THE SIN OF PRIDE

The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians

Chapter 1, Verse 10

“For do I now persuade men, or God? Or do I seek to please men?

For if I yet pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ.”

One of my favourite cartoons, from the “New Yorker” magazine as I recall, shows Moses descending from Mount Sinai and talking to his assembled tribe. “The good news” he reports “is that I got the number cut to 10. The bad news is that adultery is still in.”

It is not, of course, usual to add to, or subtract from any catalogue of sins. Yet I cannot help thinking that we need to be rather cautious about one transgression that is customarily included in the deadly collection of seven.

No one, so far as I know, puts in a good word for greed or envy. Lust has its practitioners but they do not pretend that it is a virtue. But what of pride? Is it really always a sin?

One of the greatest novels in our language, “Pride and Prejudice”, argues, after all, that we need to be a little more circumspect about how we use the word, and about what we think of those to whom the adjective, proud, is attached. That wise young woman, Elizabeth Bennett, comes to realise that what she originally takes to be a regrettable and dislikeable display of pride by Mr Darcy is in fact something quite else – a sense of loyalty to and identification with ideas, values and institutions that are themselves admirable. Her sister, Mary, early in Jane Austen’s novel, points the way to the conclusion that Elizabeth will later happily reach, “Vanity and pride” Mary notes “are different things, though the words are often used synonymously. A person may be proud without being vain. Pride relates more to our opinion of ourselves, vanity to what we would have others think of us.”

It’s a pretty good distinction, saving pride of a sort from Satan’s empire, but it won’t quite do, a point to which I shall return.

Jane Austen’s definition allows us to categorise the besetting and often terminal sin of politics. Vanity lays politicians low as surely as the machine gun cut down First World War regiments. In time, human aspiration and earthly success are buried in the sand dunes as surely as the plinth on which once stood the statue of Ozymandias. Every empire has its hour, but not much longer than that, before the clock strikes, or rather the bell tolls.

Enoch Powell said that all political careers end in failure, an observation that may only point to the growing gap between hope and achievement in even the most humble career in public life, but which could also underline both the self-regard that impels much political ambition and the difficulty of ever satisfying it.

It is sometimes possible to find a few shards of comfort even in a career that concludes in humiliation and defeat. Take the last months of Neville Chamberlain, worsted by Hitler, rejected by his peers, abused by his countrymen, lacerated by events. He died not long after his ejection from office, but his critic and successor Winston Churchill found some comfort for the reputation of a man raised high and dashed low. Delivering a eulogy in the House of Commons in November 1940, Winston Churchill noted that, “It fell to Neville Chamberlain in one of the supreme crises of the world to be contradicted by events, to be disappointed in his hopes, and to be deceived and cheated by a wicked man. But what were these hopes in which he was disappointed? What were the wishes in which he was frustrated? What was the faith that was abused. They were surely among the most noble and benevolent instincts of the human heart – if love of peace, the toil for peace, the strife for peace, the pursuit of peace, even at great peril and certainly to the utter disdain of popularity and clamour?” Thus, Munich.

That was an exceptionally generous sentiment. So public careers may invariably end in failure, yet it may be possible for others to rescue magnanimously some reassurance from its ruins for our late reputations.

Many politicians try to leave that reassurance in place themselves. They seek to define and secure their legacies. Churchill himself was magnificently of this number. He wanted not only to light the lamps that illuminate the past, writing the history of his own life and times, but to expunge criticism or any mementos that sullied his reputation. He may not have had a hand directly in the destruction of his own portrait by Graham Sutherland, showing a less than saintly hero, but he would certainly have been pleased to see it burnt. Vanity brooked no shadows across the sun.

Vanity, then, we can readily see as a failing of the greatest as well, doubtless, as of the most humble.  And the more vaunting the vanity, the higher the mountain of regard, the greater and further the fall and the deeper the pit of humiliation. The descent of the vain is invariably accompanied by cruel laughter. It is a subject for mirth and finger-pointing, The more you pretend for yourself, the more you have to lose. So just as virtue is said to be its own reward, vanity is its own penalty, tracked at a short distance by mockery and even derision. You will not please man for long, better surely to concentrate on pleasing God.

How safe is it to claim, as a politician, divine guidance for what you do for other men, to assert that you simply act as an unworthy agent or instrument of His will? Here I suppose vanity is suffused with pride. Mortal man you may be, but what you do allegedly bears the stamp of God’s grace and authority.

I am more than nervous of this sort of politics. Truth to tell, it scares me witless. It has given us most notably, though not exclusively in the USA, the sort of confessional politics that seems to breed a very un-Christian intolerance. At its worst of course, in this country, confessional politics burned to a cinder principled men of God not far from here . When John Kennedy became President of the USA , there was much anxiety that his words would be ventriloquised by the Vatican, his actions dictated by cardinals and priests. He was perhaps helped in shaking off these concerns by the ascent of the Patriach of Venice as Pope John XXIII, two years before his own presidency. Times have changed. It is no exaggeration to say that today many look for a president who is thought to be guided by priests and churchmen. During the last presidential election campaign, bishops were egged on publicly to deny communion to the Catholic Democratic candidate unless he agreed to change his views on abortion and to take his line on pro-life issues from them. No one, so far as I know, threatened to deny him communion unless he changed his support for the invasion of Iraq – a different sort of pro-life issue. Was the authority displayed on those occasions a demonstration of good and admirable pride, or of a pride suffused with the vanity of assuming that the only authority for right behaviour of any sort in society lies with self-nominated pastors.

Political leaders as instruments of divine purpose, leading their chosen people into the Promised Land, invariably abuse the pride we feel about our own countries. That pride should not exclude knowledge of a country’s failures, of those occasions when our country’s behaviour has fallen below the level of events or below accepted norms. Have we always lived up to and by our own values? A proper pride in our own country should incorporate an understanding of where and when we have gone wrong. There has recently been much debate about the pride we should feel about the British Empire, partly initiated by a historian from this university. I see how we can be properly proud of the spread of the English language, of the rule of law and of pluralism and participative government. But should we feel proud of that belief in the tutorial and commercial merits of subjugation that lay at the heart of the imperial idea, defensible perhaps at the time though surely not in retrospect? Are we to feel proud of Amritsar or the opium trade? The Prime Minister of India made a happy distinction when he received an honorary degree from us this summer between his dislike of the British Empire and his affection for Britain.

The pride in country that leads to the sentiment, “My country right or wrong”, is what has brought catastrophe in its wake, dog-eat-dog nationalism and justification for that corruption of the values that should distinguish between civilisation and the jungle. Proper pride in country produces patriotism not nationalism, and patriotism is the mother of conscientious objectors as well as battlefield heroes and heroines.

I touched a moment ago on who determines right behaviour, who judges and scrutinises it. When I consider this question of pride and authority in religion I take some comfort from what we know of St Peter, the rock on which our institutionalised religion as Christians was built, but the rock as well in Mark’s gospel that stands in the path of Christ. Peter is so very human. Hopelessly inadequate when he cuts off the ear of the servant in the garden of Gethsemane, weak and cowardly when he denies Christ as the cock crows, he is an unlearned, bourgeois family man who stumbles behind his Master as do we all. We know enough of Peter to love him as man not superman. He is humble not proud.

What is the rock on which this Peter stands? What is the rock in which a Christian takes pride? It is the rock of belief that is the same for every Christian – the Apostles’ Creed.

As a Christian I believe in God. I believe, in the words of today’s hymn, that the one foundation of the church is Jesus Christ. I believe in the story that the New Testament tells of His life and death. I believe that as He rose from the dead, so will I, to live forever. It is comforting to believe that, though far from easy. The fact that I believe it at all is mostly because I accept the validity of the paradox described so well by Jacques Maritain:

On the one hand nothing in the world is more precious than one single human person; on the other hand nothing in the world is more squandered, more exposed to all kinds of dangers, than the human being – and this condition must be. What is the meaning of this paradox? It is perfectly clear. We have here a sign that man knows very well that death is not the end, but a beginning. He knows very well, in the secret depths of his own being, that he can run all risks, spend his life and scatter his possessions here below, because he is immortal. The chant of the Christian liturgy before the body of the deceased is significant: Life is changed, life is not taken away.

Authority rests for me in the core of beliefs best summarised in the creed. It has surely been the condition for my baptism as a Christian. According to St. Ambrose it is the soul’s treasure and its watchdog. The articles of the creed have been spelt out in Church councils. They form the treasure chamber for all Christians. They are what at once separates us from others, but binds us together. What more do I really need to accept in order to be a Christian. I am a Christian, who is a communicant in Roman Catholic churches. When I worship in these churches my wife, who is a communicant in the Church of England, cannot herself take communion, unless she can satisfy a broad-minded priest that she herself believes in the Real Presence, the precise definition of which in my experience often happily differs from one church and priest to another. And am I to be prevented from taking communion in my wife’s church because apparently I know in my heart that the Real Presence is not really present there. I am after all in a church not regarded as a sister to the Catholic Church, at least not if we are to take our cue from the declaration of the universality and unity of Christianity issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in September 2000, “Dominus Jesus”. What has any of this got to do with the Apostles Creed?

Have I not described those conditions portrayed in the third verse of today’s hymn which we normally refrain from singing. Why - because it makes the hymn too long or because it causes offence? 

You recall the words  - 



“Though with a scornful wonder



men see her sore opprest, 



by schism rent asunder, 



by heresies distrest



yet saints their watch are keeping



their cry goes up, “How long?”



and soon the night of weeping



shall be the morn of song.”

Naturally I accept that those in authority in our churches, exercising proudly an authority that goes back to the flawed Peter, deserve respect, even affectionate or loving respect. But that respect surely needs from time to time to be earned by the humble acceptance that it has not always been exercised wisely or well, and that it is not – being exercised as it is through man-beyond debate and dispute. The Christian respect for human rights cannot properly be shown by appearing to deny the human rights of those within a church, the rights of the puzzled to enquire and speak out, for example.

I am a Catholic Chancellor, the first in this university since Cardinal  Pole. That encourages me to take a long view, to consider our history. What did a  proud authority instruct a Catholic like me to believe in the past? 

Around the creed have been assembled from time to time, teachings that are plainly wrong. No one would surely claim today that it was necessary to follow them in order to demonstrate that one was a servant of God, or a loving respecter of the authority of those who proudly serve in positions of authority. The ruler for whom today I pray, I would once have been encouraged to assassinate, God’s commandment suspended for this purpose. I could have earned indulgences, short-cuts to heaven, by killing infidels. I would have been taught that Jews are a cursed race. I would need to beware a career in Morgan Stanley or Goldman Sachs since it was wrong to take interest for loans.

I do not drag out these exhibits from religion’s museum in order to poke fun or make mischief. All I want to do is to underline that those who claim authority in any church for the teachings that are appended to the Apostles’ creed should perhaps be mindful that their pride in enunciating and elucidating the Christian messages does not overlook what authority has sometimes in the past claimed to be the path of Christ. When a priest in the townships around Johannesburg or in the favellas of Sao Paolo is instructed about what he should teach concerning contraceptives, are those in authority really sure that what they say is a necessary and unarguably correct addition to the creed? Is the denunciation of a married priesthood or of the ordination of women a changeless part of the Christian message?

Am I guilty of a wrong pride, of intellectual vanity, in posing these questions? Am I merely sucking up to irreligious liberal opinion, an intellectual elite of relativists with no sense of moral absolutism, of the difference between right and wrong? Do I seek in the words of Paul to please men not God? I hope that is not true, though doubtless some would assert it. I should not think on the other hand, that it particularly pleases men that I believe in ‘the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting’. A lot of men would think me absurd for holding these beliefs. But then, while my views on contraception and women priests have been sought from time to time, no one has ever asked me about The Resurrection’.

Let us pray again for this University and for all those who study, teach, research and work here in other ways, that Oxford will preserve and hand on to future generations the highest standards of academic excellence.


Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.


Let us pray for all those who work to end the divisions between Christian churches.


Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.


Let us pray for those in and out of government who dedicate their lives to preventing

 
conflict around the world.


Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.


Let us pray for those who struggle to bring hope of a better life to the world’s poor.


Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.


Let us pray for those who campaign to protect civil liberties everywhere.


Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Let us pray that we, in this world-famous university, will learn and practice its virtues of

humility and tolerance. 

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

And finally the prayer of St Thomas More for his opponents - 

Almighty God, have mercy on them, and on all that bear me evil and would do me harm, and their faults and mine together, by such easy, tender, merciful means as thine infinite wisdom best can devise; vouchsafe to amend and redress and make us saved souls in heaven together, where we may ever live and love together with thee and thy blessed saints. O glorious Trinity, for the bitter passion of our sweet saviour. Amen.


The Sin of Pride
8

