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Well done, Dan.  Tough assignment today (after Dan read John 3:16).  Word for word.  Moment for 

moment.  Most power pact verse in scripture.  We’re going to look at this today, specifically, but I want 

to be begin by casting a vision or inviting you into a vision that looks like a wide-open field in spring 

time, a wide open field filled with bees buzzing around the flowers.  During the day, they’re all 

Universalists, sampling honey suckle, squash blossoms, trumpet vines and lilacs.  Then, when they’re all 

filled up with mixed nectar punch, they go home to their separate hives, some back to white washed 

bee boxes, others to hollowed out dead trees and others to places like the attic of my garage.  They go 

back to turn what they have gathered in the wide open field of God’s world into honey for their own 

hives.  No matter what hive we come from, regardless the complexion of our swarm, it is a vision of our 

diverse world, a vision for us as we hit every blossom in the wide-open field, even the ones we’ve never 

seen, even those that are a little too spicy for our taste.  We do so in the full confidence that whatever 

led us out of our hives will lead us home again to turn what we’ve gathered in this wide open field into 

honey for our own hive. 

 

This vision is the spirit of this sermon series and lecture series, “Common Ground.”  Over three weeks, 

we’re going to visit the blossoms of Christianity, Islam and Judaism.  We’re going to gather nectar punch, 

and each of the three monotheistic, Abrahamic religions, monotheistic of course meaning that we share 

the common ground that there is but one God and Abrahamic in that we share the same story of Father 

Abraham.  Each week it will be my intent to do a brief overview or history of the core beliefs, the tenets, 

some of the spiritual practices of each tradition, and every Wednesday following, we’ll have a guest 

lecturer at 7:30 p.m. immediately following worship out on the front lawn.  These quest lecturers will 

each come from their tradition, and they’ll make sure to set straight anything I say wrong on Sunday.  

Deal?  Deal!   

 

Now, I expect you might have some things you’d like to write down, some things you might want to 

remember, some questions that come to you that you might want to find answers to later, or you might 

hear something you‘ve never heard before, and you don’t want to forget.  So, we put a little space on 

the back side of the Weekly Inspire, and just beneath that little lined area are some of the resources that 

we’re using.  You’ll find more resources each week as the series unfolds.  I’d invite you to have a pen 

handy, or feel free to open your phone and make notes as you need.   

 

My hope is two-fold, that in some small ways and in some very big ways, we will better understand our 

religious neighbors in Islam and in Judaism, and through that better understanding, we’ll be better 

family members, better neighbors, better friends, and as we learn about other religions that we’ll have a 

deeper sense of our own, that we’ll learn about our own along the way because as a recent college-

graduate member of this church said you me, “You know, J.R., eighty-four percent of the world are 

religious people, that if we can get all the religious people in the world getting along and talking 

together, then we actually have a shot at world peace, and that’ true.” Said with sincerity and with 

honesty. 



 

Let’s do a quick overview about what these three monotheistic Abrahamic traditions look like globally, 

just quick statistics run for you.  There were in 2015 - Pew Research’s most recent kind of statistical 

gathering – in 2015 there were 2.3 billion Christians worldwide.  That represents about 31 percent, or a 

third, of the world’s population are Christian.  1.8 billion are Muslim.  That’s about 24 percent of the 

world’s population.  Fourteen million Jews world-wide represents less than one percent of the world’s 

population, and if you add the Eastern religions and all the other religions into the mix, the total is, as I 

said, about 84 percent of the world’s population are religious.  Now, if you’re doing the math, that 

means about 16 percent that fall into the category that some have dubbed the “nones” – N-O-N-E-S, not 

N-U-N-S.  The N-O-N-E-S, the ones who when asked to check a box, “What religious affiliation do you 

have?” checked the box that says “none,” and that is the fastest growing number on the page, which 

should get our attention.  Now, add it all up and the bottom line is that two-thirds of the world 

population is not Christian.  We represent a third of the world, with two-thirds out there coming from a 

different place, from a different angle of vision on the world and on God. 

 

So, as we enter into this conversation and into this month of the sermon, I guess it would be wise of us 

to ask for God’s help. Would you bow with me, please?  Humble us, O God, with the breadth, the depth 

and the heights to which your love will go for all your people.  As a gift of your Spirit, humble us we pray.  

Amen. 

 

I’d like to say a word of congratulation to all of the graduates in the room, and lest you think you’re not 

a graduate right now, let me be clear.  Congratulations to those of you graduating from school, like high 

school or college or a higher degree or, apparently these days, from kindergarten.  So, congratulations 

to you, but I would say that a whole bunch more of us are graduating in other ways that might matter 

just as much.  We’re graduating into a new chapter of life that looks different from the previous one.  

We may be graduating in a new chapter of our career, of our work life.  We may be graduating into a 

new status of our physical health and well-being that’s different from before.  We’re all graduating in 

some way.  We all participate in commencement every day of our lives when we believe that God makes 

all things new all the time.   

 

Now, my dad’s been visiting this month, and we’ve been hanging out a lot reminiscing and 

remembering, and we were reflecting on a couple of my graduations over the years.  The most recent 

one was for my Doctor of Ministry degree from the Chicago Theological Seminary, not long before Sheila 

and I came up here with the kids, and we remembered that day as a day of great ecumenism, of great 

diversity and unity, and it’s among my favorite stories to tell, but this week in particular, I reflected on 

the faculty charge given to me and my class mates.  You know, at a graduation like that, the faculty will 

often get together and say, “What do we need to challenge this group of students with?   What most of 

all?”  And I remember specifically I made notes about it.  Our charge from the faculty as a class was to 

do our own thinking.  It was resonant of an old Howard Thurman sermon by the same title, “To Do Your 

Own Thinking.”  So, I’m going to ask you.  What do you think?  Do you think that religious people within 

a religious life should even be doing so?  Should we do our own thinking?  And, if that question is at all 

ambiguous as it hits your ears, just think about the alternative.  If you’re not doing your own thinking, 

someone’s doing it for you, and the gift of your creativity and your brain and your heart and your soul – 

everything that God seeded in you – is going untapped.   



 

Out of the gate of this series, it seems important to me to remind you that we will not all believe the 

same way, that we must all do our own thinking along the way.  I don’t think it’s even possible for us to 

think that we’d all believe the same way.  So, why would we think that that would be a good thing 

anyway?  It’s the beautiful diversity of that wide-open field that makes not only this congregation but 

much of God’s kingdom here on earth so beautiful.  It’s the diversity of beliefs and convictions as we do 

our own thinking.  This is way too complex a venture, this thing called faith, to think that we’re all going 

to agree.  It spans the ages.  It has evolved.  It is evolving, and it always will.  So, be sure along the way, 

not just in this month but in all the days of your lives to do your own thinking.  

 

Now, with that said, regardless of your beliefs, your convictions and your own thinking, if you are 

Christian, then you probably are familiar the very long passage John 3:16.  You’re probably able to speak 

it along with Dan as he read it out.  In fact, let’s just try that.  “For God so loved the world that he gave 

his only Son so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.”  That’s the New 

Revised Standard.  You may have been pulling up the King James Version or the New International 

Version.  Different words, same Spirit, same message.  John 3:16.  Just the citation alone is sort of a 

Biblical mic drop, you know.  It’s like, “Enough said!”  We still see it scribbled on poster boards at 

sporting events, rallies and other cultural attractions, and the big rainbow wig that people sometimes 

wear as they carry it around in public is as conspicuous as the words themselves.  “For God so loved the 

world that he gave his only Son so that everyone who believes in him many not perish but have eternal 

life.”  Martin Luther called this passage the Gospel in miniature. 

 

Now, if you’re going to pick one verse to capture the essence of Christianity, which is kind of our topic 

for today as we move through this series, this is probably as good a passage as you can pick, but let’s 

break it down for a second.  First, “For God so loved the world.”  If you have every wondered if you are 

loved, if in this very moment you have any doubt as to whether or not you are loved, wonder no more.  

It is a distinguishing mark of the Christian faith that God is love and that God loves all that God created.  

I was reminded this past week of a fascinating moment in history when Apollo 8 made its turn around 

the moon and was headed back home, that first moment in history when they were able to broadcast 

live from space this remarkable moment in time, and it was Christmas Eve, 1968.  They said, “Listen, the 

whole world is going to be watching.  So, choose your words carefully.”  And they chose the words of 

Genesis 1, where it is said, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth,” and it goes on to 

say that God created everything and said, “It is good.  I’m in love with this creation.” 

 

“For God so loved the world” – how much?  That he gave his only Son.  Anyone who’s ever had a son or 

has loved someone like a son knows what a tremendous statement that is, and it’s another 

distinguishing mark of our faith, that Jesus is divine.  Jesus is the same substance as God, or, as 

teenagers will sometimes say, “Jesus is God with skin on.”   The ultimate empathy of coming to be with 

us, and when we celebrate the arrival of Jesus, we use the word “Emmanuelle” a lot.  We throw it 

around – Emmanuelle, and it’s just a fancy word for “God with us,” and on Jesus’ birthday, or on the eve 

of Jesus’ birthday at the close of every single service, we recite the same words, and we have for as long 

as I’ve been here, John 1:1-4:  “In the beginning was the word, and the word became flesh.”  The 

incarnation of God.   

 



“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son.”  Now, the why.  “So that everyone who believes 

in him may not perish but have eternal life.”  Oh, Oh!  Things were pretty good up to that point.  Things 

were just fine.  Love came down at Christmas, and now we’re talking about perishing and eternal life.  

You see, some have taken those words and turned them into a club and used them to beat up God’s 

world.  Suddenly this is about who’s in and who’s out.  Those with the secret hand shake and the secret 

password and those without.  Our unhealthy obsession about what happens when we die takes our eyes 

off what happens when we truly begin to live, especially as Jesus taught and modelled and commanded 

we live.  The real heartbreak is that whenever we are in mortal combat over the content of faith, we 

betray the very function of faith that was supposed to have something to do with turning our hearts and 

our minds to God and to one another – in love, especially in our difference. 

 

So, as we consider the ways in which we relate to our religious relatives in Islam and Judaism, what are 

we to do with words that on the surface seem to sort us like sheep and goats. In what ways do our 

beliefs, our conviction, our own thinking – in what ways does that impact how we love our neighbor and 

how we fail to love our neighbor?  We do well in this moment to remember that every religion has its 

own ideas about salvation and the afterlife, the eternal fate of all people.  All religions have it.  We won’t 

do anything with the Eastern religions – Hinduism, Buddhism – but they’ve got some very specific ideas 

there.  We’re talking about Islam and Judaism.  Islam, they focus on the five pillars – submission to God, 

praying five times a day, giving to the poor, fasting and pilgrimage.  These are the five pillars of Islam, 

and in their pursuit of those, they believe they please God, they fulfill the call of God, the command of 

God over their lives by submitting their lives to God.  That’s a pretty remarkable thing to think of – full 

submission of my life to God, of praying five times a day.  I’d love to challenge just myself to praying five 

times a day.  What a remarkable thing that would do to my life, right?  Giving to the poor.  It’s a pillar.  

It’s not just a recommendation.  It’s a pillar that they give their resources to those in need.  Fasting.  I 

mean, the closest thing I come to this is giving up chocolate at lent.  Okay?  Your Muslim friends in 

Ramadan right now, ask them about fasting.  It’s stunning.  And pilgrimage.  We take, with Lindy’s 

leadership, great trips to the Holy Land.  Muslims have their own idea about pilgrimage and where they 

go and why they go.  These are the five pillars, and as they pursue them, they believe they bridge the 

gap between themselves and God.  They don’t become one with God, but they bridge that gap. 

 

For our Jewish brothers and sisters, they’ve got 623 laws to follow.  The rules have been set forth for 

them, and they’ll spend their whole lives following them, and that’s what they’re called to do.  That’s 

how they bridge the gap between themselves and God, and you might think, “Oh, we’ve just got to 

follow a few rules here and there.  That’s kind of easy,” but I’ll tell you right now, if I hung a sign on the 

back of this room that said, “Wet Paint.  Do not touch,” I bet half of you would just swipe your finger 

through that on your way out the door, just to see if it’s still wet.  Not a scientific study, but I’ll bet I’m 

right. 

 

As Christians, we’re not convinced that any of these ways to relate to God quite get it done.  We can 

agree with our religious siblings that we miss the mark in life, and, so, we do these things in order to 

draw close to God, and how we respond to this human/divine endeavor formulates the content of our 

religions, the ways in which we pursue the immortal, the invisible God, but for us as Christians, it is in 

Christ that God has shown us the way and set things right, that in Him, we may not perish but have 

eternal life. 



 

Now, whatever our beliefs and convictions, whatever our own thinking is about here and now, it still 

begs this question of the after-life across these religions.  Some are satisfied that heaven and hell are 

real places that we go when we die, sorted out like sheep and goats.  Others see heaven and hell both 

existing right here and right now on earth, that hell is in a place like Nicaragua, where evil and violence 

separates humans from God.  People believe that heaven is a place on earth right here, right now in a 

place like Nicaragua, where love and caring and understanding breaks down the hatred and builds up 

the people of God.  The heaven happens right here on earth as Jesus’ prayer says, and you said it a 

minute ago – thy will be done.  Where?  On earth as it is in heaven.   

 

Traditionally, there are three lines of thought within Christianity regarding the afterlife and the eternal 

fate of all people.  All these are taught in seminary.  We all picked them up along the way.  The first is 

called Universalism.  Universalism says that in some way we’re all asking the same questions and getting 

the same answers across religious lines.  Across religious lines, God draws all people onto God’s self. 

There’s no such thing as hell because everyone goes to heaven, whatever that is.  All those various ideas 

from Eastern religions, Muslim and Jewish, Christian, they’re all saying the same thing – Universalism.  

Now at the other end of the spectrum is Exclusivism, and in Exclusivism you can guess that everyone 

who has not said “Yes” to Christ will burn for all eternity in a place called She’ol or Hell.  It’s hard to 

imagine that the hard liners in this group believe that even children and island dwellers that have never 

heard the name of Jesus are destined to burn for all eternity in a place separated from God and that 

because of our brokenness and because of our sin, Jesus is the only way, and he must be personally 

received by confession.  They’ll often point to John 14:6 where Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth 

and the life.  No one comes to the father but by me.”  Or they’ll fast forward to Acts 4:12 where Peter 

says no other name can draw people unto God but Jesus, and they’ll also often go to John 3:16, but we 

do well to keep reading, my friends.   

 

There’s a third way - Universalism, Exclusivism - Christian Inclusivism is what this is often referred to.  

We do well to keep reading because John 3:16 isn’t the end of that particular story.  In Christian 

Inclusivism we talk about the merits of Christ being applied to all people, that God can apply the merits 

of Christ to whomever God chooses to apply them.  Anyone who is saved is saved by the life, the death 

and the resurrection of Jesus, that, indeed, Jesus is “the way, the truth and the life.”  Paul said it a little 

differently.  Paul said that we’re saved by grace and by faith, not by anything that we’ve done, not by 

any prayer that we’ve uttered or not uttered, and 500 years ago a monk named Martin nailed this idea 

to the church door with about 94 other ideas.  Universalism, Exclusivism, Christian Inclusivism – we have 

to keep reading.  We have to keep reading beyond John 3:16 where John 3:17 says, “Indeed, God did not 

send the Son into the world to condemn the world but in order that the world might be saved through 

him.” 

 

You know what I’d love to do?  I’d love to start a campaign for John 3:17.  I’d like to pass out a bunch of 

rainbow wigs and posters that say John 3:17 on them and see how many people scratch their heads and 

say, “Huh.  I know John 3:16.  What’s 3:17 say?”  Well it says that God didn’t send Jesus to condemn us 

but in order that the world might be saved through him.   

 



I gotta close with a funny story about Billy Graham.  This story’s been going around about him for 

decades now.  It tells of a time when he arrived in a small town to do one of his big revivals, and he asks 

a young boy for directions to the Post Office, and after getting directions from this young boy, he says, 

“Hey, I want you to come to my revival tonight.  I’m going to be telling everyone how to get to heaven.”  

And the kid pauses, and he says, “I don’t think so, Mister.  You don’t even know how to get to the Post 

Office.”  You know for sure that Billy Graham died earlier this year at 99 years of age with a remarkable 

life time of ministry behind him, but even as certain and even as compelling as Billy Graham may have 

been, he didn’t know then what he knows now, and neither do you, and neither do I.  So, do your own 

thinking, but in humility, bring it all to God.  With humility and with trembling, pray your way into the 

presence of the immortal, the invisible God, the God who so loved the world that he gave his only Son 

so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life, the God who did not send his 

Son into the world to condemn it but in order that the world might be saved through him because, 

remember, the world is two-thirds non-Christian.  Two thirds of the world non-Christian.  So, let’s spend 

some time in the wide open field of God’s will, gathering that nectar punch and bring it back next 

Sunday to our hive and see what God will do with it. 

 

Let’s pray.  Gracious God, be with us in this journey.  Help us be humble.  Help us be open.  Help us to 

reflect your love and your grace in all that we do and all that we say, indeed all that we are.  Amen.     

 

 

  


