Other Stories!
What is the common denominator?

This week we had an interesting “sermon”.  Instead of the usual, we watched a video from Willow Creek produced about 10 years ago.  Pastor Bill Hybels presented a series of questions to a panel of representatives from some of the world’s most influential religions: Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism and Christianity.  The questions were designed to highlight differences between Christianity and the other faiths represented.  

I noticed a common denominator that ran through all the stories of those represented; be good to your fellow man!  This indeed highlighted a basic problem of humanity; unkindness to one another, in all its various forms.  The flip side of this is really selfishness and pride, thinking of oneself more highly than others.  I saw some truth in each of these worldviews, and an honest attempt to deal with that truth.
For several years I have been contemplating the “essentials of the faith.”  What is the minimum one needs to know and do to be acceptable to God?  Coming from a fundamentalist Baptist background, we had quite a list of doctrines and practices that were essential to agree with if one wanted to “belong” to the congregation or denomination.  For me, and possibly for many others, that list became a distraction from the core or basic beliefs of Christianity.  The list had value, but was assembled by men in a systematic way, with the intent to help us be acceptable to God, just like the Pharisees did in Jesus’ day.  The list was to guard our purity, and that it did for me, at least outwardly, during my formative years.  For this I am grateful!  It was my “school master”.
As a missionary in Honduras, I hosted several visitors over the years, with whom I engaged in discussions of faith and practice.  I often asked our guests to list the essentials of their faith, comparing theirs with mine in a sometimes-spirited discussion.  I found that over the years, my list of essentials became shorter and shorter, as I interacted with people from various backgrounds who demonstrated a vibrant faith, but lacked some of the points that I had on my list!  How could this be?  Maybe my essentials were not quite so essential after all!

That has led me on a quest to find that common denominator, the basis of our faith, the bare essentials that are necessary to make one acceptable to God.

Being a Christian, much of my search has included the Bible, and a sorting through many of its various interpretations.  What intrigues me most at the moment is the faith of the “outsiders” to the mainline lineage of Abraham.

We can begin with Abraham, the Father of many who have faith throughout the world.  Abraham had a revelation from God, and responded appropriately with obedience.  We have a great bit of detail about Abraham and his descendents.  But there are others, on whom the story of the Bible does not focus, yet intersect with the story of Abraham and his descendents.  What is the rest of their story?

What about Melchizedek?  What an intriguing individual!  A priest king, out of nowhere!  What drew him to God, and elevated him to a position of religious leadership?  What was his source of revelation?  He had Creation, but did God speak directly to him?  He certainly was acceptable to God!  What did he teach his followers?  What did he believe and do?  His faith was outside of the Judeo-Christian norm and lineage.
Then we have the magi of the Christmas story.  Another group of very interesting men whose faith was so strong they undertook a sacrificial journey to present costly gifts to a king whom the rest of the world missed, even those with the sacred scriptures in their possession!  What was the source of their faith?  They certainly were acceptable to God, or I must assume so from their place in this amazing story of God becoming man!

Then, we also have Cornelius, the pagan, Roman military leader, in the book of Acts who prayed and gave alms to the poor.  Cornelius understood that there was a God worthy of his recognition.  He also somehow knew that he had a responsibility to the poor.  He clearly was noticed by God!  What he was doing was acceptable to God!  Is this a hint at the common denominator, a recognition of a Creator God who we are responsible to, which results in beneficial actions toward the creatures that bear the image of that God?  Some might argue that Cornelius wasn’t quite yet acceptable, that he yet needed to accept the message of Jesus, which was presented to him in a pretty dramatic fashion.  But I wonder, was he acceptable before he knew the name of Jesus?  He knew the Creator Jesus, but just didn’t know his proper name and some details.
So, I continue to wonder what the common denominator is!  What are the basics one must know / do to be acceptable to God?  I have a few ideas.
Thoughts from Athens,
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