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INTRODUCTION

The theme of this issue of The Messenger was determined by the arrival of Margaret Galt’s essay on the curious voids she identified in the Lectionary.  Did these represent a deliberate attempt to divert attention away from certain challenging biblical assertions, she wondered.  She was reading the gaps between the lines, as it were: and from this emerged the theme – READING.


The Session notes offer scope for reading between the lines, as where we are told, on the subject of our depleted reserves,

While we have a slight buffer, it is already only half of what it was, and we must work towards a balanced budget now or else face drastic cutbacks in three years’ time.
This could, perhaps should, be interpreted as

We have used up half of our nest-egg, and with it half of the interest income it used to generate.  We are living beyond our means as a congregation, and cannot go on doing so.

It is heartening, therefore, to read in Rob Anderson’s notice of significant fundraising initiatives, and to note how congregational giving is increasing, as is church membership – but the warning is still one we ignore at our peril.

Later in the Session report there is mention of the implications of the recent civil union legislation.  It may help consideration of this topic if we read and understand the name of the legislation: civil union – that is to say, an initiative of the state, and not the institution the Church calls marriage.  Now the Scottish church has been quite successful over several centuries in perceiving the proper watershed between Church and State, and holding the state at bay when it attempts to invade the Church’s territory.  The second Book of Discipline of 1578 put the distinction thus:
The ministers should assist their princes in all things agreeable to the Word, providing they neglect not their own charge by involving themselves in civil affairs [my italics: I have also used modern spelling though the original has more rumbling splendour!] 
As far as my own essay is concerned, it will require little work between the lines for the reader to decide that we greatly enjoyed our visit to Edinburgh, even though we had to share the city with a large body of people 
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marching ‘against world poverty’ on the Saturday – even the IRA had a contingent marching ‘in the cause of peace’ – so that for the better part of the week Princes Street, full of barriers, looked like a stockyard on sale day.  Insinuated among the well-intentioned marchers were a number of troublemakers, and it was interesting to note how accurately the police identified and where necessary constrained them.  (By the Monday, when they showed their true intent more openly at Gleneagles, we were on our way south.)

From Janet Thomson’s book review we learn that she has ‘become a fan of Philip Yancey since reading his book’ on grace.  So reading can find a place for us as we address the business of our lives, in many and sometimes surprising ways.

And if anything can be regarded as required reading at the moment, it would have to be the sermon given by Graham Redding on Sunday, 14 August, in which he set out the theological and historical basis of the world’s present great concern: the chasm of misunderstanding that divides Jewry, Christianity and Islam.
WYN BEASLEY

 FELLOWSHIP AND FUNDRAISING
In Robert Bolt’s wonderful play, A Man for all Seasons, the hero Thomas More is a man who defies even his king on a matter of principle, even though his stand will inevitably cost him his life.  His friends try in vain to get More to compromise his beliefs, as they themselves have.  Hence this exchange:

Norfolk: Can’t you do what I did and come with us for fellowship?
More: And when we stand before God and you are sent to paradise for doing according to your conscience and I am damned for not doing according to mine, will you come with me for fellowship?

The term ‘fellowship’ is an interesting one, almost quaint these days; but it aptly sums up how people enjoy each other’s company and in so doing function successfully as a community.  The early church, in the book of Acts, practised fellowship on a daily basis as they met in each other’s homes for prayer, worship and meals.

Later this year we are planning two events which have dual functions.  One is to enhance the fellowship of the congregation as we meet and work together, enjoying one another’s company; the other is unashamed fund raising to meet the church’s financial commitments.


The first event is a GARAGE SALE on Saturday morning 29 October in the Conference Centre.  The church is ideally situated to attract inner-city bargain hunters.  It is an ideal opportunity for you to offload some of your ‘jumble’.  We hope to involve as many people as possible: we will not only be selling various items, but we hope to provide morning teas, a sausage sizzle and children’s entertainment.  Follow the progress of these preparations through notices in the Sunday Bulletins.


The second occasion will be somewhat different: a concert held in the church, followed by supper in the Conference Centre, on Friday 18 October, and called MAINLY MOZART.  This promises to be a concert of sumptuous quality, something to invite friends, neighbours, workmates and relatives to.  Again: check the Bulletin for details.
ROB ANDERSON

JUNIOR GIRLS’ BRIGADE

The second term began with the girls making a bookmark and card for Mother’s Day, and then continued with God’s Book, making a model for Breakfast on the Seashore, acting the story of The good Samaritan, singing the song for The two Houses, making a woolly sheep for The lost Sheep, and making a big silver star for the Christmas Story, as their whole badge work is based on the Christmas Star.


Then we began working for our Pacific Island badge.  A visitor came to talk about the fruits in Samoa.  We coloured a page of fruit and made fruit kebabs, coloured the Samoan flag and looked at library books about Samoa.


We have been very busy making leis for a Parents’ evening on 20 September; we enjoyed cleaning Mrs 
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Little’s car for our Responsibility segment of our Badge.  We are learning a Samoan song and dance.

AVIS MARSHALL

Junior Leader   

______________________________________________
SESSION NOTES
In its recent meetings, Session has focused on two main agenda items.  The first concerns the draft budget for the 2005-6 financial year.  Despite tight spending controls and significant cost reductions in some areas, the reality of declining income from our Trust Funds (due to falling interest rates) and the rising inflation rate in the economy (which means more money has to be put aside to inflation-proof the Trust Fund) is beginning to bite, and the projected deficit will further erode the reserves that were built up in stronger economic times.  At the rate we are going these reserves will be exhausted within a three-year period.  Thus, while we have a slight buffer, it is already only half of what it was, and we must work towards a balanced budget now or else face drastic cutbacks in three years’ time.


The planning and prioritising work group of Session, which met over several months last year, is reconvening to address the problem.  It will focus on ways of increasing our income as well as possibilities for further cost reductions, bearing in mind that, wherever possible, we do not want to compromise the success of our ministries and outreach.  It really is about planning and prioritising.  If you have any ideas, or would like to be part of this process, please contact one of the Ministers, the Session Clerk, Muriel Ewan, or the Convenor of the St John’s Council, Ted Cizadlo.


On the income side of the equation, Session was encouraged to hear of a number of fundraising events that are in the pipeline.  Please support these initiatives.  Session was also pleased to hear of a 14% increase in congregational giving over the last 12 months, due largely to a growth in congregational numbers and to more people joining the envelope system.  This is most heartening.  At the same time, we would encourage everyone who identifies with the life and mission of St John’s to constantly review their level of giving and, if they haven’t already done so, to join the envelope system, take advantage of the direct debit facility we provide, or consider other ways of supporting the life of the church.  Regular generous giving is the best way of providing the church with a secure financial base from which it can operate.


On the good news front, and in keeping with the evident growth in congregational numbers, Session was delighted to hear of 22 people being welcomed into church membership on the 7th of August, including nine of our youth group, who were confirmed or baptised.  There are also quite a number of people who regard themselves as associate members of St John’s, and whose support for the life and mission of St John’s is equally valued and appreciated.


The second major item of discussion related to the implications of the recent civil union legislation for St John’s Church.  Mindful of the range of views that are represented within both Session and the congregation, Session approved the following statement:

Helpful as our four-week discussion series has been, it has become clear to us that the process of discussion and discernment in relation to the implications of civil union for the Christian Church in general and St John’s in the City in particular is not yet complete.  Accordingly, a policy statement at this time would be both premature and potentially divisive, and Session therefore refrains from establishing a policy in relation to the availability of the church for civil union ceremonies.  In the absence of such a policy there is a commitment to continue in dialogue with one another and to open up the dialogue to members of the congregation.  It also means that, in the meantime, any requests for civil union ceremonies by persons associated with St John’s, should they arise, will be considered by Session on a case by case basis.
In making the above statement, Session felt that a couple of other things needed to be said.  Firstly, in relation to marriage ceremonies, it wants to reiterate that the Church’s policy is that, for a ceremony to be held in the church, it must be a Christian ceremony conducted by a recognised Christian Minister or celebrant.  Secondly, and most importantly at this time, Session would like to encourage you, if you want to give an initial response to the above statement on civil unions, to give your feedback to one of the Ministry team or an elder, or simply write in to the Church office.  We are feeling our way forward on this issue, and want to manage the diversity of opinion in such a way that the unity of our church family is enriched rather than undermined.

GRAHAM REDDING
OUR WEEKLY BIBLE READINGS  IN CHURCH
A few weeks ago the Bible reading in church skipped a few verses from the middle of a passage.  They were:
I warn everyone who hears the word of prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to that person the plagues described in this book; if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away that person’s share in the tree of life and in the holy city which are described in this book.





- Revelation 22: 18-19.

Well, to this uninformed lay person these did not seem to be the safest passages to be omitting!  Then some weeks later we were asked to read responsively the end half of a psalm, stopping just before the very last verse.  With the group commonsense that comes from only semi-listening to the instructions, the final verse was read by a good half of the congregation:

But may sinners vanish from the earth and the wicked be no more.  Praise the Lord, O my soul: Praise the Lord.

· Psalm 104: 35.
The similarities of these two omitted passages made me wonder about the readings we use in church.  Who chose them? And how?


A quick check on the national church website showed that we follow a pattern of Bible reading called the Revised Common Lectionary or RCL.  This is the 1992 revision of a lectionary produced by two ecumenical committees (which included Catholics) in America and England.  [Having a lectionary, though, goes a very long way back – the earliest mention being in the 4th century AD.]  The RCL is used all over the world and by a wide range of denominations (though the Catholics have a modified form that includes the  Apocrypha) and it has become probably the single most unifying resource available to the world’s churches.


Basically the RCL organises the Bible around a three-year cycle where, each year, one of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) provides the focus.  There are three other readings: one from the Old Testament, one from the Psalms, and one from the Epistles.  These are each organised as a systematic reading through that part of the Bible and this structure implies two things:

· First, as the Old Testament is much longer than the Gospels and Epistles, much more of the Old Testament is missed than of the New.
· Secondly, as the Old Testament and Epistle readings are just what happens to come next in their cycle, the preacher has to be creative in the extreme to find any thematic link between the various Bible readings.

However, even with these issues, if a preacher conscientiously chose to focus on a different non-Psalm reading on each occasion, then over nine years a good portion of the Bible would be covered by sermons.


But there would still be gaps, and a Google search of the web showed me that I was not the first to notice a pattern in these omissions.  The RCL has quite a distinctive ‘theology’ of its own.  While it is often said (rightly I think) that the use of a lectionary stops a minister just focussing on a pet subject, the leading theologian N.T. Wright has observed

… even in the lectionaries there are problems; because at least those that are common today do their own fair share of muzzling, missing out crucial passages in order to keep the readings short, omitting verses that might shock modern Western sensibilities.  The Bible is to be the bloodstream of the church’s worship, but at the moment the bloodstream is looking fairly watery.1
So what are the distinctive omissions in the RCL?  Firstly there are the omissions we should be glad of – the cutting of the long genealogies and descriptions of tribal boundaries and obsolete laws of the early books of the Bible, and the culling of the repetitive prophecies of doom in many of the prophets.  Surely these are gratefully received.


But then there are the omissions that seem to be of an ideological nature.  The committee specifically said that it eliminated texts which ‘when taken out of their cultural or religious context… may be misunderstood’2 – by which it seemed to mean anything that might be seen as anti-Semitic, anti-feminist or just plain not-PC.  So while we have the rest of each of these chapters we do not read of the Sanhedrin’s plot to kill Jesus [John 11: 45-53] nor do we read about wives and obedience [Ephesians 5: 22-25]; nor, more generally, do we read of massacres or bloodthirsty thoughts by the Israelites in the Psalms and elsewhere.

However most of the complaints recorded on the Internet have focused on the editors’ reluctance to have us read about sex.  For instance, all of chapter 2 of the General Epistle of James is read – with the strange exception of verses 11-13 (which mentions adultery); 1 Corinthians 6: 16 (on prostitution) is skipped when reading verses 13-20, and Paul’s great letter to the Romans is read almost completely – except chapter 1: 24-27 (which mentions homosexuality).  Perhaps they felt a twinge of Victorian prudery and decided that congregations were too delicate for such subjects.


Finally, the sinners in Psalm 104 do fade dramatically in the RCL.  Any passage of fire and brimstone, hell and judgment was lucky to escape the editor’s red pen.  The result is that quite a number of critics feel God is portrayed as Father Christmas bringing good things with a ‘Ho, Ho, Ho’ – and whenever He said ‘No, No, No’ the RCL editors knew better. It has made the more sceptical on the Internet wonder just who is being made in whose image.


Do I think we are wrong to use the lectionary? – Not at all.  It is an important tool to ensure that we cover a wide range of Scripture, and with our skilled ministers I have no doubt that its deficiencies are addressed.  But I do suggest you cast your eye over our scripture passages – watch those little verses that are skipped over, and look to see it began where the story started, and ended where it ended.  You might spot some of the more interesting verses that way!

WANT TO KNOW MORE?  The Internet is a perilous place when looking for information on the Bible.  There are some seriously strange people out there!!!  However I can recommend this website with its Lutheran viewpoint:

  http://www.blc.edu/comm/gargy/gargy1/AlexRing.gpc.html 
Otherwise try putting ‘revised common lectionary’ with either +omissions or +theology into Google.

REFERENCES:  1. Wright, NT: ‘How can the Bible be authoritative?’  Evangelica, 1991, 21, 7-32. 




     2. Quoted, from the introduction of the RCL, on the website above.

MARGARET GALT
GRAHAM REDDING COMMENTS, 

CONCERNING ST JOHN’S USE OF THE LECTIONARY:

Given the abovementioned shortcomings of the lectionary, why do we use it at all?  As one charged with the responsibility of preaching week in, week out, I find the lectionary helpful for three reasons.
1. The designated readings generally tie in with and relate to the liturgical cycle of the church year.  So, for example, during the season of Lent, our weekly Bible readings have a sense of progression about them that helps us journey toward, and prepare for Easter.

2. Lectionary readings connect what we do here at St John’s each week with thousands of churches around the world who also follow the lectionary.  We are part of something bigger than ourselves.  Over the years several parishioners have told me they’ve found it quite comforting, when attending a church overseas, to know that the same Bible readings are also being read in their home church.

3. The lectionary disciplines me, as a preacher, to grapple with and preach from a wider range of biblical material than I might otherwise choose.  Some years ago a survey of sermon texts revealed that a narrower range of books was being preached from, in churches that did not use the lectionary, than in churches which did.

It should be noted, too, that the lectionary is a guide rather than a rule book.  You may have noted that on some Sundays Helen and I depart from the lectionary.  This can happen for a variety of reasons, including the need to build a service around a particular theme, as often happens in our all-age worship services.  At other times we may feel that the lectionary readings for the day are poorly chosen.  On a number of occasions we have preached on what a particular lectionary reading has omitted, rather than what it includes.  In other words, we do read and use the lectionary with discerning eyes.
BOOK REVIEW
PHILIP YANCEY: WHAT’S SO AMAZING ABOUT GRACE?   1997:  Sydney, Grand Publishing.  292pp.
I have become a fan of Philip Yancey since reading this book.  He has tackled a subject – GRACE – that is not something new to the church in the sense of being a new discovery, but he has considered it radically and so rediscovered its meaning in a modern world.  His starting point is the task of the church, an institution founded to proclaim (as Paul puts it) ‘the gospel of God’s grace’ and he comments that when men look to the Church for grace, it is often ‘ungrace’ they receive.  But, as he quotes, ‘the world can do everything the church can do except one thing: it cannot show grace’.


His exploration of grace weaves through stories, old parables and new parables; he considers punishment, revenge, forgiveness and guilt alongside grace; he looks at grace and ‘ungrace’ as it is played out on the international stage; he examines the current debates about homosexuality in light of the Old Testament laws, and our own attitudes of grace and ‘ungrace’ towards these fellow believers.


In his consideration of grace, he touches on our need as human beings to be known by others, to have meaning in life and a place in the world.  And our need not just of grace, but of a sense that God has ‘accepted me, owned, held me, affirmed me and would never let go of me even if He was not too impressed with what He had in His hands’.  At the heart of our hope is ‘the hope for another place run by different rules… we grow hungry for love, we long for our Maker to love us’.  He introduces, as the book ends, what he terms ‘patches of green’.  He tells more stories of individuals who, through grace, have made a difference to the circumstances of others, sometimes of nations.


He quotes from Mozart’s Requiem: ‘Remember, merciful Jesu, that I am the cause of your journey’, and reminds us, as Paul does, tat God gave up His own Son rather than give up on humanity.


Yancey rediscovers ‘grace’, and a wonderful God.

JANET THOMSON

A VISIT TO GREYFRIARS
As Edinburgh churches go, Greyfriars is no more than middle-aged, having been completed only in 1620, on the site of a Franciscan friary.  But it became celebrated, quite soon after, as the place where the National Covenant was signed in 1638, so fixing ‘a stake in the ground’ against Charles I’s imposition of an episcopal system on the Scottish church.  Moreover, in its kirkyard are the tombs and monuments of the men whose resolution saw the Incorporation of Surgeons through its formative years, men who were remembered at the quincentennial celebrations of what is now the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh.


One morning during these celebrations, an Australian colleague and I set out to walk over to the College; we walked as far as Greyfriars (the entrance is highlighted by the sculpture of Greyfriars Bobby, on its plinth on the pavement outside) and we got no further.  The church officer made us welcome, told us about his kirk, and gave us a leaflet which listed various medical tombs.  From him we learned that the kirk can accommodate about 400, and indeed has a membership somewhat less; but the acoustics are such that it is much in demand for musical performances and, on such occasions, is a very full church.
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Greyfrairs was divided into two in 1721, with a wall closing off the four eastern bays and a two-bay extension at the west end; and not until 1938 did it revert to being one kirk.


We took ourselves and our leaflet into the kirkyard, finding, photographing, studying old monuments, of varying age [but the four photographs I have filed are of the tombs of 

- Gilbert Primrose (1536-1616) who was thrice Deacon (equivalent to president) of the Incorporation;


-   James Borthwick (1617-75) who was admitted in 1645 specifically to demonstrate anatomy to apprentices;

-   Archibald Pitcairne (1652-1713) who had been a professor of medicine, but became disillusioned with the physicians and joined the Incorporation as a teacher of anatomy; and


-   Alexander Monro primus (1697-1767) and  secundus (1733-1817), the first - and best - two of a three-generation family of anatomy teachers.]


We stayed in that kirkyard for the entire morning. – To be able to move about in the midst of history was a valuable interlude in what was, in other respects, a well-planned and well-run conference on 21st century surgery.

WYN BEASLEY

______________________________________________                        
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM
When we read the New Testament we find that one of the key issues for the early Church was the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in the drama of salvation.  Paul addresses this issue in his letter to the Romans, where in ch. 11 he effectively says that, even though the Jews have not accepted Christ, nevertheless they shall be saved because of God’s promises to Abraham.  Their rejection of Christ has not negated their status as people of the covenant.


As we all know, the story of Jewish-Christian relations has been deeply problematic, especially during that period of history known as Christendom, where there was a fusion of religious authority, political power and military might.  Anti-Semitism manifested itself in a variety of ways during this period, with policies of expulsion, forced conversion, discrimination and genocide all being given expression.  These policies and their underlying attitudes persisted even as Christendom fragmented, as evidenced in the most sinister of all events, the Holocaust.


Nowadays the relationship is not as fraught.  We live in a post-Christendom, pluralist environment in which Judaism and Christianity sit more comfortably alongside each other.  Ever since the horrors of the Holocaust became apparent, there has been a determination to stamp out anti-Semitism, and Christianity has generally supported the formation of the state of Israel (for both political and biblical reasons). 

In this context, and in the light of recent events, the issue for our day is not so much the relationship between Christianity and Judaism as it is the relationship between Christianity and Islam.  Many people describe that relationship in terms of a collision between two religions, and indeed between two worlds (Islamic and Western).  Back in the mid-1990s the late Lesslie Newbigin predicted that the decisive issue of the 21st century would be the relationship between Christianity and Islam.  More recently Benjamin Barber’s book Jihad vs McWorld describes an intensifying conflict between tribalism and globalisation, with much of the force of that conflict being felt in the clash between Islam and the Christian West. 


If we turn to the Bible we do not get a lot of guidance on Christian-Muslim relations, mainly because Islam only emerged as a religion about 500 years after the time of Christ, and is not therefore directly referred to in the Bible.  But the book of Genesis does make some interesting affirmations in relation to Ishmael and his descendants.  In Genesis 16 &21 we find a story of intriguing possibility and conflict.  An angel of the Lord comforts Hagar, the slave girl of Abraham’s wife Sarah, in her affliction, promising to greatly multiply her offspring.  The promise is reiterated in Gen 21:13, where the Lord says to Abraham, ‘As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring.’  Descendants of Ishmael, then, are like the children of Isaac – children of Abraham and therefore children of the divine promise.

This being so, an interesting question arises: given this shared lineage and promise, might Islam be regarded in much the same light as Judaism?  Might Paul’s sentiments regarding the Jews, in his letter to the Romans, be extended to cover Muslims – that they, too, as recipients of a divine promise given both to Hagar and to Abraham, are included in the drama of salvation?

In thinking about this question, let us note first some of the similarities between Judaism and Islam.  The first thing to note is that, together with Christianity, they are both monotheistic religions – they believe in one God, not a multiplicity of gods.  They are also people of the book – for the Jews it is the Torah, for the Muslims it is the Koran, and for us Christians it is the Bible.  Jews and Muslims also recognise Jesus; their main difference from Christianity in this regard is simply to be found in the form of that recognition: for Jews and Muslims Jesus is a prophet, whereas for Christians He is more than that – He is also the Son of God.


The key difference between Judaism and Islam is that – whereas Judaism is largely defined ethnically (birth, not belief) – Islam, like Christianity, is a missionary religion: anyone can become a Muslim by way of conversion.  One of the effects of this of course is that it leads to a form of competition between Islam and Christianity: which is the biggest religion?  This competition is especially evident in sub-Saharan Africa where the religious landscape is filled with tension and change.

In noting this, we should also note that the spread of Islam is not just about the spread of a religion, in the way we Westerners understand religion in terms of a compartmentalised (and largely private) area of life.  From its inception Islam advocated a complete system of faith and practice that covers all aspects of life, including law and government.  Islamic customs and law are known as Shari’a law.  One of the key tensions that we see in our world at present is the tension between the secular democracies of the West and those Islamic states or theocracies that are seeking to apply Shari’a law: the 1979 revolution in Iran; the 1993 imposition of Islamic law in the Sudan.  Whenever Shari’a law is adopted, it creates an immediate tension with non-Islamic minorities – in the Sudan for instance, where it is estimated that since 2003 over two million villagers have been driven from their homes in ethnic-cleansing attacks, described by human rights groups as ‘genocide in slow motion’.


The spread of Islam in sub-Saharan Africa is intensely political, with a good deal of the expansion funded from the petro-dollars of Islamic states in the Middle East.  An African colleague of mine, who returns there periodically, commented recently on the proliferation of mosques. – Christianity cannot compete, he says.  It’s a classic case of the ‘my-god-is-bigger-than-your-god’ syndrome.


It seems to me that the antagonism towards the West (and Christianity) that we see in the Islamic world is compounded by other factors, such as

-   Cultural values: as the Western world has extended its influence around the globe it has brought political, economic and personal freedom to many.  But alongside these benefits have come more dubious elements such as sexual licence, drugs and blasphemy, which countries like Iran regard as signs of decadence and spiritual depravity.  The Christian West is often perceived not as a benign option by Muslims, but rather as an imperialist force, overpowering and corrupting the values of every culture it encounters.


-   
The political and moral support of the West, and particularly of the US, for the modern state of Israel over against the Palestinian cause, is seen as an affront to Islam.

The effect of these influences is deep resentment and a feeling of alienation – which is often compounded by poverty.  When these elements are joined to a system of belief that portrays life as battle between God and infidel and honours martyrdom, you have a recipe for terrorism.


Yet while acts of terrorism dominate the headlines, we need to remind ourselves that moderate Islam is still the norm, and Islam has shown that it can accept secular government, as in Asian countries such as Pakistan and Malaysia.  However, as recent bombings in Bangladesh have demonstrated, there appears to be something of a struggle going on in secular Islamic countries, as pressure is brought to bear by radicals who want to see the introduction of Shari’a law.


While every religion has its extremists, there are three factors which, in my view, make Islam more prone to extremism or radicalisation than Christianity at the present time:

1. Its founder, Mohammed, regarded violence as a legitimate tool for the propagation of belief, whereas Jesus rejected violence and willingly accepted the way of the Cross.  Needless to say, the failure of the Church to follow His example is lamentable.  Our own history denies us the moral high ground here.

2. The primary attribute of God is Islam is sovereignty, whereas in Christianity it is love.  Submission to Allah is the supreme virtue, from which the word Muslim is derived, whereas for the Christian it is to love God and one’s neighbour.  Moreover, such is the Muslim belief in the sovereignty of God that it is inconceivable that God would become a human being, suffer and die on a cross; whereas for the Christian the Cross reveals the extent of God’s suffering love.  When the sovereignty is held to be the primary divine attribute, and obedience to Allah the supreme human virtue (rather than the love of one’s neighbour), then the believer is more susceptible to being persuaded to see oneself as part of a holy war (jihad) and to perform extreme acts of violence, even to the point of martyrdom.
3. The Koran is regarded as the undistorted and final word of Allah to humankind (indeed the revelation is deemed to be identical with the original words transmitted in Arabic), whereas the Bible is regarded by Christians (except the fundamentalists) as the Word of God in a qualified sense – insofar as it bears witness to the Word of God revealed in Jesus Christ, but not in and of itself.  Such is the Muslim belief in the sanctity of the Koran that reactions against those deemed to mock or unduly criticise it are often extreme: we recall the reaction some years ago to the publication of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses.   More recently in our own country it was interesting to observe the awkwardness with which our sole Muslim MP, Ashraf Choudhary, sought to relate the teaching of the Koran on the stoning of homosexuals and adulterers to New Zealand society.  One could sense that he was between a rock and a hard place.  On the one hand, he could not say that the Koran was wrong in its teaching; yet neither could he say that the teaching was acceptable for this day and age.

For me, two key questions emerge from all this:

1. What should the Church’s attitude be towards Islam, and what is the nature of its mission?

We must avoid a polarising approach that portrays the relationship as a battle between Good and Evil, God and Satan, Saved and the Unsaved, Christianity and Islam.  Mission is not about making Christianity the biggest religion in the world, but about making Jesus Christ known – through proclamation and service.  When the focus is on Christ, rather than the supremacy of Christianity, we are able to recognise that descendants of both Hagar and Sarah are recipients of God’s promise, and the Spirit is at work in both religions.  This allows us to affirm the positive: the disciplines of faith – prayer, fasting, study, almsgiving.  These and the strongly counter-cultural identity that Islam possesses (e.g. in dress codes) challenge us to think about how well we exemplify Paul’s exhortation to be in the world but not of it.

We must build on common ground wherever possible, but when needed speak out the truth – as we understand that truth to have been revealed in Jesus Christ – without fear of intimidation.  If one tendency is to demonise Islam, another is to refrain altogether from engaging with it for fear of being labelled intolerant, bigoted or xenophobic.  We are obliged to speak out for justice and to advocate peace, always seeking to do so in a spirit of respectful dialogue.

We must be wary of those models of missionary activity that might be seen as imperialist and confrontational, especially given the perceived links between Christianity and the corrupting influences of the Western world.  Often Christian missionaries to Islamic countries have been unaware of the potential backlash that their mere presence has generated.  And we should not be surprised when Christian missionaries are expelled from Muslim countries.

2. How should we live together?  When it comes to Muslims living in Western countries, Lesslie Newbigin identified two prevailing models, both of which have their problems: Assimilation and Pluralism.


Assimilation, as in France: here religious symbols and customs are banned from schools.  This of course raised a serious question: Are our symbols and customs incidental or intrinsic to who we are?  Can we really leave them behind at the school gate or the office door?  At what point do the assimilationist demands of a secular nation state become somewhat totalitarian in nature?

Pluralism, as in UK and NZ: here we pride ourselves on celebrating diversity, and catering for different religious and cultural practices as much as possible.  The problem here is one of deciding where the limits are and who decides: e.g. should state schools provide prayer rooms for Muslim students as happened recently at Burnside High School in Christchurch?  Moreover, should we tolerate practices that are oppressive, say of women (as female circumcision) and sectarian?  The pluralist approach is more susceptible to minority groups having a disproportionate say in the formation of public policy.  In an article in the NZ Herald recently the British columnist Johann Hari reflected on the effects of multiculturalism in the UK, especially in urban areas.  He wrote

It is increasingly clear that, forged with the best of intentions, multiculturalism has become a counter-productive way of welcoming people to our country.  It promotes not a melting pot where we all mix together but a segregated society of sealed-off cultures, each sticking to its own.  In the summer of 2001, northern English towns ignited into some of the worst rioting in British history.  Clashes between Asian and white youths went on for ages.  In the aftermath the Home Office commissioned the distinguished academic Ted Cantle to investigate what happened.  He discovered ‘shockingly divided communities’ where ethnic groups lived ‘parallel’ and ‘polarised’ lives, never mixing, never meeting each other, living in ‘almost complete segregation’ based on race.
During this past week I attended a church schools conference in Auckland.  One of the items of conversation that cropped up was the number of faith-based schools that are opening up at the present time.  On the surface, we might say that this is a good thing.  Just as church schools have their own distinctive ethos, and are well established in this country, surely Islamic schools should be accorded the same rights and freedoms.  Quite so.  But what if some of these new faith-based schools are promoting and perpetuating policies that are deeply discriminatory against, say, women and homosexuals, and offensive to mainstream New Zealanders?  How far does cultural and religious identity and tolerance go, and who decides?


These are the kinds of questions we must grapple with today.  The language of multiculturalism and pluralism generally works well in stable times, but in today’s volatile global environment many questions are being raised, and it is incumbent on us to respond to them as best we can.  Indeed, in troubled times such as ours the oft-cited goal of ‘celebrating diversity’ begins to sound somewhat shallow.  It seems to me that, at the same time as we celebrate diversity, we need to explore the underlying differences between the various cultures and religions that make up our society, and make some decisions about what kind of society we aspire to be, and what kind of practices are therefore acceptable.

GRAHAM REDDING

[This material formed the basis of the sermon at morning worship on 14 August 2005.  The biblical texts were: Genesis 16: 1-13; Romans 11: 25-32] 
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11 September 
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