special Consultation on 
Interreligious Dialogue and Relations focusing on “Why engage in interfaith dialogue” 
and “What are the special gifts that we can bring to such work?”  A series of subsequent 
meetings resulted in the report entitled “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious 
Engagement.”  At the 2005 General Assembly in Portland, OR, this report was 
commended to all manifestations of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) for 
teaching and study.   
 
We might consider the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” as a 
kind of travel checklist of sorts.  Instead of reminding us to “bring warm socks” or “don’t 
forget your passport,” it reminds Disciples of who we are and what theological resources 
we have to help us interact with our neighbors in other religious traditions in life-giving 
ways.  More than this, it suggests that, because of our unique history and tradition, 
Disciples may be more uniquely prepared for this journey than we have imagined.   
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 See Diana Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Become the World’s Most 
Religiously Diverse Nation (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 2-3.  Eck suggests that while most 
Americans are aware that they live in a multi-cultural society with large populations of Asians, Hispanics, 
Africans, etc., we are only beginning to realize how multi-religious it is as well.  She point outs out that 
there are now more Muslims in the United States than members of Presbyterian Church USA and just as 
many Jews as Muslims, about six million each.  There are approximately four million Buddhists and one 
million Hindus.     
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Purpose of this Study 
 
The primary purpose of this Study Guide is to help Disciples examine the report 
“Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” and to think through some of the 
issues it raises.  The report itself is a reflection upon who we are as Disciples of Christ, 
why we might engage in interfaith dialogue and work, the nature of interreligious 
relationships, and what gifts we have that uniquely prepare us for constructive 
interreligious engagement.  That is a lot to cover in one report!  This Study Guide is 
meant to help Disciples unpack this report and to consider for ourselves how we might 
best live as Disciples of Christ in relationship with our neighbors of other faiths. 
 
However, please note that there are two things the report “Disciples of Christ and 
Interreligious Engagement” is NOT.  First, it is not a comprehensive treatment of all the 
themes and issues surrounding interfaith relations.  A quick trip to any theological library 
will reveal that whole books, even whole book series, are dedicated to the wide variety of 
topics related to interreligious concerns.  Clearly, there are some topics that are not 
covered in the report.  Should either the report or this Study Guide raise questions for you 
that are not addressed, we encourage you to explore the recommended resources listed at 
the end of this Study Guide or any of the other many good books on these subjects.               
 
Second, “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” is not a defense of 
interreligious engagement.  That is, it does not begin by refuting arguments against 
interfaith engagement or by interpreting those passages in Scripture that have been used 
to contest constructive engagement.  While a defense of interreligious engagement may 
have its benefits, it often leads to other more fundamental theological debates concerning 
issues like the meaning and authority of Scripture, appropriate methods of Biblical 
interpretation, the nature and meaning of Christ, or the meaning of salvation.  Almost 
always, such debates result in much proof-texting and division.  The goal of the report is 
not to “weigh in” on a debate, but to articulate a theological rationale for interfaith 
engagement.  It gives the positive reasons for engaging one’s neighbors in other faith 
traditions rather than refuting arguments against it.     
 
   

 
A Note on Method 

 
This Study Guide is designed for small groups of Disciples laity or pastors.  It comes in 
two parts, which may be used separately or together.  However both parts are meant to 
accompany the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement,” which should 
be read ahead of time.  The report is included as an appendix to this Study Guide. 
 
Part One consists of six study sessions designed to elicit immediate discussion of the 
report itself.  These study sessions are divided into sections that parallel the sections of 
the report.  Groups should begin each session with prayer and by reading the given Bible 
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Reference.  These passages from Scripture are meant to give the group’s discussion a 
theological orientation.  However, these sessions are not meant to be bible studies so 
much as a way to study of the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious 
Engagement.”  Groups should move quickly to a discussion of the reflection questions in 
each session.   While suggestions for how much time to spend on each set of questions 
are included in each session, these suggestions are rough guides only.  Please feel free to 
adjust the time allocation as needed.   
 
These sessions are also intended to help groups explore where and how interreligious 
engagement is taking place.  During this study you are encouraged to keep a record of 
situations in the world and in your community where interreligious dialogue is happening 
and where it needs to happen. Clip stories from your newspaper or from magazines. Print 
out articles you may find online. At the end of each session, the group will share these 
stories before concluding with prayer. 
   
Part Two is a small paper entitled “Key Questions for Disciples of Christ and 
Interreligious Engagement.”  These Key Questions address issues that are related to the 
report or which may arise after reading the report, but which the report does not 
specifically address.  This small paper is offered as a way to probe more deeply into some 
of the issues.  Groups may wish to explore the Key Questions in the sixth (or even in a 
seventh or eighth) study session.  Alternatively, groups may use them as an additional 
resource to refer to while working through the sessions in Part One of the Study Guide.  
Like Part One, Part Two is designed to assist groups in understanding the “Disciples of 
Christ and Interreligious Engagement” report.   
 
A Final Note:  Ideally, each member of the study would have access to this entire Study 
Guide.  Group leaders may wish to give out the link to the Study Guide to participants so 
that they may print off the Study Guide for themselves.  However, if this option is not 
available and printing resources are limited, group leaders should distribute the appendix 
report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” to the participants and save 
the reflection questions from Part One for themselves in order to lead the group 
discussion.   Part Two may be made available as deemed necessary by the goals of the 
group.   
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PART ONE 
 
 

SESSION ONE: Theological Introduction 
 
[** In preparation for this session, please reread the “Theological Introduction” 
of the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” in the 
appendix.] 
 
1.  Begin with Prayer.  
 
2.  Read Bible Reference:   Genesis 1:26-27   (2 minutes) 
 
3.  Discuss Reflection Questions: 
 
Awareness of Neighbors – Building community and cultivating relationships are central 
to Christian faith. People who belong to different religious traditions increasingly 
surround Christians in North America. This reality provides a new opportunity for 
relationships and invites us to understand our connection with others in a fresh way.  

(20 minutes) 
 

1. Describe the religious situation in your local community. How many different 
religious groups are there in your town? 

2. Has your church or any church of which you know done something to relate to 
its neighbors in other faith traditions? 

3. What interactions have you personally had with someone of another faith? 
4. Do you have more contact with people of other faiths now than you did 10 – 

20 years ago?     
      

 God and Community – As Disciples of Christ, we believe that God loves all creation, 
 that all people are created in God’s image and that all people are therefore rightly  
 understood as children of God.       (30 minutes) 
 

1. How does understanding God as the creator of all humankind affect your 
faith? 

2. What does this imply for our relationships with or attitudes about our 
neighbors in other religious traditions? 

3. What misguided and harmful stereotypes of other faith traditions have you 
encountered? 

4. How can interreligious engagement overcome stereotypes? 
5. What can other faith traditions teach us about the God whom we know in Jesus 

Christ? 
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6. Are there other statements in the theological introduction that you would like 
to discuss? 

 
 
4.  Did you find news of interreligious dialogue going on somewhere in the world 
this week? Did you find news of the need for interreligious dialogue somewhere 
in the world this week?       (8 minutes) 
 
5.  Close with prayer.  

 
 
 
 

SESSION TWO: Our Identity As Disciples of Christ 
 
[** In preparation for this session, please reread “Who Are We as Disciples of 
Christ” in the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” in the 
appendix.] 
 
1.  Begin with Prayer.  
 
2.  Read Bible Reference:  Isaiah 65:24-25; Luke 13:18-21   (2 minutes) 
 
3.  Discuss Reflection Questions: 
 
Statement on Ecclesiology – Read over the statement on ecclesiology (paragraph 6 in the 
report) that comes from the Disciples Commission on Theology.   (15 minutes) 
  

1. What questions do you have about it?  
2. How might interreligious engagement and relationships contribute to 

Christians’ participating in “God’s work of reconciliation, liberation and 
redemption for all people?” 

3. What does it mean to live as a sign of God’s coming reign? (Bible references) 
 
Disciples of Christ – Though this section is entitled “Our Identity as Disciples of Christ, 
the cited statement from the Disciples Commission on Theology is about the Church 
universal. It is really a statement about our identity as Christians.         (25 minutes) 
 

1. How would you briefly describe your identity as a Disciple of Christ? 
2. In interreligious situations, why would it be important to articulate our broader 

Christian identity? 
3. How would you express your deepest faith convictions? 
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4. How might interactions with people of other religious faiths encourage you to 
learn more about your Christian faith? 

5. How can an open encounter with someone from another religious tradition 
actually strengthen your Christian identity? 

 
Types of Interreligious Engagement – Relationships between people of different faiths 
can take a number of forms.        (10 minutes) 
 

1. What are some of the ways Christians have related to others? 
2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of certain types of relationships? 

 
4. The term “engagement” seems to rule out the practice of mutual indifference, 
where people in different religious traditions just leave each other alone. In what 
areas of life in your city or state have people of different religious traditions 
worked together? In what areas should people of different religious traditions 
work together?         (8 minutes) 
 
5.  Close with prayer. 
 
 
 
 

SESSIONS THREE:  Given Who We Are, Why Should We 
Engage in Interfaith Relationships?   

And  
SESSION FOUR:  Interfaith Relationships and the Christian 

Mission of Witness 
 
These two sections of the report address many of the same issues and should be 
read together. Because they cover a lot of ground, they are divided into two 
sessions. Leaders may decide how to divide the two sessions.   
  
[** In preparation for these sessions, please reread “Given Who We Are, Why 
Should We Engage in Interfaith Relations” and “Interfaith Relationships and the 
Christian Mission of Witness” in the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious 
Engagement” in the appendix.] 
 
1.  Begin each session with Prayer. 
 
2.  Read Bible Reference:  Luke 10: 25-37; Hebrews 13:2   (2 minutes) 
 
3.  Discuss Reflection Questions: 
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Christian Witness – The report speaks about witness in many ways.  (25 minutes) 
    

1. List and discuss how Christian witness is described here. 
2. What are some examples of Christian witness in your area? How do others 

receive that witness? 
3. How does witness relate to mission, evangelism or dialogue? 
4. How does the Christian mandate to love others and to be peacemakers inform our 

understanding of witness? What is it that Christians are witnesses of (what is the 
content of Christian witness?)?  

5. How is interreligious engagement a way of living out a Christian witness? 
 
Confession – We Christians are also sinners who should confess that we have not always 
been loving to our neighbors. The report acknowledges that we have too easily accepted 
harmful stereotypes about other religions and that we have avoided engaging our 
neighbors in other faiths out of fear and mistrust.     (30 minutes) 
     

1. What are some of the harmful stereotypes you have heard about people in 
other religions? What are some of the harmful stereotypes you have heard 
about Christians? 

2. How do misguided stereotypes arise? 
3. What are some of the ways in human history where fear and distrust between 

religious people have led to violence? How might we increase peace and 
understanding between religious groups? 

4. To what else do Christians need to confess? 
 
Truth and Understanding – The report suggests two things about our ability as humans 
to grasp truth. First, because all humans are created in God’s image, all may embody 
some ray of truth, some aspect of the God we know through Jesus Christ. Second, all 
human understanding is inherently limited and conditioned. The report concludes, 
therefore, that no religious community can claim that they completely understand the 
fullness of the mystery of God or that they alone have access to God.  (35 minutes) 
 

1. Do you agree or disagree with the conclusion that no religious community can 
claim that they completely understand the fullness of the mystery of God or 
that they alone have access to God? 

2. Do you know of people in other religious traditions who, in their actions or 
words or practices reflect something of God? Discuss an example with the 
group. 

3. What are some things that Christianity might learn from other religious 
people? 

4. What have you personally learned from another religion? 
5. How do language, culture, geography, time or human finiteness shape our 

knowledge and understanding?  
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6. In what ways is our understanding limited? Think of an example of how 
religious claims to exclusivity have resulted in suffering and degradation. 

 
Humility, Hospitality and Love – Christians are called to be hospitable to strangers and 
to love their neighbors.        (20 minutes) 
 

1. Read Hebrews 13:2. Talk about how hospitality is modeled in the Bible. 
2. When has a stranger been hospitable to you? 
3. Take a few moments and write down a definition of love. Share examples 

when people finish. 
4. What role does humility play in love? 
5. What role does love play in encouraging Christians to balance their 

convictions with openness to others’ faith? Give some practical examples. 
4.  Did you find news of interreligious dialogue going on somewhere in the world 
this week? Did you find news of the need for interreligious dialogue somewhere 
in the world this week?       (8 minutes) 
 
5.  Close with prayer.  
 
 
 
 

SESSION FIVE:  Disciples Gifts for Engaging in Interfaith 
Relations 

 
This section highlights certain elements of the Disciples of Christ history and 
tradition that help prepare them to engage in constructive and meaningful 
relationships with their neighbors in other faiths. 
 
[** In preparation for this session, please reread “Disciples Gifts for Engaging in 
Interfaith Relations” in the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious 
Engagement” in the appendix.] 
 
1.  Begin with Prayer.  
 
2.  Discuss Reflection Questions: 
 
Disciples Gifts         (20 minutes) 
    

1. List the gifts lifted up in the report and discuss each one to be sure that group 
members understand what each gift is. 

2. Which of these gifts from the Disciples tradition means the most to your own 
religious identity as a Disciple of Christ member? 
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3. What other gifts do Disciples have? Does your local church community (or do 
you personally) have experiences that uniquely prepare you for relationships with 
others? 

 
The Open and Welcoming Table – Disciples affirm that it is Christ who presides at the 
Lord’s Supper. We come to the table as guests who encounter God’s unconditional love 
and grace there.         (25 minutes) 
 

1. Called to be like Christ to the world, how do we love others unconditionally? 
2. How do we extend grace without restricting it to those who think, act and 

worship like us? 
3. Discuss with the group a memorable communion service you’ve participated 

in. What made it special? 
4. Recall some occasion when you have felt powerfully or generously included. 

How might that experience model a generous spirit for us? 
 
Disciples Vision – The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) is a church that seeks to 
demonstrate deep Christian spirituality, true community and a passion for justice.   
          (10 minutes) 
 

1. How does engaging with our neighbors in other religious traditions help us live 
out these three parts of our vision? 

2. Further, how might our neighbors actually enhance these components by 
deepening our Christian spirituality, enriching our community and strengthening 
our passion for justice? 

 
4.  Did you find news of interreligious dialogue going on somewhere in the world 
this week? Did you find news of the need for interreligious dialogue somewhere 
in the world this week?       (5 minutes) 
 
5.  Close with prayer.  
 
 
 

Session Six: How do we get started? (1 hour) 
 
During this session, participants should review what they have learned during the 
previous five sessions.  It may be helpful to read Part Two of this Study Guide, 
the small paper “Key Questions for Disciples of Christ and Interreligious 
Engagement.”  From their review, they can plan and implement an interfaith 
engagement with people in their community.  Invite people from other religious 
groups in the community to come for discussion and a “get-to-know-you” event.    
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A final note – If your congregation begins some type of interreligious activity 
with people in your community, please inform the Council of Christian Unity 
(rwelsh@ccu.disciples .org) of your plans.  We would like to follow the activities 
generated by this study. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

PART TWO 
 

“KEY QUESTIONS for DISCIPLES OF  
CHRIST AND INTERRELIGIOUS ENGAGEMENT” 

 
At the 2005 General Assembly of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Portland, 
OR, a report entitled “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” was 
commended to all manifestations of the church for teaching and study.  This report 
maintains that cultivating interreligious relationships is “one of God’s special callings in 
our time” for members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).  The report finds 
strong biblical incentive for getting to know our neighbors in other faiths and suggests 
that the church’s mission, witness, self-understanding and spirituality are all deeply 
connected to our relationships with these others.   
 
1.  First of all, what exactly is Interreligious Engagement? 
 
Lots of people are talking about interreligious issues right now.  Different people using 
the same term often mean different things by it and a whole range of words are being 
employed for essentially the same practice.  Is “engagement” different than dialogue?  
Does it mean official, high level discussion between religious leaders or does it include 
simply chatting with someone of a different faith in the grocery line?  Is working at a 
local school with other parents who are Muslim or Jewish a type of “engagement”?  Does 
reading a book about another religion count?  When the report talks about “interreligious 
engagement,” what does it mean? 
 
As Disciples we resist confining ourselves to a narrow definition of terms.  We oppose 
legalism and have always valued freedom of interpretation.  The report suggests that 
“interreligious engagement can take many forms, ranging from the personal and practical 
conversations of real individuals living together, to co-operative social ventures, to the 
joint study of sacred scriptures and deliberate theological dialogues, to shared 
experiences of worship and prayer” (paragraph 6).  Certainly a variety of experiences 
with our neighbors in other faiths can be meaningful and important.  Rather than 



 
 

12 
© 2006 Council on Christian Unity | Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)  

http://www.disciples.org/ccu/ | (317) 713-2586 

proscribing types of activities through which we can engage our neighbors, it might be 
more helpful to think of interreligious engagement less as activity and more as a way of 
life, a way of life comprised of encounters with our neighbors that are relational, 
intentional and religiously honest and open.  
 
Activity or Way of Life?  The report states, “We understand interfaith dialogue as a way 
of living out our Christian witness” (paragraph 22).  The difference between 
interreligious engagement as an activity and interreligious engagement as a lifestyle is not 
a hard and fast distinction.  Clearly the way we live our lives is in some sense gauged by 
the activities with which we fill them.  Nevertheless, to think of interreligious 
engagement as one activity among the many other activities of life means it has to 
compete for its relative importance.  It has been said that interreligious engagement is a 
bit like motherhood—nearly everyone is in favor of it.  Yet what we laud in our rhetoric, 
we often give little priority in our practice.  To think of the lifestyle of love and service to 
which we are called is more helpful.    The report suggests that our calling as Christians 
includes “a lifestyle of commitment to the core issues of our neighbors” (paragraph 22).  
We can only really attend these core issues when we are in relationship with these 
neighbors.  It is to a lifestyle of openness and honesty that we are called.       
 
Relational Encounters.  Often when people think about the encounter between 
Christianity and other religions they immediately imagine a host of comparative religious 
questions—is God one or many?; is it earthly life then heaven or reincarnation?, etc.  
Strictly speaking, however, interreligious encounters do not happen between religions; 
they happen between religious people.  The theological systems or traditions of 
Christianity and Hinduism do not engage one another; Christians and Hindus do.  It is 
important to remember that when we think about interreligious engagement, we are most 
concerned with the relationships with our neighbors.  There are a myriad of opportunities 
through which Disciples can engage their neighbors.  Whether we choose to tackle 
environmental pollution in our area with the Buddhists down the street, study scripture in 
partnership with local Jews or pray for world peace alongside of our Muslim neighbors, a 
key component in each of these encounters is the relationships between religious peoples 
that are established and nurtured.  As Christians we recognize God as the parent of all 
humanity and affirm that all people are children of God.  Authentic interreligious 
engagements are a way of cultivating friendships with our brothers and sisters in other 
religious traditions.  While there is certainly much of value in studying or comparing the 
history and beliefs of other religious traditions, authentic engagements seek to foster the 
sibling relationships we have with fellow children of God.  Such relationships are an 
indispensable part of living in community. 
 
Intentional Encounters.  Many Christians have an open and friendly attitude towards 
people of other faiths.  Were a neighbor from another tradition to approach them, they 
would be happy to have a conversation, maybe even begin a project together.  Yet we all 
know that for relationships to develop, effort is required.  All the well meant good will in 
the world is, in practice, no different than indifference if no one takes the initiative to 
start a conversation.  To engage your religious neighbors, impetus is involved.  
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Interreligious engagement entails active participation.  It is not so different from the call 
Christians feel to work for peace or establish justice in the world.  Hence we affirm that 
“to be faithful to God’s call in today’s religiously pluralistic world summons Disciples 
intentionally and whole-heartedly to engage in interfaith relations and work” (paragraph 
37).  
 
Religiously Honest and Open Encounters.  To have conversations with people of other 
faith traditions is not uncommon in a multireligious society like ours.  Think about the 
people of other faiths who you know…a co-worker, a neighbor down the street, a doctor, 
the parents of your child’s friend.  Many of us have conversations with people of other 
faiths almost daily.  What is more uncommon is for us to talk about what we believe.  
Clearly not every encounter with our religious neighbors need involve a deep theological 
discussion.  However when questions arise, we ought to be open to them.  Some 
Christians have felt that it is necessary to avoid talking about their beliefs in order to keep 
their relationships peaceful.  Yet this attitude does little more than keep the relationships 
superficial.  As religious people, both we Christians and our neighbors in other traditions 
cherish our convictions.  To be humbly open and honest about those convictions is the 
best way to create trust.   
    
We might think about interreligious engagement as an “encounter of loyalties” which 
“bears the most fruit when we are forthrightly Christian and our partners from different 
faiths are candid representatives of their own religious traditions” (paragraph 8).  You 
may find that speaking about your convictions help you explore the richness of your faith 
in a deeper way.  Christians are not called to downplay or suspend their beliefs.  Almost 
all participants in interreligious dialogues testify that such experiences result in a deeper 
understanding of and loyalty to their own religious tradition.  It is a worthy experience to 
try to see the world through the eyes of another.  This does not imply reducing your 
commitment to Christianity, but it is a way of generating understanding, trust and respect 
between neighbors.   
 
 
2.  What term should I use, “interreligious” or “interfaith”? 
 
Scholars of religion have wrestled with this question for some time now.  The difficulty 
lies in the fact that there is no commonly definition of either “religion” or “faith” that is 
acceptable to all groups.  A basic principle in interreligious relations has been that each 
partner has the right to define themselves.  Simply put, Christians get to say what it 
means to be Christian and Buddhists get to say what it means to be Buddhist.  Others can 
only describe how it appears from the outside.  In the West religion has often been 
thought of as a response to or belief in God, yet there are some groups whose worldviews 
focus on liberation rather than deity.  Social scientists have attempted to deal with the 
issue of transcendence by suggesting that all religions have a set of certain dimensions, 
like myth, doctrine, ritual, ethics, and social institution.  Yet some secular ideologies, like 
Soviet Marxism, also possess these dimensions.  Arriving at a common definition of faith 
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is no easier.  Nevertheless, we need some way of describing the enterprise through which 
we engage one another.  The common practice among scholars has been to use the terms 
“interreligious” and “interfaith” interchangeably, while recognizing the shortcomings of 
language.  The report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” follows this 
custom.  Both “interreligious” and “interfaith” are preferable to the earlier practice of 
describing other traditions as “non-Christian,” which negatively defines theirs by what 
they are not.      
 
 
3.  What is the difference between “ecumenical” relations and 
“interfaith” relations?  Why has the report “Disciples and Interreligious 
Engagement” come out of work sponsored by the Council on Christian 
Unity? 
 
The relationships that Disciples have with other Christians and with people of other faiths 
are mutually influential and intrinsically linked.  They should not be confused, however, 
for they originate in different theological bases.  Ecumenical relations are based on the 
unity of the Church that God has established in Christ.  These relationships have a 
Christological foundation; we are “one” with other Christians through a common 
confession of faith in Christ.  Look again at the statement on ecclesiology in the report 
(paragraph 7).  Ecumenical relations are based in the unity of the community called into 
being by God in Jesus Christ whose mission is to witness to God’s love for the world.  
Interfaith relations on the other hand are based on the unity of all humanity created in 
God’s image (paragraph 13).  These relationships have a broader theological foundation; 
we are “one” with people of other faiths through our common, created humanity.      
 
While our ecumenical and interfaith relationships should not be collapsed, there are 
strong reasons to hold them together.  First, the very basis of our unity with other 
Christians, Jesus Christ, prompts Christians into relationships of witness, service and 
dialogue with others.  Christians affirm that God’s reconciliation with the world through 
Christ has broken down the walls of alienation separating people from one another and 
from God.  Christ’s vulnerability and humility model new possibilities for relationship 
between Christians and their neighbors in other traditions.  Our interfaith relationships 
can be seen as an outgrowth of the common Christian confession of Christ.  Second, the 
very word “ecumenical” comes from the Greek oikoumene, which means the “whole 
inhabited earth.”  Much of the work that Christians do together in the name of peace and 
justice, against the powers of death and on behalf of those who suffer is rightly done with 
our neighbors in other religious traditions.  To address the welfare of the earth in isolation 
from the other inhabitants of it simply will not do.  Finally, as many commentators have 
remarked, to speak of Disciples-Muslim or Lutheran-Jewish relations makes little sense.  
Disciples in particular testify that the unity Christians have in Christ should be stronger 
than the things that separate them from one another.  It is only appropriate then that 
Christians enter into relationships with their neighbors in other traditions together.   
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As Christians have become more aware of the inherent connection between our intra- and 
inter-faith relationships, many ecumenical groups have sought to include an interfaith 
component.  Members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) are active 
participants in local, regional, national and international ecumenical bodies that work 
together as Christians to establish better relationships with persons in other faiths.  It is 
significant that when the Council on Christian Unity of the Christian Church (Disciples 
of Christ) called together the Consultation on Interreligious Dialogue and Relations in 
2002, it did so in partnership with the Council of Ecumenism of the United Church of 
Christ.  Though the report “Disciples of Christ and Interreligious Engagement” is meant 
as a study document chiefly for Disciples, it was written with input from various 
Christian partners. 
 
 
4.  Speaking of other Christians, shouldn’t we get our own house in 
order first?  Dialogue with other faiths may be important, but we 
Christians cannot even agree with each other about what we believe.  
How are we supposed to communicate Christianity to others? 
 
This is a commonly heard reason that some well-meaning Christians give for putting off 
engaging their interfaith neighbors.  On one hand it is understandable, given that the 
divisions within Christianity have so damaged the credibility of our witness across the 
globe.  However, this concern seems based in an inadequate understanding of Christian 
unity.  As Disciples, we have long affirmed that there is a fundamental difference 
between the unity of the Church and uniformity of belief.  The unity of the Church is 
already established in Christ.  Our ecumenical goal as Christians is to make this unity 
more visible in our shared life together.  This shared life together is not contingent upon 
complete agreement in matters of faith, doctrine or Christian practice.  Rather, we 
celebrate diversity in the body of Christ as well as diversity in creation.  It is unlikely that 
all Christians will ever think, pray and live their faith in same way while we are on this 
earth.  If they did, the Church would be impoverished, for it would certainly lose much of 
it richness.  If uniformity among Christians is the prerequisite for engaging in 
interreligious relationships, we might never begin!  Fortunately, from the outset we 
Disciples have resisted using creeds as tests of Christian fellowship.  We recognize that 
the Church need not always agree in order to give witness to the love of God.  In fact, the 
way we handle our passionate disagreements can communicate much about who 
Christians are. 
 
Closely related to this concern is another (albeit less spoken) reason that some of us use 
to put off engaging our neighbors.  Amidst the busyness of our family and vocational 
obligations, we sometimes neglect our own spiritual lives.  How could we possibly begin 
a conversation with people of other faith traditions in which we have to represent 
Christianity, when we don’t even have Christianity, our own faith, all figured out yet? 
This worry too is understandable, even if misguided.  We certainly do not have to be 
professional theologians in order to establish relationships with our neighbors, to work 
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with them for peace and justice or even speak about Christian faith.  Even specialists 
should have room for growth in understanding.  Remember that all of us see as “if in a 
mirror, dimly” (1 Cor. 13:12).  The fact that some Christians believe that they do have 
Christianity all figured out should be worrying, not the reverse.  Intrinsically Christian 
faith itself incessantly seeks understanding, even while the God we know in Jesus Christ 
always exceeds human comprehension.  Indeed, the very restlessness of Christian faith 
draws us into dialogue with our neighbors.  
 
While interfaith relations should not be seen as a substitute for other Christian spiritual 
disciplines like study, worship and prayer, it is the case that people who have been 
involved in interreligious conversations overwhelmingly report that these encounters lead 
them to deeper loyalty to and understanding of their own religion.  Interreligious 
conversations often provoke ecumenical ones, leading Christians to reconsider elements 
of their tradition in new ways.  “As students of God’s truth, we believe that there is much 
we can learn about ourselves, our neighbors, and how God works in the world from the 
encounter and engagement with people in other faiths” (paragraph 32). 
 
 
5.  Does the fact that it may lead to new understanding, even spiritual 
development, justify interfaith engagement? 
 
No, it does not.  There are many advantages which Christians may hope, even expect, to 
result from intentional interfaith conversation and work.  The renewal of faith is one.  
Nevertheless, to engage our neighbor because we might gain something from the 
encounter is an unacceptably egocentric posture.   To view our neighbors as instruments 
for our own good makes them a means for our own gratification.  The central reason we 
engage our neighbors of other faiths is that God calls us to such relationships.  As 
Disciples we affirm that we are called by the gospel to witness in word and deed to the 
love of God for the benefit of the world.  We are summoned to love our neighbors, not 
for the benefit of ourselves, but for their benefit and because they are our brothers and 
sisters created by the one God.  We are called to a lifestyle of service, of providing 
hospitality to strangers and to be peacemakers in the world.  To justify relationship 
building with our neighbors in other faiths by the expected outcome of that engagement 
exploits our neighbors and compromises the integrity of the relationship.          
 
Just as it is wrong to engage our neighbors primarily for the benefits such relationships 
might bring us, so too is it mistaken to engage them for the expected benefits it will bring 
them.  Our prime motivation is our summons to witness and love.  Neither of these 
demand a particular response by the neighbor.  Our neighbors may “finally decide that 
their true good involves accepting Jesus as Lord and Savior.  But our loving them does 
not require that, and therefore we could never coerce them to accept Christ” (paragraph 
18).  We are called to love our neighbors as God has loved us.  This love is not the 
neurotic love of a monarch who decides ahead of time what is “good” for the other and 
then imposes it.  Rather God’s love is modeled in the servanthood of the self-giving, 
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kenotic Christ whose openness and vulnerability leave us free to respond in relationship 
without demanding a particular response.     
 
 
6. Wait, isn’t part of our mission to convert others? What does the Bible 
say? 
 
 The Bible is not univocal about the status of other religions, nor about the content and 
parameters of Christian witness.  As Disciples we affirm that the activities of witness “are 
complex and multi-dimensional” (paragraph 17). By reading only particular passages 
(such as Matthew 28: 18-19, John 14: 5-6, Acts 4:11-12, 1 Corinthians 3:11, 1 John 
5:12), one can extract a negative understanding of other religions from the Bible and the 
understanding that Christians witness necessitates others becoming disciples of Jesus.  By 
focusing on other passages (such as Luke 9: 49-50, Psalm 24:1-2, Amos 9:7, Genesis 9: 
8-17, Isaiah 19:19-25, Matthew 8: 10-12, Micah 6:8), one may gain a positive 
understanding of others and a view that Christian witness does not necessitate that they 
become Christian.  Simply put, there is no straightforward, one-sided vision of the nature 
of Christian witness.  It is helpful to remember that the Bible is more like a library of 
sixty-six books than a single volume.  To limit what a library says on a particular topic to 
isolated verses taken from one book is misguided.  Rather, we are called to “a sincere and 
profound engagement with the Bible” and to “attempt to discern its essential messages 
and themes” (paragraph 29).  As people with deep reverence for the Bible, we recognize 
that it presents different visions of mission and we are summoned to study and 
discernment.  
 
 
7. Despite the fact that the Bible allows multiple interpretations, 
doesn’t my interpretation about the value of other traditions dictate 
the relationship I will have?  In other words, does the Gospel compel 
us to decide what we think of other religious traditions before we enter 
conversation with the people who follow them? 
 
Anyone with a passing exposure to the writings on interfaith relations in recent years has 
probably heard of different Christian perspectives on other religions.  The most well 
known and commonly used classification system is that which divides Christian 
responses into categories of “exclusivism,” “inclusivism” and “pluralism.”  Roughly 
speaking, “exclusivism” affirms that Christianity is the one true religion, that salvation is 
only in Jesus Christ and that all other religions are misguided human attempts at self-
salvation.  “Inclusivism” maintains that God is at work in other religions besides 
Christianity, but that whatever truth or salvation is found there is fulfilled, superseded, 
and realized completely only in Christianity.  “Pluralism” contends that salvation can be 
found in many of the world’s great religious traditions.  Some scholars have critiqued this 
paradigm and offered other categories to describe the various Christian theologies of 
religions.  Whatever categories one uses, the argument has been that Christians need to 



 
 

18 
© 2006 Council on Christian Unity | Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)  

http://www.disciples.org/ccu/ | (317) 713-2586 

have a position about the value of other traditions because that position dictates how 
Christians understand the nature and purpose of interreligious dialogue.   
 
No doubt there is merit in considering the salvific value of other religions.  The key 
question, however, is not whether other traditions have value, but whether we need to 
know, or even if we can know, what that value is before we enter into conversation with 
adherents of those traditions.  First, we should remember that the Bible does not 
especially address other religions or the issue of dialogue with members of other 
traditions; it describes the history and faith of Jews and Christians.  The scriptures make 
clear that idolatry is unsuitable for the faithful.  However allegations of idolatry are 
primarily leveled against Jews and Christians; idolatry is an internal critique rather than 
an external one.  The problem of idolatry for the Hebrew prophets was not the concern 
that other people worshiped other gods, but that Israel might do so.  The Christian gospel 
does not demand that we make a priori evaluations of other religions, with the possible 
exception of Judaism which, theologically, we must deem positively.  The Christian 
claim that God is revealed in Christ is predicated on the revelatory character of Judaism.  
To live a life a discipleship to Jesus does not oblige us to immediately accept or reject the 
claims of other religions.  Nor does it mandate a judgment of those traditions before 
conversation begins.  
 
Given that Christians are not required to evaluate the religious traditions of their 
neighbors before getting to know them, it is questionable whether or not they should 
make such evaluations.  Christian theologies of religion attempt to explain the meaning 
and status of other religions based on the teachings of Christianity.  They are intrinsically 
intra-Christian conversations about the religious lives of people who are not Christian.  
Whether one is an exclusivist or a pluralist, a priori judgments about others are rooted in 
the assumption that Christians ultimately know more about the religious lives of their 
neighbors than they do themselves (i.e. whether or not their tradition does or does not 
lead to salvation).  To decide in advance the value of other traditions distorts and uses 
those traditions to answer endemically Christian questions, like how a good God could 
condemn (or save) humans who are not a part of the Christian community.  Clearly 
Christians should use their theological resources to try to understand the existence of 
religious plurality.  Yet these resources should not be used to excuse ourselves from our 
obligation to listen and to learn from others.  We are called to be open to the world which 
God loves and in which God is active and so to actively listen to and engage our 
neighbors of other faiths.   
 
 
8.  Christianity has always existed in a world with other religions.  Why 
is interreligious engagement called a “special calling in our time” 
(paragraph 4)?  Does it have to do with the events of September 11, 
2001? 
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It is true that Christianity has always existed in a religiously plural world.  Indeed, 
Christianity’s very birth and infancy occurred within the matrix of Judaism and the 
philosophical/mystery-religious setting of the Roman world.  However Christians have 
not always been as aware of other religions as they are today.  The unprecedented surge 
of migrants, refugees and displaced persons in recent decades, along with the advent of 
certain communication and transportation technologies, has intensified religious diversity 
in many places in the world and has brought to consciousness an increased awareness of 
the presence of other religions.   
 
It is also true that the tragedies of September 11, 2001 and other areas of violence in the 
world have highlighted the importance of deep interreligious understanding and 
cooperative work for peace.   We recognize that we are often woefully ignorant of the 
beliefs, practices and traditions that shape the religious lives of our neighbors and 
acknowledge that such ignorance often has resulted in fear, distrust, violence, hatred and 
the dehumanization of our neighbors in other faiths.  In one sense, then, it is true that 
recent events have underscored the urgent need, even the “special calling,” to cultivate 
deeper levels of understanding between ourselves and our neighbors in other religious 
traditions.    
 
In another sense, though, world events do not determine our calling as Christians; they 
merely draw attention to certain aspects of it.  The Christian motivation for interreligious 
engagement is not a fear-based response to violence, but a love-based desire for 
relationship with our neighbors.  Some people have understood interreligious engagement 
as if it were an emergency ambulance service.  When religious violence crops up, calls 
for dialogue immediately appear.  Then when tensions decline, interest in interfaith 
engagement also wanes.  Our rationale for interreligious engagement stems not from 
short-lived, anxiety-fueled reactions to world events, but from the lifestyle of 
discipleship, witness, service and love to which we are called.   
 
    
9.  Who should I engage?  
 
From a theological point of view, we are called to relationship with the world.  Our 
openness to our neighbors is not determined by their merit, but by the way God has loved 
us in Christ.  God loves us unconditionally; we respond to that love by being 
unconditionally open to our neighbors in other religious traditions.  We reject the notion 
that we should restrict our relationships to those groups with whom we think we have 
most in common or of whose ethical lives we most approve.  It may be the case that our 
openness or desire for relationship is not always reciprocated.  There likely will be times 
when interreligious cooperation and conversation become difficult or break down, when 
our intentions are misunderstood or manipulated.  Such occasions are to be expected 
given our human fallen condition.  Even so, our fallenness does not mitigate our calling 
to discipleship, openness and love.        
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10.  Okay, so how to I get started?   
 
Fortunately, much interreligious engagement is already happening.  Here are a few 
suggestions for how to get started. 

(1) A first step is to find out what sort of interfaith projects, initiatives or groups 
are already active in your local area or state.  Many Disciples regularly attend interfaith 
councils and participate in interfaith action designed to address peace and social justice 
concerns.  Interfaith organization and projects provide easy ways to get to know the 
people of other faith traditions in your area.  

(2) Education in your congregation is another important endeavor that can serve 
as a precursor and compliment to actual engagement.  Study the report “Disciples and 
Interreligious Engagement.”  Many other Christian denominations, as well as the 
National Council of Churches and the World Council of Churches, have statements and 
suggestions for interreligious engagement. 

(3) Bookmark and frequently check the Council on Christian Unity website 
http://www.disciples.org/ccu/ to find resources and links for interfaith study, dialogue, 
worship, projects and prayer.   

(4) The Disciples of Christ have active participants on the National Council of 
Churches Interfaith Commission, which is available to lead workshops, make 
presentations, help start interfaith dialogues and projects and assist in responding to 
difficult interfaith situations.      

(5) Introduce yourself to your local neighbors in other traditions.  As you get to 
know them, make their joys and sorrows a part of your own through your newsletters and 
in your prayers.  Recognize their holy days and, when appropriate, thank them for the 
witness they bring to you.  
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APPENDIX 
 

“DISCIPLES OF CHRIST AND INTERRELIGIOUS ENGAGEMENT” 
A Report from the Council on Christian Unity 

 
Theological Introduction 

 
1.  As members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), we affirm and confess our 
belief in one God revealed in Jesus Christ as Creator, Reconciler, and Redeemer of all.  
We affirm that God loves all of creation and that all people are created in the image of 
God (Genesis 1:27).  We acknowledge that through God’s love, all people are related to 
one another as children of God and understand this common humanity and relationship to 
be gifts from God to the human race.  Thus we accept God’s mandate to engage in 
relationships with creation that give life and encourage life to flourish. 
 
2.  As members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), we also recognize that we 
have been sent into the world to testify in word and deed to the love of God we know 
through Jesus Christ our Lord (John 17:18).  We celebrate our distinctive identity as 
Disciples of Christ and openly seek opportunities to share the good news of God’s 
covenant of love in Jesus Christ with the world.  Yet we must confess that we have not 
always embodied this love in our relationships with people of other religious traditions.  
We have at times allowed a woeful lack of understanding and respect for other faiths to 
result in fear, distrust, and the dehumanization of our brothers and sisters in other 
religious traditions.  We have mistakenly let factors of history, race, socio-economic 
location and politics shape our conceptions of other religions and have too quickly 
accepted misguided and harmful stereotypes. 
 
3.  While the Church has always lived in a religiously pluralistic world, the rich diversity 
of different faiths is more apparent to us now than ever before.  We Disciples often find 
ourselves face-to-face with neighbors and co-workers, relatives, strangers, and friends 
who belong to different religious traditions.  Relationships with such folk offer us unique 
opportunities to witness, love, and serve “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).  Moreover, 
because we believe in a God who creates and interacts with the entire cosmos, we seek 
through relationships with people of other faiths to learn more about the God we know 
through Jesus Christ.     
 
4.  As members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) called to life-giving 
relationship with all of creation, we see interreligious relationships as one of God’s 
special callings in our time.  We feel called to engage intentionally, along with other 
Christians, in interfaith work, learning practical ways to encounter people of diverse 
faiths in order to learn from them, to live in community with them, to develop mutual 
respect, and to discover areas of commonality.  Because of God’s creative relationship to 
us all, we see these religious others as intrinsically connected to our own religious life.  
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As Disciples, we affirm that God calls us to be in intentional relationship and 
conversation with our neighbors in other faith traditions.   
 
5.  This document is an attempt to reflect upon who we are as Disciples of Christ, why we 
might engage in interfaith dialogue and work, the nature of interreligious relationships, 
and what gifts we have that uniquely prepare us for constructive and consequential 
interreligious engagement.  
 
 

Our Identity as Disciples of Christ 
 

6.  Interreligious engagement can take many forms, ranging from the personal and 
practical conversations of real individuals living together, to co-operative social ventures, 
to the joint study of sacred scriptures and deliberate theological dialogues, to shared 
experiences of worship and prayer.  In each of these various types of encounter, however, 
a strong sense of one’s own identity and an ability to convey that identity in a coherent 
fashion are critically important.   
 
7.  Therefore we remind ourselves of our Christian identity, the very heart of who are as 
Disciples, by citing the brief statement on ecclesiology by the Disciples Commission on 
Theology that was accepted by the General Assembly in 1997. 
 

The Church is that community called into being by the Gospel, which is God’s 
covenant of love in Jesus Christ, and given its life through the power of God’s 
Spirit in order to praise and serve the living God.  All those who accept this 
calling—of whatever race, nationality, or culture—are joined together as one 
people commissioned by God to witness by word and deed to God’s love for the 
world.  They signify their corporate identity by: 

their common confession of faith that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the 
 living  God, 

their incorporation into the body of Christ through baptism, 
their thankful celebration of Christ’s saving work and abiding presence 
through the Lord’s Supper, 
their common commitment to direct their lives in accord with the will of God 
as made known through the testimony of Scripture, and  
their shared experience of the Holy Spirit who empowers them for ministry 
as disciples and ambassadors of Christ to and for the world.   

This community, through its life of unity in diversity as well as its witness in 
word and deed, exists to glorify God, proclaiming from generation to generation 
and to the ends of the earth God’s good news in Jesus Christ, participating in 
God’s work of reconciliation, liberation, and redemption for all people, and thus 
living as a sign of God’s coming reign. 

 
8.  We understand authentic interreligious engagement to be an “encounter of loyalties” 
which bears the most fruit when we are forthrightly Christian and our partners from 
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different faiths are candid representatives of their own religious traditions.  Only in a 
context where partners are open, honest and willing to humbly express their deepest 
convictions and practices can trust and friendships develop.  Indeed, it is precisely the 
profundity of our differing beliefs and customs that offers the greatest hope for mutual 
challenge, shared learning, and spiritual growth.  We reject the notion that interfaith 
encounter can only take place if we suspend our deepest Christian convictions.  Rather 
we see our religious particularities as gifts from God that we share with members in other 
traditions.    
 
 

Given Who We Are, Why Should We Engage in Interfaith Relationships? 
 

9.  In light of this statement of theological identity, it is clear that the Disciples are 
called by the Gospel of Jesus Christ to witness in word and deed to the living God 
for the benefit of the world.  It is the world toward which the witness of the Church is 
directed as a witness that intends to help and upbuild the world.  
 
10.  Further, it is obvious to Disciples that this contemporary world in which we live, and 
which the Gospel tells us God loves with an everlasting love, is fractured by oppression, 
violence, war, hatred and crippling fear.  It is also a world of diverse religious traditions 
with diverse understandings of the roots of violence and oppression and it is a world 
overwhelmed by nation-states that seem locked into rivalries and enmities that threaten 
the human future. In short, it is a world in which misunderstandings, lies, and falsehoods 
provoke fear and much violence.  
 
11.  We confess that we Disciples are ourselves sinners in the midst of this violent 
turmoil in the world, and we have often perpetuated misunderstanding, told lies about 
strangers and enemies, and believed falsehoods about people from other cultures and in 
other religious traditions. 
 
12.  Even so, we believe that the Disciples of Christ, under the summons of the Gospel, 
have a strict obligation to be a community of witness to God in the midst of just this sort 
of violence-prone contemporary world.  Such witnessing should never be ashamed of the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ and must incessantly seek to share that Gospel with the world.  
However, we also believe such witnessing means conversing with, listening to, 
learning from, and living peacefully with those in the world who do not confess 
Jesus as Lord.  Indeed, we recognize that God’s love is sometimes better witnessed to 
through listening and sharing than through what have often been monological 
declarations. 
 
13.  We find further theological incentive for interreligious engagement through our 
belief that all people share a common humanity, that is, all are created imago dei, in 
God’s image and have been already profoundly reconciled to God and to others, 
including the creation, in Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 5:18ff.; Colossians 3:15ff.).  Every 
person embodies something of the divine image and therefore may possess some ray of 
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truth, some aspect of the Mystery of God we know to be revealed in Jesus Christ.  Even 
while we know God through Jesus Christ, we affirm that all human understanding of 
truth is inherently limited and conditioned.  The reality of God, in contrast, is intrinsically 
unlimited.  God will always be greater than any human can comprehend or any religion 
can convey.  We affirm that it is morally, ethically, and spiritually wrong for any person, 
group, or religion to claim exclusive access to God, God’s love, grace, or salvation.  
When Christians and others have made such claims to exclusivity, much suffering and 
degradation has often been the result.  
 
14.  As Disciples we recognize that Scripture offers other examples of ethical and 
pastoral incentives for interreligious relationships.  For example, in the Old Testament the 
stories of Abraham, Jethro, Ruth, and others, suggest that we have a certain responsibility 
to welcome and treat kindly those from outside our religious community.  The virtue of 
hospitality to strangers is continued and amplified in the New Testament in the letter to 
the Hebrews, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some 
have  entertained angels without knowing it,” (Hebrews 13:2) and in Jesus’ example in 
the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). 
 
15.  Furthermore, Jesus suggests that the whole of the law and the prophets are 
summarized in the commandment to love God and to love one’s neighbors (Matthew 
22:36-40).  This then becomes the first and guiding commandment for Christians.  
Loving others surely entails respecting them, listening to them, and treating them as we 
would want them treat us (Matthew 7:12).  Loving means not only the authentic sharing 
of our truth, but a deep listening to theirs.  In this light, we remind ourselves of the 
Scriptural injunctions that loving one’s neighbors takes priority over proclaiming right 
doctrine or performing formal worship: before going to Church, first work things out with 
your estranged brother or sister (Matthew 5:23-24); don’t let the observance of Sabbath 
duties prohibit you from doing good to your neighbor (Matthew 12:12).   
 
16.  We recognize that Scripture speaks with many voices and that certain passages have 
been used to discount and divide people in different faiths from one another.  Yet we feel 
called to be peacemakers in the world and to find ways to strengthen human life in 
community.  We trust that God is at work in creation and that, through Christ, all people 
will be reconciled to God and to one another.  Through encounters with people of other 
religions we hope to find new understanding and to discover fuller and more meaningful 
ways to live in reconciled communities together.  We believe, therefore, that the 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) is summoned into dialogue with persons in 
other religious traditions in all ways feasible and practical at all manifestations of 
the Church.  
 
 

Interfaith Relationships and the Christian Mission of Witness 
 

17.  We Disciples affirm that our defining mission, as summoned by the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, is to witness to the living God for the benefit of the world.  It is important to 
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realize that the activities of witness are complex and multi-dimensional.  Clearly one such 
witness imperative is that given by the risen Jesus: “Go therefore and make disciples of 
all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit” (Matthew. 28:19).  It might appear, therefore, that witnessing that does not 
succeed in making persons disciples of Jesus is a failed witness.  Understood this way, 
then, the only proper witness activity that is appropriate toward ‘non-Christians’ is that 
which aims at their conversion to becoming disciples of Jesus. 
 
18.  We certainly want to affirm that witnessing that aims to proclaim the saving ultimacy 
of God’s grace in Jesus Christ through the Spirit is an essential dimension of the 
Church’s mission of witness.  Having clearly affirmed that dimension, however, we 
believe that the Church’s witness also includes activities that are still imperatives but may 
not require that those to whom we witness become Christians.  For example, we are 
called to love strangers and enemies and ‘non-Christians’ in such a way that we seek 
their good.  They may finally decide that their true good involves accepting Jesus as 
Lord and Savior.  But our loving them does not require that, and therefore we could never 
coerce them to accept Christ.  Further, the love of the Christian for others is a love that 
cares about who the other is, how she understands herself, and how she thinks and acts 
religiously in her own tradition.  This kind of love for the other is upbuilding, is patient, 
seeks to create conversation and mutual understanding, and yearns to live with others in 
peace. 
 
19.  Hence we Disciples believe there is much work to be done in love—work which is 
essential to our mission of witness—in conversing with and engaging others that does not 
have to eventuate in their conversion to Christ.  But neither do we believe that the 
possibility of becoming a disciple of Jesus must be renounced or prohibited from the 
conversation.  Surely were such a conversion to take place it would only be through the 
work of the Spirit; Christians refuse to think the Spirit is under their control. 
 
20.  With this understanding of the complexities of witnessing which comprise the 
Church’s witness to the living God, we affirm that we can and should be willing to 
faithfully embrace the inevitable tensions that such dialogues and encounters with others 
will occasion.  It would be absurd to enter such dialogue by renouncing the gift of grace 
in Jesus Christ.  It would also be absurd to wield that grace as a weapon of coercion.  
When we encounter and dialogue with others we are not expected to shed our cherished 
Christian beliefs, but neither are we called to ignore or condemn the others with their 
cherished beliefs.      
 
21.  Therefore, as Disciples of Christ we understand interreligious dialogue itself as a 
mutual quest for a deeper understanding of truth and thus to involve mutual sharing, 
mutual witnessing, and a mutual call to healthier ways of life.  When Christians are able 
to balance their witnessing with a sincere receptivity to the witnessing of others, then 
both the evangelizing mission of the Church and the mutual uncovering of truth are 
accomplished.  We look forward to the renewal of our faith in encounters with our 
brothers and sisters in other faith traditions. 
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22.  We also affirm that dialogue and interreligious encounter involve an opening up in 
more than intellectual terms to the concerns of the other.  We understand interfaith 
dialogue as a way of living out our Christian witness.  In Jesus Christ, God ’s self-
communication to the world is not imposed on humanity—we are invited to listen, to 
learn, and to respond.  Scripture reveals a God who not only speaks to the world, but also 
loves, listens, waits, challenges, and surprises.  Thus we understand our calling to include 
a lifestyle of commitment to the core issues of our neighbors.  We recognize that we can 
better provide aid to a needy world when we act together with partners from other 
religious traditions.  Moreover, we understand that working side-by-side with our 
partners for global well-being and peace can have a transformative impact upon both 
partners and can open our eyes to the integrity and vitality in each of our respective 
religious ways.  
 
23.  We Disciples thus recognize that an honest and open dialogue between persons of 
different faiths involves some risk.  Indeed, in any relationship in which our hearts and 
minds are open to another, we risk being hurt or losing certainty.  We confess that at 
times we have avoided authentic interreligious engagement out of fear that our 
foundational beliefs might be challenged.   
 
24.  Yet the seriousness of our faith in God emboldens us to take such risks and leads us 
to anticipate what new insights or endeavors God has in store.  With risk comes 
opportunity, and we place our trust in the Holy Spirit to guide us as we ask new 
questions, are open to transformation, seek both to encourage and critique, and hear how 
God has worked in the lives of others. 
 

 
Disciples Gifts for Engaging in Interfaith Relations 

 
25.  Even while we enter interfaith relations as members of the universal Church of Jesus 
Christ, we seek to identify and celebrate those elements of our particular history and 
tradition as Disciples of Christ that uniquely prepare us for interfaith connection.  Along 
these lines we highlight several gifts we have to offer to the universal Church and to our 
dialogue partners in other religious traditions. 
 
26.  We Disciples bring the gift of understanding ourselves as a “people of the table.”   
As a community of Christians who celebrate the centrality of the Lord’s Supper, we 
experience the table of Christ as an open and welcoming table.  For us, the table is a 
meeting place where the inclusive love of God encountered in Jesus Christ gathers 
together those who confess Jesus Christ as Lord, nurtures them, and seeks to create a 
sense of community among them and with the larger world.  Yet the table is not our own.  
We encounter God’s unmerited grace as guests at the table, and as such, we cannot put 
limits upon God’s grace in different contexts. 
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27.  As Disciples, we affirm that the table is where we discover one of our clearest 
visions into the nature of God.  At the table we experience God’s acceptance of us as 
people of worth and therefore we are empowered to see the worth of others.  We rejoice 
that at the table we meet a God who builds bridges across the barriers that divide 
humanity.  At the table we meet a Jesus whose lifestyle of servanthood and love provide 
for us a model of inclusion, compassion, and respect for all our neighbors.  In 
remembering the death and resurrection of Christ, we prepare ourselves for a new life of 
reconciliation with God and all God’s creatures.  At the table we feel the Spirit of God 
empowering liberation and deliverance in our daily lives.   
 
28.  Historically we Disciples see the openness of the table as a symbol of protest against 
closed institutional systems and cultures that bred exclusion and division.  Thus, today 
we find in the open and welcoming table of Christ a compelling motivation for 
interfaith relations.   
 
29.  We Disciples also bring the gift of understanding ourselves as a “people of the 
book,” a people who maintain a deep appreciation for the Bible as another place where 
the nature of the Divine is revealed.  As a part of the Protestant tradition historically 
emphasizing sola scriptura, (Scripture alone) our founders encouraged a sincere and 
profound engagement with the Bible and an attempt to discern its essential messages and 
themes.  Nevertheless, Alexander Campbell emphasized the importance of understanding 
the social and cultural contexts found in the biblical narratives.  He saw the Bible as a 
human testimony to divine revelation.  Since then, Disciples have been comfortable with 
notions of the historical conditioning of Scripture and revelation.  We believe this 
heritage prepares us to appreciate religious developments outside of Scripture.  With new 
questions in mind, we search the Scriptures for guidance on new ways to mature in our 
faith and in our love and service to others.  
 
30.  While a number of important themes run through the biblical texts, we Disciples 
believe that the universality of God’s unconditional love enacted salvifically in Christ for 
all people is the grand theme of Scripture.  We understand further themes such as 
redemption, justice, deliverance, grace, liberation, compassion, humility, and 
reconciliation in light of the primacy of God’s unconditional and universal love.  Thus in 
this broad theme we see ample reason to encourage the cultivation of interfaith relations.  
Indeed, our conviction is that we appropriate God’s love and further biblical themes 
only as they are lived out in relationships with our neighbors.  
 
31.  We Disciples bring to interfaith encounters the gift of our intense appreciation for 
learning.  Historically we understood our particular mission as including proclamation 
and education—we founded both churches and institutions of higher learning.  We 
consider ourselves students of God’s truth and have thus always valued a “reasoned 
faith.”  We have resisted being boxed in by so-called infallible doctrines and have chosen 
rather to search for truth through a deep study of Scripture and by being open to and 
engaging in relationships with those around us.  
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32.  Along these lines we bring the gift of vigorous, intelligent conversation within our 
own tradition, in which we have struggled to understand who God is and what God has 
striven to reveal to us about human destiny and the destiny of the world. Indeed, it is 
internal to faith that it incessantly seeks understanding and this empowers inquiry and 
dialogue.  Disciples affirm that the God whom we seek to understand is a God who calls 
us in faith to seek to understand our brothers and sisters in traditions that often appear 
strange and opaque to us in our ignorance and fear.  We gladly and earnestly engage in 
interreligious dialogue in the hope that the witness of other traditions might enrich our 
understanding and deepen our Christian discipleship.  As students of God’s truth, we 
believe that there is much we can learn about ourselves, our neighbors, and how 
God works in the world from the encounter and engagement with people in other 
faiths.   
 
33.  We Disciples bring the gift of two centuries of earnest pursuit of Christian unity in 
the midst of Christian communities divided by suspicion and discord.  We are familiar 
with discord but we remain undaunted and hopeful.  While we do not expect interfaith 
dialogue with other religious traditions to necessarily eventuate in a common theological 
confession, we do expect the Holy Spirit of truth to cast a broad light on a path to mutual 
understanding and to peace. 
 
34.  Further, we bring the gift of intense interfaith dialogue over several decades with our 
Jewish brothers and sisters.  Through such dialogue we have been empowered to critique 
and rethink historic Christian attitudes and practices toward Jews.  The dialogue has 
sharpened our grasp of the many beliefs we share with Jews and has led us as well to 
appreciate our significant differences.  Both the shared beliefs and the differences have 
been discussed in a context of reconciliation and peace.  
 
35.  Finally, we Disciples bring the gift of our unflinching belief in God as the Ultimate 
Companion of all creatures who seeks their redemption in a tumultuous and often violent 
world.  We believe in a God who cares deeply about truth and peace.  God’s definitive 
words to the world are words of forgiveness, rather than the threat of ultimate 
annihilation and punishment.  We believe that the cross and resurrection of Jesus of 
Nazareth, a Jew in search of Jews and Gentiles, reveals God’s search to ultimately 
redeem all creatures.  We hope that all our conversing and witnessing might be to the 
glory of God.  We trust that God’s glory will surprise us with new discernments of 
the Spirit and with the gift of new friends. 
 
36.  Each of these gifts highlights a certain aspect of our Disciples identity.  Explained in 
this way, we understand the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) to have a historical 
and theological trajectory toward interaction with people of other faiths. We believe that 
we cannot achieve our desire for deep Christian spirituality, true community, and a 
passion for justice without the help of our brothers and sisters in other religious 
traditions. 
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37.  It is precisely in light of these wonderful gifts of the Disciples tradition that we 
unequivocally affirm that to be faithful to God’s call in today’s religiously 
pluralistic world summons Disciples intentionally and whole-heartedly to engage in 
interfaith relations and work.    
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Recommended Resources 

The availability of new interfaith resources is increasingly exponentially.  
The best way to access new resources for interfaith study, dialogue, 
worship, projects and prayer is to check those listed on the websites of: 

 
- Council on Christian Unity [ http://www.disciples.org/ccu/] 
- National Council of Christian Churches’ Interfaith Relations 

Commission [http://ncccusa.org/interfaith/ifrhome.htm] 
- World Council of Churches Interfaith and Dialogue Team 

[http://wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/interreligious/index-e.html] 
 
Three Good Resources to Start: 
 
1.  For Interfaith Prayer Resources, see All in Good Faith: A Resource 
Book for Multi-faith Prayer, edited by Jean Potter and Marcus Braybrooke 
(published in 1997 by The World Congress on Faiths; ISBN 0-905468-01-
5).   

The book has 3 parts: (1) one dealing with how different religions 
understand the nature of prayer, (2) a nice anthology of prayers from 
different religions on particular topics (i.e. compassion, justice, peace, 
tolerance, virtues, the world, times of trouble, etc.), and (3) a third 
section with 9 different interfaith services.   

 
2.  For a study of study of the Bible and Interfaith, see Wesley Ariarajah’s 
The Bible and People of Other Faiths (published in 1985 by World Council of 
Churches; ISBN 2-8254-0840-9).   
 
3.  For a issues related to interfaith dialogue such as Interfaith Prayer, 
Marriage, Women, Conflict and Mission, see Wesley Ariarajah’s Not Without 
My Neighbor: Issues in Interfaith Relations (published in 1999 by the World 
Council of Churches; ISBN 2-8254-1308-9). 
 


