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On Respecting
Beliefs
and People

Russell H BOWERS, Jr.

February 18, 1999, pondered how Christians should relate to

other religions. The Daily entitled that letter, “Good Chris-
tians Respect Beliefs of Others.”

But is that true? Do Christians respect beliefs, or do we rather
respect the people who hold them? Should we not distinguish between
these two?

Without question Christians should respect people. James
warns us not to curse our fellow humans, each of whom is made in
God’s likeness.! Jesus welcomed all kinds of people to hear him—
rich and poor, educated and ignorant, powerful and weak. To him
they were equally people; their social and economic status mattered
little compared with that. Jesus did not try to attract attention to him-
self by denouncing others. He did denounce when necessary, of course,
but this was not his preferred or characteristic style. Rather, as Isaiah
foretold Jesus generally exercised a quiet ministry of good words and
good deeds:

ﬁ letter to the editor of the Cambodia Daily published on

1Jas 3:9-10.
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Here is my servant whom [ have chosen,

the one I love, in whom I delight;
I will put my Spirit on him,

and he will proclaim justice to the nations.
He will not quarrel or cry out;

no one will hear his voice in the streets.
A bruised reed he will not break,

and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out,
till he leads justice to victory.

In his name the nations will put their hope.

Peter instructs that even when we are in the midst of defending our
faith we should present our answers “with gentleness and respect.”
So obviously Christians should respect people.

But what about beliefs? The English word “respect” means
both “to consider worthy of high regard (often after careful assess-
ment),” and “to refrain from interfering with.” All who value democ-
racy and the rule of law “respect” religions other than one’s own (as-
suming they do not advocate violence or other crimes) in the sense
that they “restrain from interfering with” them—that is, they allow
them to be practiced, and they defend their right to exist. In his par-
able in Matthew 13 Jesus instructed his servants not to uproot tares,
but to permit them to grow to the end of the age. So we “respect”
different religious beliefs in the sense that we acknowledge their right
to exist.> But that does not mean we “respect” them in the sense that
we consider what they teach “worthy of high regard.” Nor does it
mean we do not labor to dissuade people from believing them.

As unpopular as it is in postmodern society, some ideas, be-
liefs, practices, and religions are just plain wrong. They are therefore
unworthy of high regard and perpetuation.

George Washington led America’s war for independence and
was its first president. He refused high honors for himself, feared

21 Pet 3:15-16.

¥There are, of course, some beliefs and practices that governments
must suppress. Shouting “Fire!” in a crowded theater is one. That is a sepa-
rate issue that the present article will not address.
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God, and served his country well. In his sixty-seventh year he fell ill.
His physicians agreed he had “bad blood” that must be drained from
his body. Four times they drained it—and as a result Washington
died. Standard eighteenth-century medical wisdom was wrong and
killed the man. IfIwere a physician attending a patient today I would
not “respect” a treatment plan that advocated such bloodletting. The
only responsible course of action would be to argue against it, demon-
strate its errors, and urge a sounder treatment. To do less would be to
shirk my duty.

There are many beliefs that I do not “respect”: the anti-
Semitism of Adolph Hitler; the hedonism of Hugh Hefner; the geno-
cidal mania of Pol Pot; the nihilism of the Columbine High Schoo!l
murderers; the callousness of those who crash airliners into skyscrap-
ers. These and other philosophies are objectively and horrendously
wrong, and I do not respect them.

The same holds in religion. Christians are not those who have
simply taken a Kierkegaardian leap into the void and decided, out of
all the religions and philosophies out there, to mindlessly opt for Chris-
tianity. Rather, we believe that biblical Christianity is objectively true,
that Jesus of Nazareth is in fact uniquely the Son of God, and that his
death and resurrection provide the only way to forgiveness and eternal
life. That is what being a Christian means. By implication other “ways”
are wrong. They may be popular and practiced by millions, but in the
end turn out to be spiritual bloodletting.

So while'we recognize that many people do not believe these
truths and consequently follow other ideologies, and while we both
respect them as people and do not forcibly deny their right to hold to
different faiths, we need not “respect” the beliefs themselves. In many
cases, to do so would be to abandon the faith we ourselves claim.

If we wish to be biblical, there may be times when we decry
error. The same Jesus who welcomed all people excoriated the hy-
pocrisy of the Pharisees in Matthew 23. Elijah mocked the prophets
of Baal.* The Psalmist berated the folly of the atheist.s Paul called

41 Ki 18:27.
Ps 14:53.
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Elymas a “child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right”
(not exactly a cordial or “respectful” statement). In these cases, those
who espoused error had so consciously and culpably identified them-
selves with it that they as persons were virtually indistinguishable from
their beliefs, and so themselves had to be opposed. He told the Athe-
nians that their religion was wrong, and urged repentance from such
“ignorance.” Good Christians do not smile benignly at theological
error that will thrust its adherents to eternal doom, just as good physi-
cians do not accede to bloodletting plans when medication is required.
As Stott once observed, to be “intellectually tolerant of opinions we
know to be false” is “unprincipled indulgence.”

Two caveats for Christians. First, we should recognize that
rejection of a person’s religious (or medical) beliefs does not require
us to reject all else he is and does. Much in non-Christian culture is
beautiful and worth celebrating. As has been said, “we can trust and
respect, even have as a friend who can be relied on, a member of the
Flat Earth Society, even though we know that his cosmological views
are less than accurate.” There are many warm, moral, community-
minded Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, and other non-Christians. Re-
jection of their faith implies neither rejection of them as persons, nor
out-of-hand dismissal of their other beliefs.

Second, Christians have sometimes assumed they have all the
truth while the non-Christian world has none. That is wrong. Acting
on this presumption may cause us to repeat the embarrassing error of
Abraham, the believer and friend of God, who lied to Abimelech about
Sarah because he thought, “There is surely no fear of God in this
place.”* But Abimelech was the one who heard from God, and this

fActs 13:10.

TActs 17:29-30.

$John Stott, Involvement: Being a Responsible Christian in a Non-
Christian Society, vol. 1 (Old Tappan, New Jersey: Revell, 1985), 78.

Paul Griffiths and Delmas Lewis, “On Grading Religions, Seeking
Truth, and Being Nice to People—A Reply to Professor Hick,” Religious
Studies 19 (1983): 79.

%Gen 20:11.
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pagan king then turned and rebuked God’s deaf prophet. Likewise
godly King Josiah “would not listen to what Neco [king of Egypt] had
said at God’s command,” and so rode to his death on the plain of
Megiddo. Christians need to learn what Paul argued to the Jews in
Romans 2—that those who profess correct propositional truth may act
less righteously than those without it, and may in the end prove less
acceptable to God. Having heard and believed the great things that
God has done through Christ does not justify the Christian in being
proud of having heard and believed.

So do we “respect” the beliefs of others? Not necessarily.
We respect the people who hold them, and endorse their right to do so.
They are our co-workers, our neighbors, our fellow-citizens, our friends.
We should invite them into our homes and visit freely in theirs. We
can enjoy socializing and working with them on many levels. But if
we love them, we will at times earnestly share the Christ who can save
them, urging that they abandon the false doctrines they may sincerely
believe.

112 Chron 35:22.
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StNT G8 AS#i, Involvement: Being a Responsible Christian in a
Non-Christian Society, vol. 1 (Old Tappan, New Jersey: Revell, 1985), 78.

SN g"ﬂ.f @Ujﬁ 88 Feruehar ?f?rif “On Grading Religions,
Seeking Truth, and Being Nice to People-A Reply to Professor Hick,” Reli-
gious Studies 19 (1983): 79.
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