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The task of our time
In a recent talk that you can listen to

or read a transcript of on the Internet, reli-
gious historian Karen Armstrong addresses what she
sees as the religious task of our time: to build a glo-
bal community where people of all religious persua-
sions can live together in harmony and respect.

Armstrong is constantly frustrated, she says, by
seeing that religion keeps being one of the major
sources of conflict and problems of our time. She finds
this strange because each of the major faiths has at
its core the ethic of compassion. “Every single one of
them,” she reminds us, “has developed its own ver-
sion of the Golden Rule—never treat others as you
would not like to be treated yourself—and has said
that this is the test of spirituality.” It is this, Armstrong
sees every major religion declaring, that takes us be-
yond the prism of ego and selfishness and greed. It

enables us to enter into our best selves
and to enter the presence of the divine.

Yet now, Armstrong observes, “the
religions which have this ethic right at
the heart of their faith are seen to be

the major cause of hatred and disdain and exclusion.”

Time for Christians to speak up

As I write, the news brings fresh evidence of this:
the killing of nearly 100 people in Norway by a funda-
mentalist Christian. Hours before his deadly attacks,
he published a 1500-page manifesto calling for Chris-
tians to rise up in a modern version of the Crusades.
He stated his intention to kill not only Marxists and
Muslims but also multiculturalists. This is not Chris-
tianity, but the world doesn’t know that it isn’t. Until
more Christians openly disavow the fundamentalist
claims that focus on excluding other people, and em-
phasize instead the compassionate behavior
that true Christianity calls for, the world will
keep getting a picture of Christianity that’s
the very opposite of what Jesus taught.

Like many others, Karen Armstrong warns us that
we’ve become addicted to our dislikes and prejudices
and pet hates but that we can no longer afford to keep
feeding them. The stakes are now too high.
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http://www.uua.org/ga/2011/184434.shtml
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This issue, many back issues, a list of books I’ve written about, and more Connections information are
available free from my web site, www.connectionsonline.org. To get Connections monthly by e-mail, let
me know at BCWendland@aol.com. Please include your name, city, and state or country. To start
getting Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send me your name, address, and $5 for the coming year’s
issues. For paper copies of any of the 18 years’ back issues, send me $5 for each year or any 12 issues.

I’m a lay United Methodist and neither a church employee nor a clergyman’s wife. Connections is a one-person
ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Many readers make monetary contributions but I pay
most of the cost myself. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some other countries—
laity and clergy in more than a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to stimu-
late fresh thought and new insight about topics I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address.

http://www.connectionsonline.org
mailto:BCWendland@aol.com
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A true picture of Jesus, Cynthia Bourgeault emphasizes in her compelling book that I write about
in this Connections, differs in important ways from the picture usually presented by what she calls “the
master story” that has been firmly planted in most Christians’ blood.

One important difference is that the master story’s image of Jesus as a great high priest, which is preserved
in many church windows and art works, had no basis in his life. “He eschewed the cultic, sacrificial dimensions
of his Jewish faith,” Bourgeault observes, “and hung out, as the gospels themselves attest, as far away as
possible from the temple precincts, with sinners and tax collectors, gentiles and women. The high priestly image
is a reconstructed, intellectualized symbol coming from a male and sacerdotal [priestly] tradition.”

Yet especially in Christianity’s most impressive church buildings, this image is everywhere.
“In basilica after basilica throughout Christendom,” Bourgeault points out, “whenever one passes
beneath the tympanum of those great western doors or gazes up at the high altar to behold the
image of the Christus Pancreator clad in great priestly or kingly robes (the two become easily
intertwined), exercising his solitary dominion over all things, one is actually looking straight into
the face of the dysfunction pressed so close to the heart of Christianity.”
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