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We have remembered those who have died, been injured and bereaved today.  We have recalled some of our responses and the impact on our communities here in Leicester.  But there is still a question to answer – is it justifiable to commemorate such an appalling crime as the murder of nearly 3,000 people, with many more injured, bereaved and traumatised?  Should we perhaps just try to forget this dreadful day, since every photograph, every replay of newsreel places the work of the terrorists once again at the centre of our attention?  And in any case, say some, 9/11 led to further violence and conflict with the declaration of a ‘war on terror’ and the threats to freedoms and civil liberties which inevitably come from declarations of war.

In a sense, the silent lighting of candles is the only appropriate response – a sign of remembrance, respect and regret.

But this service bringing together representatives of many faiths in this cathedral offers me an opportunity to do two other things.

First, all of us have our vivid memories of this day 10 years ago and we have heard many of them recalled in the media and in this service.  What I found striking about the immediate aftermath was the prayerfulness, the spiritual awareness of people conducting interviews, the silent witness in the Market Square a few days later, the services in Westminster Abbey and Washington Cathedral, the responses in the Mosques, the Temples, the Gurdwaras, Synagogues and Churches in Leicester and around the country.

This is why, in spite of the appalling consequences of 9/11, it is right for us to include an element of thanksgiving today.  We have seen real progress in deepening understanding, engagement and even partnerships between faith communities in this city through the work of the Council of Faiths, the Faith Leaders’ Forum, the establishment of the St Philip’s Centre, and the various statements, initiatives and projects to build understanding which have been undertaken in recent years.  This has been reflected nationally with the Hindu-Christian Forum and the Muslim-Christian Forum both established and functioning.  Internationally there has been the publication of A Common Word in 2007 from 138 Muslim scholars and leaders to the leaders of the Christian churches which includes these words:
“Muslims and Christians together make up well over half of the world’s population.  Without peace and justice between these two religious communities, there can be no meaningful peace in the world.  The future of the world depends on peace between Muslims and Christians.  The basis for this peace and understanding already exists.  It is part of the very foundational principles between both faiths: love of One God and love of neighbour …”
So we can indeed give thanks for these signs of growth in understanding and commitment to one another, and for the privilege of living in a city where friendships between people of faith have grown and deepened over the years.

And yet there is more today that must be acknowledged here.  And it is this that historically people of the great world faiths must continue to recognise the power of religion to motivate people to war as well as peace.  Jonathan Swift said “We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another.”  And it was Pascal who wrote: “Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from a religious conviction.”  Or as Jonathan Sacks put it in his recent book, the Great Partnership, “Religion is like fire: it warms, but it also burns.  And we are the guardians of the flame.”
Now this is not to say that religion causes wars: they are caused by human beings who can be corrupted by religion amongst many other things: ideologies: greed for power: ideals which are intended for good but become directed towards destruction.

But on a day like this it is right to expose our faith (whatever it may be) to some honest self criticism.  And that means facing three ways in particular in which faith can go wrong.

a) First there is the misuse of scripture.  We all know there are passages in the Hebrew Bible, in the Christian New Testament, and in the Koran which, if taken in isolation betray the commitments of Judaism, Christianity and Islam to the sanctity of life and the dignity of all people as the bearers of the image of God.  And that is why rigid applications of scripture which take no account of the context and which offer no interpretation of the meaning are a dangerous perversion of religious truth.  So living traditions must constantly interpret their texts, as the Chief Rabbi has put it: “Fundamentalists and today’s atheists share the same approach to texts.  They read them directly and literally, ignoring the single most important fact about a sacred text, namely that its meaning is not self-evident.”

b) The second danger within religion is the danger of dualism.  This can come from a crisis of faith leading to the question: “How can a just God allow unjust suffering to exist?”  For some the answer is to see the world as the work of the devil rather than the creation of God.  And this in turn creates a blame culture: if bad things in the world cannot be attributed to God and if we (the good guys) are not responsible then it must be them – whether the Jews in Nazi Germany, the Hutus in Rwanda or whoever.  Dualists need an enemy, and there’s a tendency in all religions to create an “us and them”, so that good and evil can be split from one another, and the painful business of taking personal responsibility can be avoided.  But the Christian faith (and other world faiths, especially the great monotheistic faiths) refuse to split good and evil into separate forms or entities so that we are forced to wrestle with the ambiguity of our own character, the necessity for moral choice and the taking of personal responsibility.  That’s why the prophecy of Isaiah says “I form the light and create darkness, I bring prosperity and create disaster: I the Lord do all these things.”
c) The third danger from religion is when it is mixed inextricably with politics.  This may sound ironic coming from a Bishop with a seat in Parliament!  I am not our course saying that religious people should not have political views or take part in politics – quite the reverse.  But religious faith and political power are different – religion aims for unity politics arises from diversity.  Religion aspires to the ideal; politics must live in the real.  And that is why theocratic states are a dangerous perversion of religion – truth cannot be established by forcing people to believe against their will.  That is why Jesus said “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s”.  And why the Koran says: “there is no compulsion in religion”.  And that is perhaps why we value the freedom to live in a Liberal Democracy which does not invite citizens to worship the State; nor does it see politics as a religion nor as a substitute for one.  Liberal democratic politics makes space for difference, recognising that in our complex society there are many different beliefs, values and moral systems.
Today, as we remember the horrors of 9/11 we cannot know precisely what was in the mind of the 19 men who conspired to fly aeroplanes into crowded buildings.  But we can imagine that the kind of fundamentalism, and dualism and confusion of religion with a political ideal, were part of their motivation.  Part of the way they saw the world.

And in our remembering and commitment today let us ask God, according to our own beliefs to open our eyes and hearts to a suffering world and pledge ourselves to another decade with renewed confidence in His Loving purposes for us all.
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