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By Gerald L. Zelizer 

A rabbi’s sermon usually elaborates an aspect of Judaism. Christian clergy follow suit in preaching their own faith. 

Recently, my sermon did the opposite. I told my congregation what I admire in religions other than my own. My words 

met with, at best, indifference and, at worst, consternation. 

“Has the rabbi lost it?” some wondered. 

I get it. Naturally, either we grow up in a particular faith and that is all we know, or we convert into one because 

something special and unique draws us. 

It is human nature to regard one’s own in-house religion as superior to all others. At times, we even compare their 

alleged “worst” to our “best,” whispering among ourselves remarks such as: 

• Catholics are too beholden to the pope. 

• Islam is violent. 

• Judaism is too legalistic. 

• Mainline Protestantism is devoid of emotion. 

• Evangelism is pushy. 

• Mormonism is weird. 

• Atheists are, well, atheists. 

But how about doing the opposite? How about identifying their “best”? That might be difficult when world events 

unleash religious anger, such as the protests and attacks last week at U.S. diplomatic outposts. But this is exactly the 

time to look for positives. How about appreciating characteristics in other religions that are admirable, even enviable? 

After all, the liturgy of this high holiday period in Judaism, beginning tonight, encourages Jews to look both inward 

and outward. 

Rosh Hashanah is the birthday of the world, not just the Jewish people, On Yom Kippur afternoon, we read the book of 

Jonah. There, it is the non-Jewish residents of the metropolis Nineveh who repent sincerely and receive the full 

measure of God’s forgiveness prayed for by us Jews in the long Day of Atonement. 

This period of repentance and atonement is extended through the Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkot), which begins a few 

days after Yom Kippur. Part of the Torah reading for Sukkot includes acknowledging all the nations of the world and 

their religions. A guiding principle of Judaism affirms that “the righteous of all nations have a place in the world to 

come.” 

What, then, are some admirable theological, ethical or social characteristics of “other” faiths? 

• Catholic Charities USA is, next to the federal government, the largest American charity. Its 1,700 agencies provide 

help for more than 10 million people annually. Now that’s tikkun olam — repairing the world! 

• Of the three Abrahamic faiths, Islam’s belief in one God (tawhid) is the most absolute and unequivocal. It trumps 

both the monotheism of Christianity, diluted by Trinity, and that of Judaism, where the Hebrew Bible contains many 

remnants of pagan polytheism and even the Hebrew word for God “Elohim” is actually plural — “gods.” 

• Protestants are the most unencumbered by layers of ecclesiastical, scholastic twists that tell them what the Bible 

they read “actually” says. Their governing principle is “sola scriptura.” The Bible alone is all one needs to understand 

faith. Interpretation is secondary. 

• Evangelists have great passion for sharing their passion. Their faith enthusiasm quickly overcomes my resentment 

when they knock on my door. Their spiritual heat may not reheat my now-lukewarm dinner, but it sure warms me. 



• Mormons live the clean life and tithe. Many do God’s work in far places and difficult circumstances. 

• I admire atheists, too. Their untrammeled, critical inquiry of all dogma is valuable. After all, God gave me not just a 

soul but a mind, too. If I cannot reasonably defend what I believe, then I have underutilized this divine tool. 

Appreciating the best of other faiths is not a threat but an opportunity. It can clarify one’s own religion in contrast to 

others. It can identify aspects of others that might be incorporated into one’s own without negating our religion’s 

essence. For example, we Jews might reignite our fire for Judaism by catching the sparks of evangelism; increase our 

already generous record of philanthropy by emulating the Mormons’ even more generous model. 

Cross-pollination of religions has occurred before. As examples, Dec. 25 may have been designated as Christmas 

because that date overlapped with the Roman celebration of the winter solstice. The lighting of memorial candles to 

commemorate the dead, in both Judaism and Christianity, most likely was absorbed from previous pagan practice. 

This fall, an adult course in my synagogue will be titled “Judaism, Christianity and Islam: Differences and Similarities.” 

Christian and Muslim teachers will teach with me. Surely, sometimes my students will conclude, “Ours is superior.” 

Other times, though, they may think: “They” might be onto something we can incorporate without diluting the 

essence of our own religion. 

A teacher of mine, Rabbi Jacob Agus, compared religion to a beam of light that is refracted through a prism into 

different colors. Surely, although the colors of our religions may be very different and distinct, the beam of light is 

one. Even as we bask in our particular hue, we can glance sideways to value the color that is so different than our 

own. 
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