Subject:Our conversation

Dear Reverend Johnson,
Once again, I appreciate your courage in reaching out to me. And I wish you the best regarding your health. I know that has been very difficult for you.
However, even after we talked, this rift between us continues to be a source of pain for me. Your suggesting that it is just a "simple disagreement" means you really don’t understand the nature of the problem. I know you believe that I, my family, and others who share my faith are forever condemned by God.  Your conviction is strong enough to have led you to try to force your beliefs onto me.  This makes it difficult for me to see how I can work together with you in a spiritual setting.  As I promised, I will respect you as a professional, but I don’t see how I can participate with you in a faith that condemns me and people whom I love.
I also believe, in spite of what you have said, that your intolerant position is a barrier between you and patients who do not share your faith. I have no doubt that is an important reason why, as you have admitted to me, some of these patients and families have difficulty trusting you. People who are dying need to know that their chaplain supports them and the faith choices they have made. They need to know that God loves them and accepts them as they are, including their faith. This is something you cannot give them. People who are close to death are very sensitive.  They have ways of picking this up, even if you don't verbalize it to them.  If I were on my deathbed, I would not want someone ministering to me who believes as you do.
I can only try to put it to you this way: How would you feel about me if I strongly and openly expressed a belief that God throws all black people into hell? It should be obvious that such a belief is reprehensible, even though many people were taught it and believe it. A similar belief on the basis of religion rather than race is no less reprehensible. That kind of belief is so clearly unloving and contrary to the nature of a forgiving and merciful God that those who hold it should feel deeply ashamed, not preach it with pride.
How can you not understand that a God who would want me to think only of my own salvation and forget about my innocent family members who are forever burning cannot be a God of love? Is it not enough that Anne Frank burned in Auschwitz, your God has to keep on burning her forever? Do you wonder why Jews cannot accept this kind of God? And can you not see why I am unable to dismiss this as just a "simple disagreement"?  You need to understand how these beliefs have hurt Jewish people for centuries and how they continue to cause great damage.
You maintain that your belief is scriptural. Are you absolutely certain you understand those scriptures correctly? Have you studied them in their original Hebrew and Greek? I have.  Abraham was the first seeker after truth.  God's commandment to him was: "Forget what you were taught as a child, and follow me."  We cannot accept a doctrine just because we learned if from others, who may also have misunderstood.  Especially if that doctrine contradicts what God teaches us about love and forgiveness, we have a moral duty to question it.
This entire conflict started when you asked me how you could serve your Jewish patients better. Until you can really understand how harmful and un-Christlike a belief system is that casts good-hearted, innocent people into hell, there will always be a gap between you and many of your Jewish patients, and there will always be a gap between you and me.
You told me that God put you in my life to give me another chance at salvation. I would suggest that perhaps God put me in yours so that you might learn religious tolerance.
Sincerely,
Charles



