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   THE FIFTEENTH SUNDAY, 10 JUNE 2005
Seeking lessons from the London bombings

Two planes crash into two tall building in the US and our world stands still.  Bombs go off in London’s underground and on the No 30 bus and again our world stand still. We’re angry, shocked and disgusted because so many of us have family and friends in both countries. Moreover, we largely share a worldview, cultural aspects, heritages and value systems with both. 

Instinctively we want an eye for an eye - the need to avenge is such a powerful human impulse.  We, who: were recently repulsed by images of destitute Afghanistan families; horrified by children with arms and legs blown off; and convinced that the Iraqi war was far removed from justice,  now find ourselves seeking retribution.

Ours is a God of justice and of course those who committed the heinous acts of terrorism should be brought to book. They must bear the consequences of their actions. But that is the work of the justice community. Vengeance is God’s.  

Where does that place us?  How are Christians called to respond?

As always, we are called to adopt a holistic view driven by love. We are a global people called into community –one that transcends geographical boundaries, culture, language and colour. We know that, while no person is an island and we humans are all interconnected, we are also interdependent. Ubuntu teaches that I am because I belong. 

The sower in the parable is Jesus. The kingdom - which we enter through baptism, not death - is our world and as its citizens we may enjoy many privileges but we also have responsibilities to others. This applies especially to the poor, the weak and the oppressed.      

Can there ever be such a thing as “just war”? I doubt that the American and Middle Eastern mothers who have lost children could ever regard war as anything but evil. War is not a video game, it is dehumanising.  Others point out that most wars end in negotiation, so why not resort to negotiation in the first place? 

 Others argue that it is not for the richest and most powerful nation to discern a whether a war is just or not – this is the role of the United Nations. Sadly few trust organised religion to be involved in the discernment process – too many atrocities have been driven by religion. 

Our answer lies in the Scriptures and it is uncanny how appropriate today’s parable of the sower is against the backdrop of world events that have literally shaken us to the core of our souls.

In using the teachings of Jesus as a benchmark for our response, it is as well to take note of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s warning that it is arrogant of us to presume that those who carry out these dreadful deeds have no serious moral goals. I am also mindful of the enjoinder that those who risk all for their beliefs usually believe they have nothing to lose – which speak to the consequences of poverty and injustice. (So many global commentators have pointed us to the economic and social injustices in the Middle East that have been underpinned by Western powers.)  

How well we South Africans understand that one persons’ terrorist is another’s freedom fighter!    

The parables, too often regarded as nice little homilies, are in fact revolutionary teachings. Tucked into these homely stories are messages that are counter cultural and very different to the social and religious mores of the day. When obedience to God is placed above obedience to the State this is treasonous talk!  When we are called to address the injustices of the world we are called to precipitate change – we are called into prophetic ministry. This is not to foretell the future but to bring about a new future by addressing what is wrong in our world.  

Just as Jesus called his followers to a new way of being Israel – to be a light to all nations in favour of nationalistic preoccupation, so he calls on us, the citizens of his kingdom,  to make a difference. Not through retributive justice but though restorative justice – we dare not ignore the link between last week’s bombings and the G8 meeting.   

This may seem a tall order for us ordinary folk but the fact is that we are called to varying levels of prophetic ministry. Some are called to politics, others to use the power of the pen. Still others are called to community leadership. We are all called to look beyond the politician who promises us more money in our pockets but acts like a warmonger or a fat cat – we must ask pertinent questions before we register our votes.   

For some prophetic ministry it is about keeping peace in our home and responding to others in the love of Christ. This is just as important as serving on a national council.  

Just as when a child dies in Iraq or a banker dies in the London underground we are all affected, so, when we find the courage to continue loving in the face of terror and violence, we reach a holy level of heroism.  It is indeed a heart warming facet of every tragedy that people still manage to find the capacity for love and for hope - a legacy of our gracious Creator in whose image we are made?  

If we do nothing else but use the dreadful events of the last week to strengthen our resolve to make this a better kingdom, we will have achieved much and the consequences of terror will be diluted.  

The following is statement by the Archbishop of Canterbury was broadcast by the BBC on Friday.               

'Dead silence, except for the occasional sirens.' That was how people were describing what it was like in London yesterday afternoon. Just as when we face a personal shock or loss, there comes a moment when we don't know what to say, or how we feel, or what can be done: dead silence. 

Terrorist violence aims at just such a reaction and wants it to last. They want to silence human speech - not only by killing, but by paralysing us all.

The terrorist's goal is a situation in which our fear of violence and our grief and pain over violence have become stronger than our positive hopes and commitments.

For most of the last two weeks, the thoughts of millions of people have been focused on the G8 meeting: positive hopes and commitments were uppermost. People knew what they wanted - justice for the poor, firm promises to address the environmental crisis: they wanted to be able to be proud of themselves and their leaders, they wanted to be confident that this was a world where moral vision and power still worked. 

And then on Wednesday we had that great vote of confidence in London. Once again, hopes and commitments were in the air and people were being stirred by new possibilities. 

So, yesterday's atrocities could not have come at a crueller moment. In addition to the terrible fact of plain human loss and suffering, there's the sense of a kind of defiant insult being flung at all of this. 

And just as there are insults that leave us as individuals feeling too sick and empty to respond, so there are moments when a whole society feels like that.

An Old Testament Prophet spoke these words:
'How doth the city sit solitary that was full of people': he spoke them as he looked out over the ruins of his home and the bodies of his friends

But that sick desolation is what the terrorist wants. If our passion for justice, renewal, reconciliation is silenced, the path is open for whatever distorted and inhuman agenda is ready to fill the gap. So we have to ask 'do we have the strength still to say no to this? Do we truly, commitedly, want what we wanted before this tragedy erupted?'

We must take courage. We may not feel we have much strength, we may still feel partly paralysed. There's a passage in the New Testament where Paul says something like this: 'we don't know how to pray or what to hope for sometimes. But the spirit of God is working with us, and even our wordless cries and groans become part of the Spirit's action'.  

There's another kind of silence, where we breathe deeply and 'gather' ourselves, anchor ourselves in what matters and what lasts. The only finally adequate response to terror and evil is to gather ourselves like this - to reach down into what feeds the roots of our spirit, trusting that justice, mercy and joy are never going to be silenced or paralysed. And when we know that, we're ready to begin again on the long road, the long task, of making humanity really human.
(ends)  

To quote the Archbishop Rowan Williams in another context: “It is true that love can continue to grow even on the soil of the worst pain and the deepest doubt. When we stretch and torment our minds over the problem of evil in the world, we should not forget that the survival of love is just as much of a mystery.

“Human beings constantly seem to act as if love were worthwhile – never mind whether it ‘works’, whether it succeeds in keeping people safe. And the basic story of Christian faith goes further and speaks of a God who acts as if love were worthwhile, despite the fact that it leads to what looks like the most hopeless and violent of failures.”                

Clearly we cannot generalise about our Middle Eastern brothers and sisters. It is as well to remember that Jesus would have had difficulty getting a visa to enter some Western countries. As a Middle Eastern man he would certainly have undergone scrutiny at most airport security check points! Westeners would have looked at him askance

The Jews have a lovely Passover tradition. During the meal they dip a finger into a glass of wine and let a droplet fall onto their plate. It represents God’s tears for the Egyptians who were drowned as they attempted to pursue the Jews across the Re(e)d Sea. It is said,    “For God also loved the Egyptians.”          

Amen              
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