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A couple of weeks ago I was chatting to someone about the church in general. It was one of those conversations that of course I enjoy. He said something that is exactly what I believe. He said that we in the Church sing that there is more truth to break out of God’s Word, as we have just sung, but refuse to accept that truth when we are confronted with what the truth is.

I believe that the great reason for the decline of the Church that has been going on for at least two or three hundred years, and as I will say a bit later has actually been there from very early on. It has been its refusal to see the truth that is contained in its founding scriptures.

Instead, churches have done what politicians and business leaders have done since time immemorial and tinkered. That situation was summed up in the Dompost a few weeks ago when Wellington’s Mayor Celia Wade Brown quoted a Roman names Petronius who apparently said back in 66ad “I was to learn later in life that we tend to meet any new situation by reorganising; and a wonderful method it can be for creating the illusion of progress, while producing confusion, inefficiency and demoralisation.”

We only have to reflect on some of the political decisions within our memory, and in my opinion ones that are being mooted today to realise that we reorganise or restructure ourselves into ever deeper holes of confusion, inefficiency and demoralisation.

Anyway, my target today isn’t the secular world, it is the Church, though if it is any consolation, we in the Church labour under the same basic delusion, which is that we are basically doing it right and it just needs us to tinker or try a bit harder and all will come right.

To sum up the rest of this talk - the Church has all manner of tired ideas for evangelism, but it never asks whether it has got the product right that it is trying to sell. It misunderstands the Bible in the most fundamental way.

I believe we need to break out of Bible text quoting, and stand back and see what was actually going on all the time while the Bible was being written and what the writer’s intentions were.
I will just give a few examples, but it really runs from cover to cover all through the sixty six books that make up the version that we use.

What is called the Torah; Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy, and the Prophets have two basic themes. The first is that there is only one God. He will take care of you if you are faithful to Him but you mess with Him at your peril. The second theme is that you behave morally and responsibly towards each other. Of course there are lots of other themes that come up, like how it all started, and the support for the line of King David.
As an aside; one thing that gets thrown at the Church by those who just grab at the opportunity to do so is those passages about God telling His chosen people to wreak the most revolting slaughter on their enemies. God gets a very bad press about that. Those who say these things, usually with a smugness that comes from ignorance just take it at face value.

Maybe the slaughter happened, maybe it didn’t, but assuming it did then those who did it or their descendants came up with the idea that it was God who had told them to do it.


Is that really fanciful? That explanation for horrible things still rears its head today. It is exactly the same as the way smaller players in modern war crimes trials defend themselves by pleading “I was only obeying orders”. Back in those Old Testament times, God was seen to be the commander-in-chief who was leading the Israelite army. So to say God told us to do it makes it sound even respectable, and certainly better than saying “I got carried away and enjoyed the orgy of cutting defenceless people into bits”.
Getting back to the main themes. The first theme is that there is only one God. Belief in one God was a novel idea at the time. Humanity was polytheistic, there were all sorts of gods. Back then and there, they called them baals. It was a pretty radical idea to discard all those spirits and say there is only one. It could be dangerous too, as they might be offended.
The second theme about treating people as you would want to be treated was not a radical idea, but it doesn’t come naturally to be fair.

When I was doing a bit of psychology at uni, I remember the result of an experiment when people were sharing, or they were in conflict, or it was an accident situation; and they were asked who was hard done by, or who was right or who was to blame. Funnily enough they overwhelmingly thought that they deserved more or they were right and the other guy was wrong. If those people were fair they would have on average thought they were right 50% of the time and the other guy was right for the other 50%.

Those of you who are familiar with small children will probably agree with me that they are not inherently fair minded when sharing toys or something else desirable with a sibling.

If today’s society is anything to go by, it is no wonder that the Ten Commandments were necessary or that the prophets found their profession so frustrating.

So those themes make the point that those who were writing the Bible were trying to change people’s attitudes and that they were pushing water uphill in doing so.

Just another smaller example, through you could dip into any bit of the Bible and come up with one.

The Book of Ruth makes the point that Ruth was a foreigner, and she is shown up in a very good light in that story. She is the ancestor of King David, and that makes her really respectable. That wouldn’t have gone down well with lots of people at the time.

That was a none-too-subtle lesson for the exclusive and narrow minded.

Yet at the end of the book of Ezra the men who had married foreign wives were told to send them away. That was presumably not that popular a decision if the enormous list of the men given who were told to do so really indicates the true extent of the practice. However I presume Ezra was concerned that interbreeding and all the different religious and cultural practices that the wives would have brought threatened the identity of the Israelite nation. Also bear in mind that was a real threat at the time. They were really up against it to continue as a distinguishable group after they returned from exile in Babylon.
Incidentally that issue was at the origin of the tension that existed between Jews and Samaritans. The Samaritans were those who hadn’t maintained their unique identity.

A few weeks ago I visited the synagogue in Webb Street in Wellington and heard a talk from one of the leading lay people about Judaism. In answer to a question about conversion to Judaism he said that they didn’t encourage conversion because it diluted what it meant to be a Jew. As the mother passes on the culture and the faith to the children, then what he said was quite consistent with what Ezra said maybe 2400 years ago.

When we get to Jesus we have the Gospels giving us a wealth of examples of Jesus challenging the status quo. Samaritans can be more loving than respectable Jews. The Father in the parable of the prodigal son gives a lesson on what forgiveness and love is all about, and incidentally condemns the judgemental and respectable older son [who probably could be understood to be the law abiding Jews in general]. Jesus challenges the laws about the Sabbath that were extremely important to Jews, and still are. Jesus breaks social etiquette by being so open to women, and maybe to children as well. In a society that was constantly on the verge of rebelling against the Romans, he had a positive relationship with a Roman Centurion, and he said those who live by the sword will die by it. He goes as far as to say we should love our enemies; and back then the enemy Roman soldiers were probably little better than the militias that create suffering and havoc in refugee camps today. Jesus was accepting of a couple of tax-collectors, those despicable collaborators with the enemy.
Though I am not going to get into Paul, he was not a man to accept the status quo if it didn’t suit what he understood the Gospel to be.


However I will quote John Dominic Crossan writing recently about Paul’s letters:”The radical Paul of the authentic seven letters (Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, Philemon) is slowly but steadily morphed into the conservative Paul of the probably inauthentic threesome (Ephesians Colossians, 2 Thessalonians) and finally into the reactionary Paul of those certainly inauthentic ones (1-2 Timothy, Titus). In other words, the radical Paul is being deradicalized, sanitized and Romanized. His radical views on, for example, slavery and patriarchy, are being retrofitted into Roman cultural expectations and Roman social presuppositions.” So this tendency for the Church to become more conservative isn’t just a phenomenon of the last few hundred years but set in right back then. Paul was just too radical for the first Church, no wonder those leading figures in our faith had their messages watered down.
That is just dipping into examples, but right through the Bible it is a history of causing people discomfort and challenging them to change. Most of the change is to simply be a whole lot more loving. Most of the time it fell on deaf or outraged ears.
So if we continued that tradition, that is really being faithful to the origin of our faith what could it mean today? Of course what follows are just my take on it. The specifics may be wrong, how can I claim to know. I am just a man of my age, experiences, culture and personality, so whatever I say will only be at best partially on the right track.

However I feel pretty confident that it would mean a Church that was against all forms of discrimination. That of course would say the obvious on the vexed issue of gender and sexual orientation. A few years ago I took that a bit further than most people seem to and suggested in a sermon that the Church should stand for putting an end to placing so much emphasis on forms and questionnaires about whether one is male or female. It is actually pretty irrelevant for things like driver’s licences or passports. In my opinion physical gender is none of society’s business when people decide to enter into formalised relationships such as marriage.

It is only of relevance really for medical reasons or for sports teams. It actually makes it very hard for transgender people, bisexuals and hermaphrodites. I agree they are in a minority, but they are people, and a church and any people of conscience would seriously take them into account when evaluating the norms of our society.
If the norms don’t lovingly accommodate them, then the norms are wrong. Whether that is a prophetic or Biblical attitude I cannot say, but at least it is practically loving and could be ahead of its time. So it has those indicators coherent with being prophetic and biblical.

It is fairly mainstream to extend that attitude of loving towards the natural world. We can be quite soppy over animals, and to some extent I think that is OK. I think the Church should see it as its mission to preserve the natural environment, not just for our grandchildren, but because those living things have rights and have value.

Some of those animals have real personality. I tend to like cats. I have met many cats who were unique, intelligent and stood out as special creatures.

Happy Feet, the emperor penguin who ended up on Peka Peka beach was a fellow who was different from your ordinary ice-flow-dwelling penguin.

A few weeks ago I picked up two chooks to deliver them to my family in Palmerston North. They were two hens that had been destined to live in batteries and lay loads of eggs until they packed up after a couple of years of miserable confinement. One of those hens in particular turned out very quickly to have a real personality. She was adventurous, escaped and went wandering around. She was just a hen, but she had a bit of unique personality. It made me really sad to think of thousands like her who never had a chance to live the more fulfilling lives that their personalities would enable them to live. What right do we have to treat animals and the natural world like we do? No right, it is just that we can.
I have a thing about using and supporting public transport. I do that largely because I don’t want those of our grandchildren’s age to find themselves in a world where all the horrible consequences of running very low on oil create chaos because we never prepared for it. I also think it is no better than stealing from future generations to waste it now.

Where is the Church in all this and things I haven’t thought of? A tiny bit is said now and again, but basically the Church is just not part of the picture. Yet if the Bible was being written today, I am quite confident that modern prophets would be engaged in stirring up these issues.
So I am saying that the Biblical tradition, what really is the ethos of our faith, is to do all we can to understand and engage with the real issues of the day, and actually to lead those issues, to speak a generation or so before the rest of society has caught on and made it trendy, not to lag behind.

A true Church would strive as one of its main reasons to exist to be right up with the latest debate on all social policy, would be up with the play on scientific and technological advances and would be steering society to take advantage of those insights.

I think that had the Church done this over those last two or three hundred years, then Christianity would be a vital force in a very much better and more loving world today.

