THE CHURCH
Last week in my baptism address I gave a superficial account of what the Church had to offer the newly baptised. Afterwards a theologian in our congregation took me up on it. Had I been too kind to the Church?
I suppose if you were to draw up a balance sheet it might look a bit like this.

In the profit column you have the Sistine Chapel, Bach’s B minor Mass, Michelangelo’s Pieta; you’d have Francis of Assisi, Mother Teresa and many works of service and social commitment. You’d have a vision of the common good – something we should pray for with great earnestness at this election time. You’d have theologians like Augustine, Aquinas, Kant, Barth, and Bonhoeffer? You’d have worship which dramatises our deepest needs and aspirations (although worship details can be too fanatically observed); you’d have a tradition of belief – a framework to hold on to (but that can be too cruelly imposed).

In the loss column you’d have: the Inquisition, the crusades, sex abuse, repression, a love of power and wealth, clericalism, the fundamentalist thought police. This is a very serious charge list; so serious in fact that the question, should Richard Dawkins arrest the Pope, might not seem so absurd after all. There is widespread anger with organised religion: I know Anglican priests who have had to put up with taunting in the street when wearing their clerical collar. 
Roman Catholic Archbishop Nichols apologised this week for abuse in an unequivocal manner. "We say there are no excuses. We simply apologise profoundly for the hurt and the lasting damage that is done through childhood abuse, and for the inadequate ways in which in the past these things have been handled." 

On Monday I attended a meeting in Trinity College to make plans for celebrating Newman’s beatification. (He was an undergraduate at Trinity and later the first honorary fellow). We are hoping that on 9 October Kevin Whately will read edited highlights of some of Newman’s ‘Plain and Parochial’ sermons here in SMV as an ecumenical event. I was interested that the some of those present were uncomfortable about spending money on advertising the event because fellows of their college were so anti. 
This, of course is the theme of Philip Pullman’s book, ‘The Good Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ’. Some people give me a hard time when I quote the work of atheists, as if this were some kind of dreadful disloyalty to the Cause. But I want to say this morning that theology is a conversation, not a set of givens. We can look at what people struggling with similar questions to us have said in the past – and learn from them – but as TS Eliot said, we have to work out our own salvation with diligence. What Pullman does is to remind us what many ordinary people think about the Church and to raise some important theological questions. So I think he is part of the conversation. The conversation cannot be simply in house; we know this really. We know for example that the conversation now includes what other religions have to say and that Christianity doesn’t have a divine right to its own opinions. 
Last weekend in Australia there was a conference of radical Christians trying to re-define the nature of faith. They were exploring what was called ‘the common space of the occasionally false dichotomy between believers and unbelievers’. (Quite an important point, that. It’s not just a black and white case of belief versus disbelief, but there’s a big amorphous space between those two positions. Jesus – those who are not with me are against me). The key speaker was Reverend Gretta Vosper, head of the Canadian Centre for Progressive Christianity. She has written a huge best seller, with or Without God: Why the Way We Live is More Important than What We Believe. She posits that religion is a human construction that humanity needed to survive but we know more now than we did when faith was invented.  She compared the ignorance of a medieval bishop with the knowledge of a contemporary person and demonstrated how the ignorance of the former now binds the life of the latter.  And so we need move on to the next stage of belief. 

That is a problem with the Church that the worldview of earlier civilisation stills binds the present and people rightly rebel against that.
I don’t think Philip Pullman’s book is a very good book. It’s written as a gospel; many of the episodes are taken almost verbatim from the biblical gospels and I found the re-telling of those events frustrating because I knew them so well and wanted something new. Jesus and Christ are twins. Jesus is the uncomplicated unselfish, generous bloke of the gospels; Christ represents all the more sinister side – betrayal, complicity, moral weakness, to quote Eliot again in ‘Mr Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service’: what he described as the ‘sapient subtlers of the Lord’. I think Eliot loved all the high church flummery, but he manages here to capture the sinister nature of it. 
The Pullman book has its best moment, I think, when Jesus prays to God in the Garden of Gethsemane. Here Jesus asserts his down to earth honesty, his love of life. He deprecates the philosophers – why propose perfection in other worlds when you have it here on earth in the smell of cooking, a lovely day, or physical love; the sweet taste of lips willingly offered. 

But this is also an extended meditation on Jesus’ cry of despair on the cross – my God why hast thou forsaken me? Why does God remain silent when prayed to?

Read extract:

P95-96 What would happen if my brother Christ gets his organisation going...
P97 first big paragraph – the kind of church Jesus would like

My conclusion: People like us, you and me, need organised religion; we see its virtue. But beware. Never see your faith from the inside; always stand on the outside and look in so that you can see it as other people see it. That is one of the most important theological lessons. 

Would we be better off with small house churches, or no churches at all? Is living good lives enough?  I don’t think so. We need to support each other, to have critical mass, but not to get bogged down in organisational fundamentalism.
