
A little over a year ago, Pope Francis signed a document in Abu

Dhabi with a Grand Iman. The document states that, “The pluralism

and the diversity of religions, color, sex, race and language are willed

by God in His wisdom, through which He created human beings. The

divine wisdom is the source from which the right to freedom of belief

and the freedom to be different derives.” Later, Pope Francis

clarified his teaching on the diversity of religions being “willed” by

God by stating that he was referring to the “permissive will of God.”

In other words, it's not God’s ideal will, aka His positive will, but He

has allowed it for some greater good. Some Catholics don't like the

explanation given by Pope Francis. I don't have a problem with it.

I think today's first reading from the Acts of the Apostles sheds some light on the Abu Dhabi declaration. The

background of the reading is the news of Peter’s reception of uncircumcised Gentiles into the Church. His actions

raised harsh objections from those believers in Jesus who still, in a sense, considered themselves Jewish. These

believers felt circumcision was essential for Jewish men, in a sense, it was their version of baptism. They also felt it

was necessary for all believers in Jesus to keep the Jewish dietary laws. So when Peter came to Jerusalem, after

spending some time north of Jerusalem, in territories with a higher pagan population, the “circumcision party”

criticized him saying, “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” Peter told them about a strange

vision he had which served as a sign to him that the ban on consuming unclean animals had been lifted. This

removed a key obstacle which seemed to prevent Gentiles from being received into the Church.

Due to this vision, Peter baptized Cornelius, a Roman centurion, and his household. This inaugurated the mission

to the Gentiles, which Christ had directed before He ascended into Heaven. Plus, Peter could see that the Holy

Spirit had descended upon the Gentiles in a remarkable way that paralleled the descent of the Holy Spirit at

Pentecost. The Gentiles spoke in tongues. In response, all the “circumcision party” could do was praise God and

acknowledge that God could grant repentance and salvation to pagans.

God wants all people to come to Him through Christ. Sin caused the human race to be separated from Him and

from one another. God established the Chosen People as a means to gradually regather His people into a unity, a

unity now visible in the Church. Catholic means “ universal” in Greek. The Church is present in different numbers

throughout the world. The missionary activity of the Church is an ongoing effort to bring about unity through belief

in Jesus.

What does this mean for us? Proclaim Jesus is Lord. Yes, God has permitted other religions. However, He has

done so to ultimately prepare people to receive Christ. How we proclaim this belief is tricky. 

Here is an example from my life. I once married a Catholic woman and a Muslim man. The groom and I got along

great. We had mutual interests. We texted a bit. He invited me over to his home for a sporting event. Two times I

asked him to consider becoming Catholic. The first time he smiled and deflected the invitation. The second time

he said no and did not smile. I understood him loud and clear and respected his decision. I don't think there are

any hard feelings between us.

If a person is truly living in the Spirit, they are going to share their faith for the right reasons, one way or another.

They want other people to experience the peace, love, forgiveness and wisdom that comes with knowing Christ

through the Catholic Church. That said, we should be respectful of other people's beliefs and decisions. God works

outside the visible confines of the Church. Also, it might not be time yet for a person. Therefore, referring to my

above example, I have not struck out yet!


