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“Defending Without Being Defensive” 

May 17, 2020 

Scripture:  Acts 17:22-31; John 14:15-21 

A few years ago I attended a conference that was led by John Phillip Newell and Barbara 

Brown Taylor.  Barbara Taylor was at that time beginning work on a book about interfaith 

dialogue.  She is a professor of comparative religion in a small liberal arts college in Georgia.  

And what she shared with us was a set of principles that she had learned through another scholar, 

a New Testament scholar named Krister Stendahl.   

Stendahl was a bishop in the Lutheran church I believe in Norway at a time when the 

Mormon Church was looking to build a tabernacle or a cathedral there in Oslo.  There was a lot 

of controversy about that and a lot of folks in Norway at that time didn’t want the Mormons to 

have a presence there.  And Stendahl began to get into dialog with the Mormon Church and 

developed some principles around interfaith dialogue that have really been meaningful for me 

and have shaped some of what I do with interfaith dialogue here. 

The three principles are pretty simple, really.  The first one is to always learn about 

someone else’s faith from someone who loves and practices that faith rather than learning about 

another faith from somebody who has rejected it or is resentful of it in some way.  And that 

makes a lot of sense when you think about it.  We don’t want folks representing Christianity who 

have rejected Christianity and trying to explain what it is to folks who don’t know anything 

about it.  We’d rather, I think, be the ones to explain ourselves because we love this religion and 

we practice it regularly.  So we should always learn about another person’s faith from someone 

who also loves their religion and practices it. 

Another principle is to never compare the best in your religion to the worst in someone 

else’s religion.  That’s an easy comparison to make, right?  It’s always easy to knock down 

another religion by looking at the worst elements of it as if we don’t have any elements in our 

own that would be considered objectionable.  So we have to be careful when we do those 

comparative kinds of things, to look at things on a level playing field, to compare apples to 

apples, so to speak, rather than using what’s best in our faith as a sort of weapon against another 

religion and looking only at the worst in theirs.   

And then finally, a third principle is to always leave room for what he called holy envy.  

Holy envy is a sense of wishing some element, some practice in another religion could be part of 

your own.  Now for Stendahl at that time in dialogue with the Mormon Church, he looked at 

their practice of baptism by proxy as something he sort of envied.  This idea that you can remain 

committed and attached to those you love who have passed on through this means of caring for 

their soul, so to speak.  In my experience when I have worshiped at Congregation Shir Shalom, 

there is a practice in their worship service where they go to the ark that is on the raised place 

(I’ve forgotten at the moment what they call that, essentially what we call a chancel) and they 

open the ark and they remove the Torah scroll that’s going to be read from in that service.  And 

then they take the scroll and they walk it around the sanctuary as people dance and sing and kiss 

their prayer book and place it and touch it to the scroll as it goes by.  This wonderful expression 

of adoration for the word of God, for the Torah, and it’s just a beautiful expression that, it would 

be wonderful if we had something similar in our own practice.  So that’s something that I’ve 
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always kind of felt a sense of holy envy for.  The point is to be open to learning something from 

another religion that can inform your own, something that can help you better practice your own 

faith because of their insight. 

So, those are some principles for interfaith dialogue.  And then we look at this story from 

Acts, Paul in Acts.  Now what we don’t know from the reading that I just gave you, when Paul 

went to Athens, he was at first, it says, just distressed and disturbed by the number of statues and 

monuments to gods that he saw there, which is a little surprising given that Paul was raised in the 

Diaspora, he wasn’t raised in Judea.  So he surely had come into contact with that kind of 

religion in his life.  But maybe in Athens it was especially obvious because Athens was a center 

for commerce and for learning.  So a lot of people from all over the Empire came there and 

would have established shrines to their various gods in Athens.  Not to mention that, of course, in 

Greek theology there were a number of gods portrayed, so there would be all kinds of different 

shrines to see and, of course, Paul being Jewish, this is upsetting (although I would imagine he 

was more amused than really disturbed by it).   

Overall, as you read in the Hebrew Scriptures, the sort of attitude toward idols is mostly 

to make fun of them, to recognize that they are just wood or stone and are meaningless.  And I’m 

sure that’s how Paul felt about the statues and idols that he saw.  But he began to do his thing; 

you know, preaching in the marketplace and went to the synagogue and preached there.  And he 

was noticed by some of the residents there in Athens, some of the folks who are described in 

Acts as epicureans and stoics; people who practice these different philosophies.  And they were 

curious to know what Paul had to offer.  They saw this as a new religion that was being 

promoted, so they wanted to hear about it.  So Paul goes to this place, this Areopagus (also I 

think translates Ares Hill, is another way of calling it), a place apparently where philosophers 

would often hang out and share ideas with one another.  In fact, it says in the verse right before 

the one I read that this was something that they did all the time.  These people just kind of sat 

around and discussed different ideas regularly.   

So this is what Paul does.  He’s not on trial here.  He’s being evaluated, I think, but he’s 

not in a context where he’s facing a lot of hostility.  It’s a curiosity really that he’s answering 

when he’s talking.  And you notice that he doesn’t attack them.  He doesn’t berate them.  He 

doesn’t condemn them.  He doesn’t tell them that they’re wrong for having all these statues and 

such.  He looks around and he says I see you’re very religious; you’re a very religious people.  

Now, we can take that as sarcasm, possibly, but I don’t know that it was meant that way.  I think 

Paul is genuinely impressed with that and he recognizes that here are a people who speak his 

language really.  They speak the language of religion, of spirituality.   

Years ago I met a man, a Presbyterian missionary named Howard Kurtz, and he’d been a 

missionary for some 25 years and had retired from the missionary field in Ethiopia on behalf of 

the Presbyterian Church.  But he told us a little story about when he was being trained.  He was 

studying anthropology to sort of get a better understanding of different cultures as part of his 

training for the missionary field, and the professor leading the class asked him at one point where 

are you going, what are you planning to do in this profession and he said he was being sent to 

Ethiopia.  And the professor said oh, you know you’ll find that you’ll be speaking the same 

language with the people there.  That spiritual language is really just sort of in the air in that 

culture.  And he said he did find it that way even though they had different views about the 
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interpretation of that.  He was able to talk with them in a way that could bear fruit because they 

understood one another.  And he respected that.   

And this is what I hear in Paul’s words.  He respects them.  He respects that they are a 

people who are religious and devoted.  And then he identifies this particular monument, this 

statue to an unknown god, and as we heard he goes on to tell them that this unknown god is the 

God that he’s talking about, the one who is the source of all life, of creation itself, the one in 

whom we live and move and have our being.  And what I find so fascinating about what Paul 

does here is he uses their own world view as a way of helping them to relate to what he’s 

offering.  He quotes their own philosophers.  We are all offspring of God.  Already among these 

folks there is this idea that we are all connected in some deep way to one another through our 

connection with the divine, that we carry into the world the presence of God.  And what Paul is, 

of course, doing is telling them that this has been especially borne out in the person of Jesus and 

that through Him we have learned, he has learned and this new faith that he is promoting has 

discovered that God is truly with us, we are truly God’s offspring, that it’s no longer an 

abstraction, it’s no longer some academic philosophical assertion.  Now it is factually material, 

true in Jesus. 

It’s a form of evangelism that I think is really the most effective.  And evangelism is 

something that in our tradition has sort of received a bad reputation.  We don’t talk about 

evangelism a whole lot.  Too often what has been sort of presented as evangelism comes across 

as vindictive and judgmental and berating and insisting that others accept what is being told them 

with the threat of hellfire if they don’t.  You know, I’ve always thought of that as sort of good 

news but with a gun to your head, you know, an offer you can’t refuse.  I don’t think that’s what 

evangelism really is meant to be.  And Paul is someone who is able to, I think, model a way of 

evangelizing that comes closer to seeking to be an influence on others.  He’s able to defend his 

position without being defensive about it and too often that’s what happens I think.  We become 

defensive, we want to protect it, and we approach others really out of fear instead of out of love, 

out of a sense of grace and acceptance.   

Paul wants to influence instead of browbeat.  He wants to defend and not be defensive.  

How do we do that effectively and what lies at the root of that?  How do we avoid becoming 

defensive about what we believe even as we defend it?  I think it has to do with how we live in 

the world.  While Jesus is with his disciples, he tells them that if they do his commandments, if 

they keep his commandments, then he’ll always be with them.  What are his commandments?  

Well in John’s gospel, Jesus’ commandments to his disciples is very simple—love one another.  

As I have loved you, so you also must love one another.  And how does Jesus do this?  Well, just 

prior to those words he has washed his disciples’ feet.  He has become a servant to them.  This is 

the kind of embodied love that Jesus invites his followers to express in the world.  And I think 

it’s that love, that kind of embodied servanthood that underlies true evangelism.   

That’s how we can defend our faith without being defensive by embodying it through 

acts of humility, acts of service in the world out of love.  You see, love for one another is the sort 

of hallmark of our faith.  It’s sad (and I don’t know this is verifiably true) but it has been said 

that when people around this new group of Christians were seen that often the comment was how 

they loved one another.  You just heard, and I hoped joined in, a hymn saying they’ll know we 

are Christians by our love.  By our love.  By the care we offer to one another, the care we offer to 

the world.  That care, that love isn’t limited just to those who believe the way we believe.  It’s 
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not limited certainly to those who look like we look or think like we do.  It’s meant for everyone 

we encounter.  The whole world.   

Paul in Athens doesn’t go there to make enemies.  He doesn’t go there because he’s filled 

with hatred.  He goes because he’s filled with love.  And he wants to share that love with people 

whom he encounters there, people very different from himself, but people who he has a 

connection with because we all are offspring of the same God.  We all find the source of our 

being in the same divine presence.  That’s what it means to love one another, to see in one 

another ourselves.  Jesus tells his disciples that the spirit of God, he says the spirit of truth, the 

advocate will accompany them in their efforts.  They won’t be left entirely on their own.  I won’t 

leave you orphaned.  Rather, Jesus is with them, lives in them.  And when they love one another, 

when they love the world, that presence becomes real. 

You know, we live in a divisive yet multi-faceted world, a place where we can 

experience and walk with so many different faiths, far more than ever, probably in our history 

here in this part of the country.  We have an opportunity to be in dialogue, to have a chance to 

learn from other faiths, and to share with one another what it is that makes us one.  Because it 

isn’t about winners and losers.  We’re not in competition with each other.  We are here to live 

together, to recognize our common source of life.  To know that together as God’s own we can 

build a world where the differences no longer divide us, that the differences inform and educate 

and enhance each of us and make us more than we could be on our own.   

Love is the key to that.  Love is the key to defending who we are; that is, living fully out 

of our faith without becoming defensive and fearful, frightened that somehow someone else 

might take it over, might somehow trample on us.  Love prevents us from seeing others as enemy 

and reach out to one another as sister and brother, as a fellow walker with the God in whom we 

all live and move and have our being.  I invite you to find a way to live that love in your own 

life.  Let your life become the evangelism that Christ invites his disciples to share by sharing the 

love He brings through compassion, through humility, through sacrificial service to others out of 

love.   

Amen. 

 


