2011-03-06 David Neaum Sunday Next before Lent 

+In Nomine...

In the last two weeks from this pulpit we have heard the unbelieving author Philip Pullman and our very own vicar Brian Mountfort talk and preach about faith.  The invitation to Philip Pullman was given in the spirit of opening a conversation with someone who has critically engaged with the Christian faith - he responded by going straight to the heart of the matter - to faith itself.  Pullman finds faith in God difficult, and the kind of faith that allies itself with dogmatic certainty pushes him towards respectfully distancing himself from any and all faiths.  What matters more than faith in his mind is how people act. We are justified by works he said at one point, not by faith.  In the end then he is more comfortable as a sort of faith tourist - paying respects to the various Gods of others with a curious detachment from any of them.  Curiosity and respect are more the virtues Pullman associates with rather than faith.  

Last week Brian responded by suggesting that despite the ethical commonalities between different faith traditions, Christianity’s distinctiveness is found in its faith in Jesus as God incarnate.  This is what Christians believe in, it is the content of our faith in God.  

There are two positions here that people sometimes assume are incompatible.  On the one hand we have an affirmation of a specifically Christian faith, and on the other a respect for the different faiths we encounter in a pluralist society.  Pullman implicitly suggests that the best way to live respectfully in a pluralist society is by having no specific faith but rather a curiosity engendering respect for all faiths.  Part of the problem Pullman suggested was a faith allied too closely with certainty, but Brian reminded us that many Christians find themselves more at home in what Pullman called the liberal twilight, where faith is not something that blazes with certainty.  Absence and doubt can be a part of Christian faith, allied perhaps even with curiosity, provoking and inspiring us to a deeper more mature faith.

So we are left with a dilemma.  How do we hold together a liberal respect for those of different faiths with an affirmation of Christian faith in Jesus Christ?

Today’s readings gave us two theophanies, two manifestations of God’s glory.  In the first Moses goes up onto mount Sinai to receive the law on tablets of stone; and the glory of God is made manifest.  In the second Jesus goes up onto a high mountain, and flanked by Moses and Joshua representing the law and the prophets, is transfigured before the disciples; and the glory of God is made manifest in his very person.  Through Moses the Hebrew people receive the law, through Jesus we receive something else, something more - something the disciples come to describe in terms of salvation, in terms of good news.  Here is a man who is transparent to God and who shows us in his very person something of both what it is to be human and what it is to be God.  

The contrast between the law given to Moses and this ‘something more’ revealed through Jesus might help us in holding together being Christian, and living respectfully in a pluralist democracy.  But rather than focus on the law of the Torah I would like instead to think of law within our contemporary society.  Last week it was widely reported that the High Court suggested that there is ‘no place in the law for Christianity’.  This came from a ruling about a pentecostal couple, who were denied permission to foster children on behalf of the state because of their express antipathy to homosexuality - a view that issued in their case from their religious beliefs.  The Lord Justices dismissed the case that they were being discriminated against because of their religion, and upheld the case that this couple would be unable to provide the kind of tolerant environment the state requires for foster children.  

Despite strong reactions from some quarters the Lord Justices are very clearly defending a consistent liberal position.  They actually argue that it is the role of law within our liberal democracy to ensure and protect the rights to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.  This is the basis of a pluralist society where freedom is where you are free from constraints that would otherwise prevent you exercising of your rights.  This is negative liberty, the foundation-stone of modern liberalism.  

More than this though, the Lord Justices argue that the freedoms of a liberal democracy mean than laws must be made with the equal interests of all in mind.  Laws in a liberal democracy can not be based on motives or rationales found only in one faith tradition or they would be arbitrary in some sense.  The law forbids discrimination in terms of how one acts not why.  So, although the law may protect a moral position espoused by Christianity, it does so not because it is espoused by Christianity but because it conforms with the equality and neutrality the law demands.   

Liberalism protects our freedoms by enshrining them in law and is the basis of our pluralist democratic society.  Being a Christian, which means having a Christian motive for acting the way we do, is not a problem in our society in so far as Christians respect other’s rights and freedoms.  In one sense then Philip Pullman is right to suggest that respect for other Gods is appropriate, in that our actions do need to be publicly accountable to laws framed in the equal interests of all.  In the eyes of the law we are indeed justified by our actions or by works.  But for Christians actions are not the only things that matter, so do the motives.  

Christians differ from liberals, not in the sense that they abandon the law or that they cease to be liberal.  They differ because Christianity gives us something more than just the law.  

Freedom is more than just freedom from constraints that would prevent us exercising our rights.  Freedom is about self-realization, about being free to realize our vision for what life is all about.  At the heart of the Christian vision for human life is the life of Jesus and Christian faith in Jesus as the incarnate Son of God is a faith that his man shows us our true end, that he is transparent to God’s glory.  

Christians are most free then when they are free to realize their goals and aspirations as Christians.  We are most free when we are loving God and others in the ways that Jesus did.  This is the freedom of faith, the liberalism of love.  Christian faith and liberal respect are are complimentary but not quite the same, for Christian faith furnishes us with a full and positive vision of human life as bound up with a relationship to God.  

The transfiguration of Jesus enables us to glimpse momentarily, something more than just the law.  It is a vision of human life bound up with God’s life, transparent to it.  But grasping that vision is not easy, even the disciples did not get it at the time and stood there making stupid comments.  The transfiguration is a moment in the story where the conclusion is given to us before we have arrived at it, before we can have faith in it.  

After the transfiguration Jesus turns towards Jerusalem and towards his crucifixion just as we do now with the start of Lent.  And it is this time of Lent, where we relive Jesus’ passion, that enables us to arrive again at faith as the first disciples did.  Only through doubt and the absence of Good Friday are we too given the assurance of the resurrection - the assurance that the glimpse of glory was not just a play of light on a summer’s afternoon but the truth of how to live and how to be truly free.  Amen.

