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Why Christians Can Be Enriched 
by Interfaith Encounters

— John Merkle

As a Christian who often speaks about 
how interfaith dialogue and learning 
enrich my life, I sometimes receive 
challenges from other Christians 

who suggest that Christianity provides all the spiritual 
enrichment we need. To be sure, countless blessings 
have come to me by way of Christianity, but I also know 
that I have been abundantly blessed through interfaith 
encounters. 
 On a number of occasions I have explained how 
interfaith dialogue has been a blessing in my life and the 
lives of others, but in this column I want to share why I 
believe Christianity does not hold all the blessings with 
which we might be blessed and why, therefore, Christians 
can be spiritually enriched by interfaith encounters. 
 To begin with, I accept as basic to Christian faith 
the idea that God is infinitely greater than any of our 
conceptions of God. Among other things, this means 
that the God of Christian faith infinitely transcends all 
religious traditions, including Christianity, and that faith 
in God requires openness to the presence of God beyond 
the finite borders of our faith.
 Is there anything even slightly un-Christian about 
admitting the limitations of Christianity? Or isn’t it 
un-Christian, not to mention lacking in spiritual 
discernment, to insist that Christianity contains all 
the spiritual riches known to humankind? Along with 

contradicting what 
is perfectly obvious, 
that there are multiple 
sources of spiritual 
enrichment, exclusivist 

claims for Christianity seem un-Christian to me precisely 
because they are contrary to the foundational Christian 
belief in God’s all-inclusive presence and love. 
 Foundational to Christian faith is the belief that there 
is one ultimate reality, which, among other names, we call 

An Interview with the Jay Phillips 
Center’s Student Leaders

— Eric Christensen

Jinxi Han, CSB ’14, and Bridget 
Barry, CSB ’15, are the new student 
leadership coordinators for the 
Jay Phillips Center, and they are 

enthusiastic about fostering interfaith learning at Saint 
Ben’s and Saint John’s. I interviewed them so that we 
could all get to know them better. Jinxi hails from Jinan, 
China, and is majoring in political science. Bridget is 
from Lenexa, Kansas (a suburb of Kansas City), and will 
graduate with a major in political science and a minor in 
English.We at the JPC are fortunate to have them!

JPC: Do you have a particular event, encounter, or belief 
that you can cite as a primary reason for your interest and 
involvement in interfaith learning?

Jinxi: I grew up in China with no religion. However, 
my grandmother is a Christian. I remember that when I 
was very little, she always had her Bible with her, and she 
sometimes read to me. My grandmother has influenced 
me a lot. She is a well-educated, visionary, and capable 
woman. She was born in 1916, and she is now experiencing 
many political and technological changes in China. From 
her I have learned to find meaning in life by keeping my 
mind open and letting myself experience the world.

Bridget: In high school I became interested in interfaith 
dialogue through an active group at my school. We 
participated in service projects and dialogue activities, 
which really exposed me to different ideas and opened 
my mind. Many of the group discussions and personal 
conversations I had with people helped me grow in my 
faith and in my ability to think critically and articulate my 
positions. Through my studies in college, I have become 
even more passionate about maintaining meaningful 
and authentic dialogue between different religious and 
philosophical traditions in our pluralistic society.
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The Jay Phillips Center is a joint enterprise of Saint John’s University and the University of St. Thomas 
and also serves the College of Saint Benedict. This newsletter focuses on the center’s presence at CSB/SJU.
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God. This means that anything else, including a cherished 
religious tradition that leads us to God, is not the ultimate 
source and center of truth and grace. And this means that 
we should expect that interfaith relations may enrich our 
lives, just as we know relationships with people of our own 
faith tradition to be spiritually enriching.

 But then there are those 
who like to remind me, as 
if I could ever forget, that 
Jesus claimed to be “the 
way, the truth, and the life” 
and that “no one comes to 
the Father except through 
me” (John 14:6). I like to 
respond by saying that Jesus 
didn’t say Christianity is the 
way, the truth, and the life, 
or that no one comes to God 
except through Christianity.
 I also like to point 
out that, according to a 

declaration of the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), “the 
Catholic Church rejects nothing of what 
is true and holy in these [non-Christian] 
religions” and urges its members (of which 
I am one) “to enter with prudence and 
charity into discussion and collaboration 
with members of other religions” and, 
“while witnessing to their own faith and 
way of life, [to] acknowledge, preserve, 
and encourage the spiritual and moral 
truths found among non-Christians” 
(Nostra Aetate, 2). 
 Nevertheless, I know that I, like other Christians 
involved in interfaith dialogue, still have to deal with 
exclusivist statements in the New Testament, like the one 
attributed to Jesus in the Gospel of John, even though that 
statement isn’t about Christianity, which, of course, didn’t 
exist at the time of Jesus.
 By acknowledging “what is true and holy” in the 
world’s religions, Vatican II in effect affirmed the validity 
and vitality of these religions, which implies the church’s 
acknowledgment of God’s presence in them. How might 
this acknowledgment by the church be reconciled with the 
“no one comes to the Father except through me” claim 
attributed to Jesus in the Gospel of John? Perhaps a key to 
the reconciliation can be found at the beginning of that 
very same gospel. 
 Here’s the famous first sentence of John’s gospel: “In 
the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God.” John proceeds to say that “all 
things came into being through him [the Word]” (1:3a) 
and that “what has come into being in him was life, and 
the life was the light of all people” (1:3b-4). Eventually 

John says, “And the Word became flesh and lived among 
us” (1:14a). 
 In this perspective, the Word of God, which eventually 
was incarnated in Jesus Christ, was a life-giving presence 
to all people long before the incarnation. To my mind, 
it makes sense to suggest that this same Word, which 
is present through the life of the church established in 
Christ’s name, is also present to people apart from the 
church, just as it was before the birth of Jesus and the rise 
of Christianity.
 Countless people who are not Christian have revealed 
in their lives the fruits of holiness, which Christians must 
necessarily interpret as indications of the presence of 
God, the source of all holiness. As this divine presence 
is manifested in the lives of people of different religions 
(or no religion at all), Christians must acknowledge that 
it has come to these people through other means than a 
relationship with Jesus Christ and the church.
 Some Christians believe that non-Christians may have 
communion with God because of God’s incarnation in 
Christ but in spite of their religions. Ironically, this view 
fails to appreciate how God is present incarnationally in the 

world—that is, through flesh and blood 
human experiences like those fostered 
by diverse faith traditions. Taking the 
incarnation of God in Christ seriously 
should lead us to discern how God is 
present in the real stuff of human living 
rather than to suggest that God may be 
present to people apart from their lived 
experiences. 
   The incarnation of God in Christ need 
not be understood as limiting how God 

communicates with human beings. Isn’t it unrealistic 
to suggest that the religious experiences of serious and 
mature people have nothing to do with their communion 
with God but that something to which they do not 
attend does? Isn’t it more realistic to believe that the same 
divine Word that reaches 
Christians through Jesus 
Christ is also mediated 
by other means, 
including or especially 
their religious traditions 
and communities? 
 To be sure, there are 
aspects of each of the 
world’s religions that I 
find problematic, even 
disturbing. But in each 
of the religions there are teachings and practices that I 
consider divinely inspired. And I couldn’t be more grateful 
for the spiritual enrichment I’ve experienced through 
interfaith dialogue and learning.
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sure this public lecture will be very interesting! I want to 
find out what role his Jewish faith played in his baseball 
career. 

Bridget: The guest speakers sponsored by the JPC this 
semester are exciting and thought provoking. I’m especially 
looking forward to the program on Hank Greenberg, a 
Jewish baseball star. I enjoy learning about history and 
society through individual stories, and Greenberg’s story 
will definitely illustrate a larger truth about historical 
and current realities. [Editor’s note: see details regarding 
Rosengren’s lecture on page 4 and a review of his book on 
page 5.]

JPC: How would you like to see students get involved at 
the Jay Phillips Center?

Jinxi: I would love to see students participating in our 
interfaith events, engaging in dialogue, and generally 
paying attention to interfaith on campus and being open 
minded about it. 

Bridget: I would love to see 
students attend JPC public 
events and sessions with the 
Interfaith Leaders (IFL), a 
student-led interfaith group 
sponsored by the JPC. These are 
exceptional opportunities for 
students to become part of the 
growing interfaith movement. 
The IFL dialogue opportunities 
are easy for students to attend 
because of their informal and 
open nature. Anyone who wants 
to learn about themselves and the people around them just 
needs to be present and open minded at the events. For 
students to foster a religiously tolerant and knowledgeable 
campus would be an incredible progression.

JPC: Is there anything else you would really like to say 
about yourself, the JPC, or interfaith learning?

Jinxi: We have an awesome IFL team this year! Come and 
be a part of our JPC and IFL events!

Bridget: Interfaith is fun! You get to spend time talking 
about profound topics with an interesting and diverse 
group of people.

JPC: Do you identify with a particular religious tradition?

Jinxi: I am currently unaffiliated. I really want to learn 
and explore all different kinds of faith traditions.

Bridget: I would classify myself as a Roman Catholic. 
At the ripe age of three weeks I was baptized into the 
Catholic Church, and I have been a practicing member of 
the church to this day. However, I find myself internally 
conflicted with many of the ideological stances of the 
church, so my relationship with the church is consistently 
evolving.

JPC: Why should students engage in interfaith dialogue 
and learning?

Jinxi: Interfaith dialogue and 
learning are very important to 
the society we live in. Here at 
the College of Saint Benedict 
and Saint John’s University, as 
Catholic schools, we should 
especially provide a good and 
healthy space for our students 
to express their beliefs. Since 
we have a diverse student body, 
we should provide students 
with many interfaith learning 
opportunities, such as the public 

events sponsored by the JPC, which can help people to see 
that no matter what religion you follow, it shouldn’t stop 
you from interacting and making a difference with others.

Bridget: Students should engage in interfaith dialogue 
and service because it will facilitate great growth and 
profoundly affect how they understand themselves and 
approach individuals around them. It will expose them 
to different perspectives, allowing them to evolve in their 
own perspectives. College is a wonderful place to seek and 
find these opportunities. Exposure to other beliefs can also 
help one successfully reaffirm one’s own identity, which is 
valuable for students who find their identity challenged.

JPC: What is the most exciting thing going on with the 
Jay Phillips Center this semester?

Jinxi: I have to say that all of our interfaith events at the 
JPC are exciting and meaningful! John Rosengren, who 
graduated from Saint John’s in 1986 and has written a 
biography on Hank Greenberg, a famous Jewish baseball 
player, is coming to our campus on October 2, and I am 

Jinxi Han

Bridget Barry

Interview of JPC student leaders, continued from front page
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Fall Interfaith Public Events

Hank Greenberg: Baseball Star, 
Jewish Hero, American Legend
Biographer John Rosengren, SJU ’86, 
interviewed by Rabbi David Wirtschafter

Wednesday, October 2, 7:30 p.m.
Founders Room (Quad 170), SJU

According to John Rosengren, “one man modeled 
assimilation for a generation of Jews struggling to find 
their way in the New World: Hank Greenberg.” The 
Hall of Fame ballplayer with the Detroit Tigers in the 
1930s and 1940s “transformed the way Gentiles viewed 
Jews and the way Jews saw themselves.” In an interview 
with Rabbi David Wirtschafter, visiting scholar in Jewish 
studies with the Jay Phillips 
Center for Interfaith 
Learning, Rosengren will 
discuss the subject of his 
new book, Hank Greenberg: 
The Hero of Heroes, which 
explores religious and 
moral dilemmas faced by 
Greenberg and how he 
“stood tall as a beacon 
of hope for Jews and, 
ultimately, became a hero to 
all Americans.”
 John Rosengren, SJU ’86, is an award-winning 
journalist and author of seven books, including Hank 
Greenberg: The Hero of Heroes, Blades of Glory: The True 
Story of a Young Team Bred to Win, and Hammerin’ Hank, 
George Almighty and the Say Hey Kid.  His articles have 
appeared in more than 100 publications, including Sports 
Illustrated, Men’s Journal, Reader’s Digest, Runner’s World, 
Utne Reader, U.S. Catholic, and Saint John’s Magazine.  
He is a member of the Society of Journalists & Authors 
and the Society for American Baseball Research. He 
earned his master’s degree in creative writing at Boston 
University, where he studied with Saul Bellow and Derek 
Walcott, and his bachelor’s degree with an English major 
at Saint John’s University. He lives in Minneapolis with 
his wife and their two children.

Sponsored by the Jay Phillips Center for Interfaith 
Learning in collaboration with the Saint John’s University 
Athletic Department.

Pope Francis and the Jewish People: 
From Catholic-Jewish Relations 
in Argentina to Catholic-Jewish 
Relations around the World
Lecture by Rabbi Mordechai Levin

Monday, November 18, 7:30 p.m.
Founders Room (Quad 170), SJU

During his tenure as head of the Argentina Conference 
of Catholic Bishops and the Archdiocese of Buenos Aires, 
Pope Francis, then Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio, promoted 
interfaith dialogue. He attended religious services at several 
synagogues, met with Jewish 
organizations, and enjoyed a 
friendly relationship with the 
Jewish community in Argentina. 
Rabbi Mordechai Levin, 
who met fellow Argentinean 
Cardinal Bergoglio before he 
became the Pope, will review 
this relationship in the context 
of the history of  Catholic-
Jewish relations in Argentina 
and what it may tell us about 
the future of Catholic-Jewish 
relations around the world.
 Rabbi Mordechai Levin is the rabbi of Congregation 
Beth Israel in Munster, Indiana. He received his rabbinic 
ordination from the Latin American Rabbinical Seminary 
in Buenos Aires, and in 2010 he was awarded an Honorary 
Doctorate of Divinity from the Jewish Theological 
Seminary in New York City. Previously, he served as 
senior rabbi at Beth El Synagogue in Omaha, Nebraska, 
and Congregation Lamroth Hakol in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina, and he is a past president and a founder of the 
Latin American region of the Rabbinical Assembly. Rabbi 
Levin is actively involved in Jewish-Christian dialogue and 
gives lectures to church, college, and high school groups. 
He has contributed as a consultant on interreligious affairs 
for the major Argentinean organization that represents all 
Jewish organizations, and he was part of the delegation 
during the Latin American Jewish/Catholic Consultation 
co-sponsored by the Latin American Council of Bishops 
and the Latin American Jewish Congress. 

Sponsored by the Jay Phillips Center for Interfaith 
Learning in collaboration with CSB Campus Ministry 
and SJU Campus Ministry.

Hank Greenberg

Cardinal Bergoglio, 
now Pope Francis
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Hank Greenberg: The Hero of Heroes, 
John Rosengren 
(New York: New American Library, 
2013), 392 pages, $26.95 

Reviewed by Ann Jonas,  
Saint John’s Bookstore

John Rosengren, SJU ’86, has written a thorough and 
interesting account of the life of baseball great Hank 
Greenberg. A Hall of Fame slugger, Greenberg played our 
national pastime in the 1930s and 1940s, primarily with 
the Detroit Tigers, against legends such as Babe Ruth, 
Jimmie Foxx, and Lou Gehrig. 
 Greenberg’s baseball career is important not just 
because he was one of the most exciting sluggers in 
baseball history but more notably because he was our 
nation’s most prominent Jew 
at a time when anti-Semitism 
was rampant. Rosengren’s book 
begins with Greenberg’s difficult 
decision to play baseball on Rosh 
Hashanah, September 10, 1934, 
when the Tigers were trying to 
clinch their first pennant since the 
early 1900s. He proceeded to hit 
a game-tying home run and then 
the game-winning home run to 
help the Tigers get to the World 
Series. Greenberg immediately 
became an important symbol of 
Jewish identity. He also changed the way Jews viewed 
the sport of baseball; before Greenberg played, most Jews 
considered baseball a waste of time. Soon Greenberg 
became a hero to Jews all over the country. 
 Rosengren’s book chronicles Greenberg’s life, including 
his stellar twelve-year baseball career that was interrupted 
by four years of military service during World War II 
(during the prime of his career). However, Hank Greenberg 
is more than a book about statistics and baseball heroics. 
Because Greenberg was Jewish, he was the subject of 

vicious anti-Semitic taunts by 
both the fans and his opponents 
on the field, wherever he played. 
The abuse he faced was similar to 
the jeers Jackie Robinson would 
face in the 1940s and drove 
Greenberg to become a great 
ballplayer. 
  Hank Greenberg is a well-
researched book about a baseball 
hero. Rosengren doesn’t, however, 
depict Greenberg as flawless, 
but rather as a very real human 

being. His book offers the full picture of this baseball 
player and executive, teammate, son, husband, and father. 
Rosengren characterizes Greenberg as a man of integrity 
who overcame a great deal of adversity; his legacy “shines 
a light for all Americans to follow.”
 Rosengren’s biography is a worthwhile read for baseball 
fans, to be sure, but it is also interesting on a historical 
level. Hank Greenberg is an entertaining and informative 
account of a man the author calls the greatest Jewish 
athlete of all time.

Book Review

His legacy 
“shines a light 

for all Americans 
to follow.”

We invite you to join our conversations on Facebook, Google+, and Twitter. 
Details regarding our center and our programs can be found here:
www.csbsju.edu/Jay-Phillips-Center

http://www.csbsju.edu/Jay-Phillips-Center.htm
https://twitter.com/JPCIFL
https://plus.google.com/117627762479412178231/posts
https://www.facebook.com/SJUJPC

