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For Me to Be Right, You Don’t Have to Be Wrong

Rev. Dr. Craig A. Collemer

Readings: The Three Little Pigs

Once upon a time there were three little pigs and the time came for them to leave home and seek their fortunes.

Before they left, their mother told them " Whatever you do , do it the best that you can because that's the way to get along in the world.

The first little pig built his house out of straw because it was the easiest thing to do.

The second little pig built his house out of sticks. This was a little bit stronger than a straw house.

The third little pig built his house out of bricks.

One night the big bad wolf, who dearly loved to eat fat little piggies, came along and saw the first little pig in his house of straw. He said "Let me in, Let me in, little pig or I'll huff and I'll puff and I'll blow your house in!"

"Not by the hair of my chinny chin chin", said the little pig.

But of course the wolf did blow the house in and ate the first little pig.

The wolf then came to the house of sticks.

"Let me in ,Let me in little pig or I'll huff and I'll puff and I'll blow your house in" "Not by the hair of my chinny chin chin", said the little pig. But the wolf blew that house in too, and ate the second little pig.

The wolf then came to the house of bricks.

" Let me in , let me in" cried the wolf

"Or I'll huff and I'll puff till I blow your house in"

"Not by the hair of my chinny chin chin" said the pigs.

Well, the wolf huffed and puffed but he could not blow down that brick house.

But the wolf was a sly old wolf and he climbed up on the roof to look for a way into the brick house.

The little pig saw the wolf climb up on the roof and lit a roaring fire in the fireplace and placed on it a large kettle of water.

When the wolf finally found the hole in the chimney he crawled down and KERSPLASH right into that kettle of water and that was the end of his troubles with the big bad wolf.

The next day the little pig invited his mother over . She said "You see it is just as I told you. The way to get along in the world is to do things as well as you can." Fortunately for that little pig, he learned that lesson. And he just lived happily ever after!

Reading: Acts 15:1 – 11   The Council at Jerusalem

15Then certain individuals came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.’ 2And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to discuss this question with the apostles and the elders. 3So they were sent on their way by the church, and as they passed through both Phoenicia and Samaria, they reported the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great joy to all the believers.* 4When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and the elders, and they reported all that God had done with them. 5But some believers who belonged to the sect of the Pharisees stood up and said, ‘It is necessary for them to be circumcised and ordered to keep the law of Moses.’ 

6 The apostles and the elders met together to consider this matter. 7After there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, ‘My brothers,* you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that I should be the one through whom the Gentiles would hear the message of the good news and become believers. 8And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; 9and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has made no distinction between them and us. 10Now therefore why are you putting God to the test by placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors nor we have been able to bear? 11On the contrary, we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.’
The Sermon

The Three Little Pigs: we know that Fairy Tale...right?  Did it every cross your mind that not everyone agrees about what actually happened that night. For instance, there is the wolves’ version.  You see, NAAW (The National Association for the Advancement of Wolves) feels the wolf in this story has gotten a bad wrap.  The wolves, of course, have a different spin on what happened.  They claim they have been misunderstood for years, suffering undue hardship and mental anguish.  In fact, they recently released their version of the story in hopes of removing the stigma of "big, bad wolf" forever.

In their version, there was once a wolf who, in the process of making a birthday cake for his sainted grandmother, ran out of sugar. So he went to the home of his neighbor who just happened to be a pig. But, with cup in hand (and in the middle of making his request), he felt a sneeze coming on. For this was a wolf with allergies, and the pig's straw house was ripe with stuff that would trigger allergies. So the wolf tried to stifle his sneeze (by huffing and snuffing), which only made it worse, once it came. And when you couple a ferocious wolf sneeze with a flimsy straw house ... .well, you get the picture. And there, in the middle of a pile of rubble, lay the first little pig ... deceased.  So the wolf ate him. I mean, it's in the genes of a wolf to eat piggies ... and, besides, this one was already dead. 

Then it was on to the second house. Slightly better house. Slightly smarter pig. But the same scenario played out as the wolf tried to make acquire sugar for his saintly grandmother’s cake.  Same outcome (another pile ... another meal). 

On went the wolf to the third house (better house ... brick house). Same query Same sneeze (even though there's no allergens in bricks, once you start sneezing, it is hard to stop). Different ending, however. The house didn't come down. And the pig didn't come across with any sugar. Whereupon the wolf (taking the pig's inhospitable attitude as an insult to his grandmother) temporarily "lost it" and started a mild ruckus. And lo, wolves have been labeled "big and bad" ever since. 
So much in life depends on your perspective.  And isn’t that part of the root cause of many conflicts including the on-going Israeli/Palestinian conflict in Gaza?  Palestinians place the blame on the Israelis for having taken their land, building settlements on their ancestral land, and building a security wall that divides Palestinian families and cities.  Israelis, on the other hand, blame Hamas for terrorism including the rockets it’s been firing into Israeli settlements on the West Bank, and for the Palestinians refusal to recognize Israel’s God-given right to this Promised Land…even though the Palestinians were there first.  Typically, in such situations, we ask, who’s right and who’s wrong?  But maybe the more helpful question is this: Is it possible both sides are right and both are wrong?  Hold that question for a few minutes.  
As is true with the Palestinian/Israeli conflict, religion has played a prominent role in inciting violence against people of a different religious persuasion.  Religion has been used as a weapon through the ages to justify utter destruction, violence, torture and murder.  We only need recall the Crusades, the Protestant/Catholic conflict in Ireland, the use of the Bible in America to justify the enslavement of blacks, subjugation of women and persons of various sexual orientations, and the times our national leaders have expressed in subtle and not so subtle ways that God is on our side so we can do as we darn well please.   The church needs to repent of its complicity in the divisions it has created by teaching “a gospel of I’m right and you’re wrong” rather than “the gospel of God’s unconditional love.”  And, of course, this is not only a phenomenon of the past.  Brad Hirshfield, in his wonderful book You Don’t Have to Be Wrong for Me to Be Right: Finding Faith without Fanaticism, writes, “We live in a world where religion is killing more people than at any time since the Crusades.”   Mr. Hirshfield knows of what he writes for as a young man he left is upscale North Shore Chicago neighborhood for the West Bank city of Hebron, where he joined a group of Israeli settlers who resisted any effort to turn their land over to the Palestinians.  He carried a gun, and on one occasion, used it.  
We all know that religion can be dangerous if approached in an extremist or fanatical way.  But, religion is also dangerous if it is used by well intentioned people to degrade or exclude any of God’s children.  What I’m thinking of in particular is when religion is used to convey to others that God loves you less than God loves me.  When we are tempted to think that God loves Christians more than Muslims, or Jews, or Hindus, etc.  All too often in our history we as Christians have projected the belief that we’ve got it and you don’t and because you don’t you’re doomed to eternity in hell.  
I recently read an article about a church that in an effort to increase summer attendance offered a “You Asked for It” sermon series.   Worshippers were invited to submit questions or topics they would like the clergy to preach on throughout the summer.  The most asked question was about Forgiveness.  The second most common topic was summarized by the question of a sixteen year old girl.   She simply wrote on the card submitted: “What if we’re Wrong?”  This young lady cut to the chase in her question.  You see, this was a conservative Pentecostal church that preached that Jesus was the only way to salvation and all others are doomed to hell.  This young, thoughtful lady was asking a heartfelt question based on her experience of classmates and neighbors of different religious persuasions verses what her church taught.  She was struggling to reconcile what she was taught in church verses what her experience was teaching her…and she later admitted that her church was losing her confidence by its narrow stand.  
A hundred years ago when I was in seminary I read a book that blew my mind.  Up until that point I was content with a theology that kept things tied up in nice little packages…even if those packages never spoke to each other.  That transformative book was this little gem, Your God is Too Small, by JB Phillips.  Rev. Phillips was an Anglican priest from England who at one time served as the rector of Trinity Church in Boston.  This book challenged me to seriously consider if I was keeping God small so I would feel comfortable with my faith.  In the end, I was faced with the uncomfortable reality that my God was too small for the world in which I found myself.  It might have been an adequate understanding of God if I were living prior to the Industrial, Scientific and Technological age, or if there had been no Biblical and archeological scholarship since the 5th century.  My God was too small for the world as God had enabled it to evolve in the past 2,000 years.  This realization is no different than acknowledging that an understanding of medicine that was adequate in the 1st century is not adequate today.  Or, an understanding of the universe and science from the 1st century would not cut it today…nor should it.  Nor can we expect a 1st century faith to help us meet all the demands of the 21st century.
Even the early church found itself in conflict over the need to change its understandings and teachings to made sense of the world in which it found itself.  Initially, the church was born and grew in a Jewish culture. Life was somewhat easy then. But, as we heard in our reading from Acts, when the faith was spread to non-Jews, that is, Gentiles, a church fight to match all church fights broke out over whether Gentiles should have to become Jews in order to be followers of The Way as Christianity was then called.  In the end, following several nasty church meetings, they came to believe that God didn’t care where one came from but how one was going to live in the faith.   In other words, Gentiles did not have to become Jews to be in the fold.

It seems to me that one of the great dangers of faith develops when we come to believe that in order for us to be right anyone whose faith is different must be wrong.  We can easily fall into the trap of believing that God is so small that God has only been able to come up with one way to bring people to God.  I know that what I am saying may sound like heresy to some.  But, after a half century of working with and struggling with my faith, I have come to believe the real heresy is when we believe that we and only we have found The Way and everyone else is going to hell.  The God I have experienced through the years is a God of compassion, love and grace and it seems to me to be heretical to preach…or even imply…that my way is God’s only way.  For me to believe you must be wrong for me to be right means I am not living in the love of God.  Now, of course, at times we are all wrong as we are right at times.  But, what I am speaking of is the assumption that because Christianity is right for me all other faith expressions must be wrong for others.  I believe such thinking is heresy for it not only makes God very small, but it can have disastrous consequences including religiously motivated wars.  
I believe with all my heart and soul and mind that Jesus is the Way, the Truth and the Life…for me.  And I want to share that Good News with everyone I can.  But, I can not say that if you don’t believe the way I do you’re wrong and doomed to hell because that creates a divisiveness that God does not desire.  .  

Marcus Borg in his wonderful book, The Heart of Christianity, writes “To use a metaphor of paths going up a mountainside, the enduring religions are all paths up the same mountain.  Envision a mountain, broad at the bottom, narrow at the top, the peak finally disappearing into air, space, emptiness.  At the bottom, the paths are farthest apart.  But as the paths lead higher, they become closer together until they converge on the mountaintop. And then, of course, they disappear.  They place to which they lead, the mountaintop, is not heaven, but ‘the sacred’, God, in the here-and-now.”  He continues, “The external forms of religion, the paths, are vitally important and quite different.  This religious pluralism with all the differences is a great gift from God.  
Respecting the integrity of the other’s path can lead us to overcome the great pitfall and danger of believing that for me to be right you must be wrong.  
Can you imagine the different paths the Israelis and Palestinians could take if they could simply believe that for them to be right the other doesn’t have to be wrong? Or in Afghanistan, or Iraq, or in the church in America, or in family fights, or in local church annual meetings?  

When a Christian seeker asked the Dalai Lama whether she should become a Buddhist, he response was, “No, become more deeply Christian; live more deeply into your own tradition.”  The challenge for us, it seems to me, is not to see if we’re better than anyone else, but to go more deeply into our faith.  Can we do deeply enough to establish what Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. called the Beloved Community?  Can we go deep enough to have faith and confidence in the future in these difficult times?  Can we do deep enough into the Heart of Christianity, not the teachings that have grown up around it over the years, but the heart of it to pull ourselves out of self-centeredness, ego, and depression; to experience the joy of service, of sacrificial giving, and even sacrifice for others?  Can we go deep enough to live the example of Jesus who lived with compassion and helps us see the heart of God?  
Can we go deep enough in our faith that we will no longer worry about whether we are right and need to feel that “the others” are wrong because we’ll simply know that we are all the beloved children of God?  And that knowledge will be all sufficient for our journey of faith.  Amen.  

