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As a Catholic theologian who directs a 
center for interfaith learning and regularly 

speaks about how interreligious engagement 
enriches my life and the lives of others, I 
often receive challenges from Catholics and 
other Christians who claim that Christianity 
provides all the spiritual enrichment we need. 
In response to those challenges I am happy to 
acknowledge that Christians don’t need inter-
faith involvement to enjoy spiritually rich lives. 
But I am also pleased to explain why I believe 
Christianity does not hold all the blessings 
with which we might be blessed and, therefore, 
why Christians can be spiritually enriched 
through interfaith engagement. 

God Beyond The Borders Of Our Faith 

To begin with, I usually point out that 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 pres-
ence of God beyond the finite borders of our faith tradition.

I sometimes ask people who differ with my view if they think there is anything 
even slightly un-Christian about admitting the limitations of Christianity. I also ask 
if, on the contrary, it might be un-Christian to insist that Christianity contains all 
the spiritual riches known to humankind. Along with contradicting what is perfectly 
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obvious, that there are multiple sources 
of spiritual enrichment, don’t exclusivist 
claims for Christianity seem un-Chris-
tian 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 real-
ity, one God. This means that anything 
else, including our cherished Christian 
tradition that leads us to God, is not the 
ultimate source and center of truth and 
grace. Shouldn’t we therefore expect that 
interfaith relations may enrich our lives?

Responding To “No One 
Comes To The Father 
Except Through Me”

There are those who like to remind 
me, as if I could ever forget, that 

Jesus claimed to be “the way, and the 
truth, and the life” and that he said “no 
one comes to the Father except through 
me” (John 14:6). After pointing out that 
many of the statements in the Gospels 
attributed to Jesus are probably expres-
sions by the Gospel writers of their faith 
in Jesus and his significance, I like to 
respond by saying that even if Jesus had 
spoken these words it doesn’t mean that 
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, accord-
ing to a document of the Second Vatican 
Council (Nostra Aetate: Declaration 
on the Relation of the Church to Non-
Christian Religions, 1965), “the Catholic 
Church rejects nothing of what is true 

and holy in these religions” and urges its 
members “to enter with prudence and 
charity into discussion and collaboration 
with members of other religions” and to 
“acknowledge, preserve, and encourage 
the spiritual and moral truths found 
among non-Christians.”  

God is infinitely greater 
than any of our conceptions 
of God.

Nevertheless, I know that, like other 
Christians involved in interfaith dialogue, 
I still have to deal with apparently exclu-
sivist statements in the New Testament, 
like the one found in John 14:6.

By acknowledging “what is true 
and holy” in other religions, the Second 
Vatican Council in effect affirmed the 
validity and vitality of these religions, 
which implies the Church’s acknowl-
edgment 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 reconcili-
ation can be found at the beginning of 
that very same Gospel. 

“In the beginning was the Word, 
and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God.” So begins the Gospel of 
John. The author proceeds to say that “all 
things came into being through him [the 
Word]” 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).  
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of different religions and of no religion, 
shouldn’t Christians acknowledge these 
people have found their way to God 
through means other than a relationship 
with Jesus Christ and Christianity?

God Mediated Through 
Diverse Faith Traditions

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, i.e., through flesh and blood 
human experiences like those fostered 
by diverse faith traditions. To think that 
God may be mediated to people apart 
from their lived experiences, including 
the experiences they have within the 
context of their respective religious tra-
ditions, seems to me like a form of magi-
cal thinking rather than an appreciation 
of God’s incarnational presence. Magic 
is about the apparently real; incarnation 
is about the really real. I suggest that 
taking the incarnation of God in Christ 
seriously should lead us to discern how 
God is present in the real stuff of human 
living, which most certainly includes 
a variety of religious experiences that 
enhance and ennoble human lives. 

The incarnation of God in Christ 
should not be understood as limiting how 
God communicates with human beings. 
But this is precisely what is implied when 
Christians claim that this incarnation and 
the Christianity that heralds it account 
for whatever communion with God any-
one in any religious tradition enjoys. 

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 estab-
lished in Christ’s name, is also present 
to people apart from the Church, just as 
it was before the birth of Jesus and the 
(much later) rise of Christianity.

Countless people who are not 
Christian have revealed in their lives the 
fruits of holiness, which, I am convinced, 
Christians should necessarily interpret as 
indications of the presence of God, the 
source of all holiness. As this divine pres-
ence is manifested in the lives of people 

The infinite God of Christian faith necessarily transcends 
all divine manifestations.
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Christ, which, because they occur in time 
and place, are necessarily temporal and 
finite manifestations.

Isn’t it more realistic to 
believe that the same divine 
Word that reaches Christians 
through Jesus Christ is also 
mediated to other people by 
other means?

If we Christians hold such a view of 
God and God’s manifestations, includ-
ing the divine incarnation in Christ, we 
can make theological room for other reli-
gions as valid pathways to God. We can, 
thereby, without in any way abandon-
ing or diminishing our Christian faith, 
open ourselves to interfaith encounters 
that may provide us with new sources of 
spiritual insight and nourishment. Such 
openness, I contend, is actually a sign of 
Christian faith in God as desiring com-
munion with all people and providing 
them with the inspiration and the means 
to commune with God in their own 
time and place. 

To be sure, there are aspects of each 
of the world’s great religions, including 
Christianity, that I find problematic, 
even disturbing and objectionable. But 
in each of these religions there are also 
teachings and practices that I consider 
divinely inspired and spiritually enrich-
ing. And I couldn’t be more grateful for 
the spiritual inspiration and nourish-
ment that I have experienced through 
interfaith dialogue and learning.

Doesn’t this exclusivist claim about the 
incarnation of God in Christ fail to 
show appreciation for just how creatively 
the incarnational God can be in deal-
ing with people of diverse cultures and 
religions? And isn’t it unrealistic to sug-
gest that communion with God outside 
of Christianity, rather than being based 
on their own lived experiences, is based 
on something people either have not 
heard about or, even if they have, do not 
embrace? Isn’t it more realistic to believe 
that the same divine Word that reaches 
Christians through Jesus Christ is also 
mediated to other people by other means, 
including or especially their religious tra-
ditions and communities?

Believing Jesus to be the incarnation 
of God’s Word, why not understand the 
claim that “no one comes to the Father 
except through me” to mean that no one 
comes to God except through the divine 
Word that preceded God’s incarnation 
in Christ and has remained present to 
people apart from that incarnation?

God Transcends All Divine 
Manifestations  

I suggest that there is nothing un-Chris-
tian about understanding God’s incar-

nation in Christ as a particular instance 
– even if the supreme instance – of divine 
involvement in human history. To the 
contrary, it seems to me that Christian 
faith in God is attenuated if Jesus (or faith 
in Jesus as the incarnate Word) is consid-
ered the only way to God. This is because 
the infinite God of Christian faith neces-
sarily transcends all divine manifesta-
tions, even the divine incarnation in 




