Ramsden Sermon, University of Cambridge

Great St Mary's, Cambridge May 23rd 2010
“The spirit you have received is not a spirit of slavery, leading you back into a life of fear,”
(Romans, Chapter 8 verse 15)
 

Easter Day 2005 in Leicester was unusual.  One of our inner city churches which had been forging links with the local Hindu community for about 3 years were invited to put on an Easter Service for the Hindus in a local community school hall.  Hindu and Christian congregations gathered, there were readings from the Bible and an image of the Sacred Heart of Jesus was placed on an altar alongside a photograph of the Guru with incense burning in front of them.  I was invited to preach and to share a Christian understanding of the Resurrection.  It was a landmark moment.  The relationships, the invitation and the opportunity were the result of many years of prayerful work – the fruit of the Spirit.

 

The Ramsden Sermon was endowed in order to provide an opportunity to speak of “Church extension overseas, especially within the commonwealth of nations.”  In the great cities of England, especially in Leicester, the Commonwealth of Nations is on our doorstep and the challenge of Church extension in a pluralist and post-modern age is the great challenge of the Christian mission for our day.  It is therefore of this that I want to speak this morning, since it reveals how much has changed since the University Ordinance which established this Sermon was drawn up and how far we have adapted our thinking from the export of Christianity from European Christendom to peoples overseas who did not have it before.  The confident Christian missionary zeal which led to that export 150 years ago is now a challenge to often small and residual Christian congregations in overwhelmingly Hindu, Muslim or Sikh neighbourhoods in this country.  It is the missionary challenge of our day and it is a major task of the church in my city. 

 

The Catholic theologian, Hans Küng wrote: “No peace for the world without peace between nations, no peace between nations without understanding between religions, no understanding between religions without dialogue.”  The story of the churches in Leicester in recent years has been of an attempt to give sustained practical expression to the need for dialogue, co-operation and encounter as an expression of the work of the Spirit and as a means of building the Kingdom through hard work for justice and peace.

 

The inter faith movement we could say began with Jesus and Paul as they engaged with Canaanites, Greeks, Romans and fellow Jews in the Mediterranean world of the New Testament.  This work was heralded when Jesus said of the Canaanite woman, “I have not found such faith, no not in Israel” and in the profound dialogue between Jesus, the Jewish Rabbi, with the Samaritan untouchable woman at Jacob’s well.  The story continues in Acts in the tussles between Paul and the Athenians at the Areopagus.

 

And hints of it can be heard in the passage read today from the Letter to the Romans.  Paul speaks of a Spirit not of slavery but of adoption.  Where the Spirit is at work, there fear and caution give way to a new kind of freedom to enter upon the glorious liberty of the children of God.  It was this vision of the Spirit’s work which encouraged the early church in its engagement with the imperial cult and the many different faiths of Athens, Ephesus, Philippa, Rome and the other cities of the Mediterranean World.

 

Today in a culture shaped by materialism and commodification, people of faith, working in the power of what Christians would see as the Holy Spirit, can find a shared purpose in affirming the spiritual values of life, renewing our commitment to a better world, and evoking fresh energy in the service of others.  Our experience in Leicester suggests that such partnership is realistic and practically possible, and that through it we are being opened up to the life-giving spirit into whose power we are being given over.  For the working of this Spirit is unrestricted and constantly surprising.  It is like a wind which “blows where it chooses, we hear the sound of it but do not know where it comes from or where it goes.”  It was John Wesley who said that “though we cannot think alike, yet we may love alike, and that we may be of one heart though we are not of one opinion”.  He was speaking of the need for a Catholic Spirit among Christians of different persuasions, but it applies naturally to the wider differences between religions.

 

The great migrations which have changed the character of cities like Leicester accelerated dramatically in the wake of the Ugandan Asian expulsions under Idi Amin’s dictatorship.  The Leicester Mercury carried a headline which it has spent 35 years repenting of: “No room here”.  There was a concerted campaign to deter immigration and to persuade potential migrant families that they would not settle happily.  Nearly 40 years later, the cultural, economic and educational benefits to the city have overwhelmingly outweighed the demands and challenges which such rapid rates of change have brought with them. 

 

Leicester has been seen traditionally as the Hindu capital of England, and its Diwali festival is a symbol of this with some 60,000 people thronging the streets to celebrate the great Hindu feast.  The Golden Mile in Belgrave is a kaleidoscope of jewellers, curry houses, sari shops and Indian banks.  The city is home to the Sri Sanatan Mandir, one of the oldest temples in Britain which houses the offices of the National Council of Hindu Temples. 

 

The Muslims are also increasing their numbers with at least 10,000 Somalis having arrived in the last 10 years.  The long-standing population is majority Indian Guajarati with minorities of Punjabi, Pakistani and Bangladeshi background. 

 

Alongside smaller communities from the Jewish, Buddhist, Bahai, Sikh and Jain communities, the Christian churches take their place often acting as convenor, bridge builder and interpreter.  To be the Bishop of Leicester is to begin to understand what lies at the heart of the vocation to be a pontifex, and this has been especially true in the last decade when world events have placed special and often intense pressures on local relationships.

 

Shortly after my arrival, 9/11 brought suddenly and urgently to everyone’s attention the truth that relations between faiths were not simply a minority interest but rather an immediate, intense and pressing question for all our communities both urban and rural.

 

This interest and concern has been sustained by events, in which the connection between the global and the local has intensified.  The Iraq invasion of 2003, the bombings in London in 2005, the attacks on Gaza in 2008 are a sample of global eruptions which destabilise neighbourhoods here at home.

 

The Christian community has asked itself, what is our response and our responsibility?  The answers have been complex, demanding and sometimes unclear.  But amongst them have been these.

 

First, we saw a clear responsibility to provide a place of education and resourcing for communities to understand their Hindu, Muslim and Sikh neighbours and to feel confident in their company and confident of speaking of faith to them.  This led to the establishment of the St Philip’s Centre with its range of training programmes for local churches, for the clergy, for ordinands, and further programmes in faith literacy designed for police, teachers, health professionals an so on.  This work has included a remarkable training course entitled “Unfamiliar Journeys” in which local Christians are accompanied on visits to mosques, temples and gurdwaras to experience the symbolism and ritual explained and to hear public debate about the issues of the day between articulate representatives of different faith communities.

 

Secondly there have been a range of initiatives designed to build friendships enabling people  to experience what it feels like to live side by side in the same city.  Muslims and Christians have broken the fast at the end of Ramadan and raised money together for victims of international disasters like the tsunami.  Sporting events bringing clergy and imams together to play cricket (sadly with repeated victory for the Muslims!).  This is labour intensive work, which has a generational timescale attached to it, building relationships, confidence and neighbourliness between peoples whose instincts are to live parallel lives.

 

And thirdly, much attention has been given to bringing representative leaders of different faiths together, to share hospitality, to speak of our common concerns and to respond publicly together to matters of common interest.  For example we were able to publish a joint statement against any forms of racial discrimination and to encourage our people to participate wholeheartedly in the recent General Election.  In times of wars, famine and earthquake around the world we have made a point of uniting together on behalf of the victims.  We stood in silent prayer as war broke out in Iraq, and uniting before a crowd of several thousand in Victoria Park two days after the 7/7 bombings.

 

These initiatives and others become ever more vital.  As our population becomes more diverse, at the same time it is becoming more separated.  Those who have a wider perspective and who can afford to choose, those who occupy multiple locations and operate in cyberspace – these are the people able to move out and choose to be alongside those who are like them so that the challenge of living with otherness can be reduced.  This is the widespread phenomenon of “middle class” flight, of gated communities, of second homes and multiple car ownership.

 

Those who have less, those less easily accepted by the majority, those who hold together for cultural, religious or other reasons stay where they are more dependent for better or worse upon neighbours.  These are those for whom the quality of the local physical and social environment is the all-encompassing reality of their lives.

 

These are the pressures which create strong drives towards sifting and separation.  You can see it in Leicester, where street by street, locality by locality, the segregation of our society has a tendency to increase.  It is the Church, present in every location, living amongst and with a care for all, which can if it wishes, be a truly diverse body, holding hands with the multiplicity of communities in its neighbourhood.

 

But being present, although a necessary condition for engagement with diverse communities, is not sufficient.  Sadly the immense social and demographic changes in neighbourhoods across large parts of cities like Leicester can lead to powerful pressures towards holding fast to whatever remains of what once was, a huddling together and a reinforcement of an inward looking attitude.  It is upon the Holy Spirit that the Church depends if it is to preserve a determination to remain not only present but faithfully present, breaking out of the cycle of detachment and introversion.  But it requires enormous reserves of energy and courage.

 

These challenges, also raise profound theological questions.  The classic Christian conviction, running like a thread through the Scriptures, is that what we encounter in Jesus is the truth about God and the truth about humanity.  The obvious implication of that conviction is that if you do not live into that truth and accept it, you will be living something less than fullness of life.  Theologians have spoken of the finality of Christ, that in Christ there is to be discovered all that we need to know about God.

 

And these claims of course are deeply problematic for post-modern culture.  They raise questions about people of other faiths and their place in God’s purpose of salvation.  About how we in general communicate what we believe God is doing in the world.  So the work of inter faith encounter entails addressing three significant objections to classic Christian belief.

 

First are what we might call the moral objections.  What kind of a God is it who makes salvation or eternal life dependent on something which is a matter of chance?  What about all those people who never had a chance of hearing about Jesus?  What about all those who have heard about him but have not understood or had an opportunity to find out what it meant?  What about the whole span of non-Christian culture untouched for centuries by the Christian Gospel?  Can we possibly believe in a just God who excludes people in some way for not being in the right place at the right time?

 

The second objection is one we might call political.  If you claim that Christ is the final truth about God in the universe, surely that gives you a perfect alibi for imposing your views on others and silencing those who have different views.  This of course can become the justification for crusading and colonisation.  It scarcely conceals prejudices about the superiority of one culture over another.

 

And then there is a third group of objections which we might call philosophical.  If every truth is related to its own culture, its own context and its own time, what could we possibly mean by claiming that the truth expressed in a particular life in the Middle East 2,000 years ago is a truth applicable to every time, every culture and every context?

 

These, familiar and long-standing questions, throw into sharp relief the work we find ourselves called by the spirit to do in Leicester and in other cities today.  Our working theology is base on an assumption that all human beings need the closest possible relationship with the life of God’s love whether they recognise it or not and if that is true then the invitation to enter the life of the Holy Trinity is an invitation issued to all people.  And that invitation can only be expressed by the Christian community if the laborious, hard and time consuming work of building trust, encounter and understanding in depth is sustained.  God’s love cannot be expressed to people who hear only judgement or experience only exclusion from the Christian community.

 

And that begins to deal with the philosophical and political objections to belief in the uniqueness of Christ.  The mystery of growing into human fulfilment in the life the Holy Trinity is not something that can be enforced by any human power.  It belongs to the act of God, working through the Spirit.  The more confident you become that God really is God, the less you believe that he needs to be protected by human beings from the consequences of his own recklessness.  Belief in the finality and uniqueness of Jesus does not compel us to a position of moral or cultural superiority or to a desire to enforce these beliefs on others. 

 

Discussing these things in a recent lecture, the Archbishop of Canterbury said this:  “Belief in the uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ – for all the assaults made upon it in a modern age – remains for the Christian a way of speaking about hope for the entire human family.  And because it’s that, we are bound to say something about it.  We believe the life of Jesus matters because we believe that in Him human beings find their peace.  Their destinies converge and their dignities are fully honoured.  And all the work that we as Christians want to do for the sake of convergent human destiny and fullness of human dignity has its root in that conviction that there is no boundary around Jesus but what He is and does and says and suffers is in principle liberatingly relevant to every human being, past, present and future.” 

 

It is in that conviction that many Christians in the diverse cities of England seek out their neighbours and try to respond to the movement of the Spirit making the global local and bringing the missionary task of the church, exercised overseas to their doorsteps.
