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If there is righteousness in the heart, there will be beauty in the character. 
If there is beauty in the character, there will be harmony in the home. 
If there is harmony in the home, there will be order in the nation. 
If there will be order in the nation, there will be peace in the world. 

                                                                                                     --Confucius 
 

Reading:  Matthew 22:36-40, 5:17, 7:12 
 

A few years ago I read a book called American Grace: How Religion Divides Us and Unites Us (Robert 
Putnam and David Campbell, 2010).  Based on extensive surveys and research the authors 
conclude that we have become both more polarized and more pluralistic than ever.  And if appears 
that the more religious someone is, the less tolerant of other religions they will be and the more 
likely they will say, “one religion is true and others are not.”  But surprisingly this group of “true 
believers” is quite small—only about 13%.  So while church teaching and leadership might not 
reflect this, most people in the U.S. are very pluralistic and affirm other religions.  And what seems 
to be changing people are personal relationships with others of different faiths. 
 

In the midst of our polarized and pluralistic society, from time to time in sermons or in classes, I 
like to take a look at other religious traditions.  Why do this?  Why spend time talking about other 
religions? 
 

Well, Jesus said, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”   
 

So we are called to love our Hindu, Muslim, Taoist and Jewish neighbors.  And if we are called to 
love them, the least we can do, it seems to me, is get to know a little about them.  And gaining a 
little understanding, we might grow to appreciate things about their traditions.  And our own lives 
and faith might become enlarged and enriched by it.   
 

Many people have said that other religious traditions have helped them become better Christians.  
Paul Knitter, who taught comparative religions at Union Seminary in New York wrote, 
 

It was only after I began to take seriously and to explore other religious Scriptures and 
traditions that I was able to more adequately understand my own. 
 

Engagement with other religions helped him, he said, “to try to figure out what the message of 
Jesus means in our contemporary culture.”  “I’ve come to be convinced,” writes the former priest,  
“that I have to be religious interreligiously.”  (Without Buddha I Could Not Be A Christian, 2009) 
 

In our global community, I agree with him.  And I think that it is about time to mention the word, 
“evangelism.”  What does it mean for us to be evangelical in a world of different religions?  What 
does it mean to fulfill the Great Commission—to teach and baptize all people? 
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Certainly, the church has had a checkered history on this score—holy wars, inquisitions, 
crusades—torture, killing, persecution—all in the name of Christ—in the name of evangelism. 
 

At times it has resembled a football game run amuck:  “We’re Number One!” is the chant.  “My God 
is better than your god!  My way is better than your way!  And we’re going to trounce you and 
defeat you.”  And so I ask, “What would Jesus say?  What would Jesus’ approach be?” 
 

From what we know about Jesus, I think we can say that Jesus’ approach would be one of loving, 
affirming dialogue.  Jesus, I believe, would look for common ground.  He would demonstrate 
respect.  Jesus’ method would match his message.  Jesus would be guided by his own “law of love.” 
 

You know, it’s interesting that almost every religious tradition has a version of the Golden Rule.  
Christians, Jews, Hinduism, Buddhism Islam.  And Confucius, born 551 years before Jesus, stated it 
by saying, “do not do unto others what you would not want others to do unto you.” The person 
who has jen, a Chinese word for “love, right relationship between people, or goodness,” such a 
person, it is written, knows that “within the four seas all people are brothers and sisters.”  “The 
Good Person treats the unloved as he does the loved,” said Confucius. 
 

Chinese society has been a highly ordered society with intricate mores.  It has been a structured, 
choreographed society.  And it evolves from this idea of jen.  So you could say that the fulfillment 
of the law is love.  Religiously, it has been said that in China one wears a Confucian hat, Taoist 
robes and Buddhist sandals.  It’s a mixture.  Confucianism stresses ethics and the public ordering 
of life, while Taoism stresses personal spirituality. 
 

Every religious tradition shares something in common.  Yet some Christians think we should not 
learn about them, but is that a loving response?  I am convinced that encounters with other 
religious traditions should not be feared but embraced. 
 

Sharing does not mean wanting others to abandon their own spiritual roots and embrace our faith.  
Rather, real dialogue makes us more open-minded and tolerant.  True dialogue leads us to better 
understand ourselves as well as others who are different.  
 

And this same spirit of loving dialogue should be exhibited in the Christian church and in 
congregations, as well.  But how often we play the game of “Gotcha!” 
 

By embracing plurality and resisting those who would have one conquering view, both in the 
church and in the world, we are being truly evangelical.  The world hungers for a Christianity that 
affirms that the reality of God is present everywhere, including other religion.  The world is 
starving for an open, inclusive Christianity. 
 

The Chinese philosopher, Mo Tzu, was an eloquent spokesperson for the law of love, in which we 
can recognize even our highest Christian ideas: 
 

Mutual attacks among states, mutual usurpation among houses, mutual injuries among 
individuals, these are [among] the major calamities in the world. 
But whence do these calamities arise? 
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They arise out of want of mutual love.  At present, feudal lords have learned only to love their 
own state and not those of others.  Therefore they do not scruple about attacking other states.  
The heads of houses have learned only to love their own houses and not those of others.  
Therefore they do not scruple about attacking other houses.  And individuals have learned 
only to love themselves and not others.  Therefore all the calamities, strifes, complaints, and 
hatred in the world have arisen out of want of mutual love… 
How can we have the condition altered? 
It is to be altered by the way of universal love and mutual aid. 
But what is the way of universal love and aid? 
It is to regard the state of others as one’s own, the houses of others as one’s own, the persons 
of others as one’s self.  When all the people in the world love one another, then the strong will 
not overpower the weak, the many will not oppress the few, the wealthy will not mock the 
poor, the honored will not disdain the humble, and the cunning will not deceive the simple.  
And it is all due to mutual love that calamities, strifes, complaints, and hatred are prevented 
from arising. 
 

Love, then, is the fulfillment of every law.  It is the fulfillment and culmination of civilization itself.  
When we follow the law of love, there is peace and wholeness.  Love is like an electrical circuit that 
we receive and allow to flow through us.   
 
Lao Tsu, born 604 years before Jesus, wrote the Tao Te Ching, “The Way and it’s Power.”    When 
Confucius met Lao Tsu, it is said that he said, 
 

I know a bird can fly.  I know a fish can swim.  I know animals can run.  Creatures that run 
can be caught in nets; those that whim can be caught in wicker traps; those that fly can be hit 
by arrows.  But the dragon is behind my knowledge; it ascends to heaven on the clouds and 
the wind. Today I have seen Lao Tsu, and he is like the Dragon! 

 
The Tao is the way of the universe, the driving power in all nature, the principle behind all life, the 
way of Ultimate Reality, beyond human comprehension.  And the idea is to allow it to flow, the 
reduce the friction within ourselves, to achieve wu wei, pure effectiveness, not through our own 
effort but through inaction.  It is effortless effort, work without working, creative quietude and 
stillness.  We may have seen people do Tai Ch’i which is about movement and mediation to draw 
Ch’i, breath or vital energy, from the universe and unclog internal flow 
 

The Tao—the life-giving force—the way of the universe—is recognized as feminine.  It is written 
that she 
 

flows through all things, 
inside and outside, and returns 
to the origin of all things. 
 

The ancient Chinese scriptures describe her gentle loving way: 
 

The Tao gives birth to all beings, 
nourishes them, maintains them, 
cares for them, comforts them, protects them, 
takes them back to herself, 



4 

 

creating without possessing, 
acting without expecting, 
guiding without interfering. 
This is why the love of the Tao 
is in the very nature of things. 
 

In the Tao Te Ching it is written: 
 

There is a being, wonderful, perfect, 
It existed before heaven and earth. 
How quiet it is! 
How spiritual it is! 
It stands alone and it does not change. 
It moves around and around, but does not on this account suffer. 
All life comes from it. 
It wraps everything with its love as in a garment, and 
yet it claims no honor, it does not demand to be Lord. 
I do not know its name, and so I call it Tao, the Way, 
and I rejoice in its power.  (Chapter 25) 
 

As Christians we see in Christ the incarnation of love—love in the flesh.  And in his life we see that 
his way of love can be thwarted.  It can be crucified.  But it will never die.  Love is the most basic 
law of the universe.  “A light shines in the darkness, but darkness cannot overcome it.” 
 

Often in the Tao Te Ching, the image of water is used to describe the gentle way of love that the life 
force follows: 
 

Nothing in the world 
is as soft and yielding as water. 
Yet for dissolving the hard and inflexible, 
nothing can surpass it. 
 

The soft overcomes the hard, 
the gentle overcomes the rigid. 
Everyone knows this is true, 
but few can put it into practice  (Chapter 78) 
 

Christians also affirm that the Creator based the world solely on love.  The world is built on love.  
And it is love that sustains the world.  Love understands that my neighbor’s sorrow is my sorrow; 
their joy is my joy.  We are connected in mutuality.  And ancient rabbinic text gets to the heart of 
the interdependence that lies behind love: 
 

When you are filled with compassion 
there is no self to oppose another 
and no other to stand against oneself. 
 

Love is the most basic law of the universe.  It is the structure of reality.  And we see this radical 
reign of love in the message and life of the Christ.  “Be compassionate as God is compassionate.”  
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“Love your neighbor as yourself.”  “Love your enemies.”  We see this reign of love in the lives of 
others sometimes.  We see it in different religions.  The invisible presence of love deep at the heart 
of things is the creative force.  It is by love that the world was made.  And it is by love that the 
universe continues to evolve. The law of love is about being attuned with nature, not dominating 
it.  Again, the Tao: 
 

Those who would take over the earth 
And shape it to their will 
Never, I notice, succeed. 
The earth is like a vessel so sacred. 
That at the mere approach of the profane 
It is marred. 
And when they reach out their fingers it is gone.  (Ch. 29) 

 
D.T. Suzuki once said, “We orientals would have spoken of befriending Everest.”  There’s a story 
about a Japanese climbing team who scaled Anapurna, the second highest peak, and they 
deliberately stopped 50 feet from the summit.  It’s not about conquering or dominating; it’s about 
befriending. 
 
In his book, Ethics for a New Millennium, the Dalai Lama wrote, 
 

We can reject everything else: 
Religion, ideology, all received wisdom. 
But we cannot escape the necessity of love and compassion. 
This, then, is my true religion, my simple faith… 
Our own heart, our own mind, is the temple. 
The doctrine is compassion. 
 

To speak of “the law of love” is to assert that love is a real force in the universe—like gravity.  And 
we can fight it, resist it and ignore it—or we can align ourselves with it.  But we cannot escape the 
necessity of love.  One thing is sure:  The reign of love will prevail.  Sometimes with the help from 
our religions, sometimes in spite of them.  But love will prevail.   
 


