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Tuesday 12 June, 2012

1. Last January, during the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, there was a service of thanksgiving held in Dunblane Cathedral.  It was an opportunity to remember the work that had been done in and through Scottish Churches House throughout the past forty years and more.  Dr Alison Elliot, in her address, quoted four key questions.  They were questions that had been raised  in 1970 by the then warden of the House as key to the focus of the work done there:

· Where is the action?

· What things are happening that are really crucial for the future?

· Where is there conflict and tension?

· Where are people out of communication with one another?

These are questions I would like us to keep in the back of our minds as we go on.  

· Where is the action?

· What things are happening that are really crucial for the future?

· Where is there conflict and tension?

· Where are people out of communication with one another?

2. We are living through a time of unprecedented change.  That is true not just of the church but of the whole of society.  It is a global phenomenon touching the lives of everyone on the planet in one way or another.  For many this means a general feeling of disorientation.  Things we have taken for granted seem to be unravelling. Energy is taken up with survival and it can be hard not to be despondent.  The temptation is to look in on ourselves, to keep the show on the road.  But I believe this is a time to take stock, to return to basis, to remind ourselves who were are as Christian people who belong to the Church of Jesus Christ and why we are called to work for and to make visible Christian Unity.  

3. In 2003 The General Assembly of the Church of Scotland made it clear that it wanted the emphasis of ecumenical relating to be put on local initiatives and not on grand schemes of union.  And much does happen at local level, most of which I never hear about.   It is now almost routine that there should be ecumenical activity around the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, perhaps a study programme throughout Lent.  There is often joint worship during Holy Week, at least up to the Wednesday and sometimes on Easter Sunday and Pentecost.  Joint activities may be planned during Christian Aid Week in May, One World Week in October and during Advent. There is no shortage of opportunities to work together for those willing to seek them.  

4. Following the tradition of the Orthodox Church, and with the encouragement of the Ecumenical Patriarch, a keen advocate of Christian responsibility in relation to climate change and the environment, the World Council of Churches promotes 'Time for Creation', a period of  five weeks from 1st September to 4th October each year.  It's always worth looking at the WCC website for thought-provoking resources for reflection around the environment and water - stories that keep our horizons wide open to our place in the global web of relatedness.  Likewise the website of Churches Together in Britain and Ireland has worship resources for a number of ecumenical occasions.  And yet in some places, I hear that ecumenical events on the calendar have become so routine they have lost their excitement and support is beginning to dwindle. They no longer speak to people they way they used to.  That is a signal too of the need to return to basics.  Why do we pray for Christian Unity?  Why do we seek occasions to worship and study together?  And what does it have to do with the Church’s relationship with the wider community?

5. It was one of the selling points of the 'churches together' model in the 1990s that doing things together was about saving scarce resources.  It was about cutting out duplication of effort and resources, both material and human.  It made economic sense. That is one way of looking at things but it is hardly the key to ecumenical engagement.  It is certainly good stewardship to share resources, but there are more fundamental drivers to ecumenical engagement than that.  Let me touch on two of these, both of which encourage us to think beyond the boundaries of the Church to what the Church might have to offer the community as a whole.

6. Firstly it’s that word – ecumenical!  It’s a word people find difficult and would want to avoid because it is not readily understood.  But I want to hold onto it and help people to understand what it actually means.  Those of you who know your Greek will know that word oikumene means the whole inhabited earth. Churches do not engage with one another for some cosy internal purpose.  They engage with one another because in their togetherness, they have something to say about the whole inhabited earth.  So churches together care about what happens to people in the world.  They care about how the economy works against the poorest people in our communities on our doorstep and farther afield.  They care about what is happening to the environment upon which the very future of life on earth is dependent.  Creation-tide may not make sense in the City if you think about mountains and fields and forests.  But in a place like Leith, it does have purchase in relation to the sea and those who are dependent on the sea for a living.  It does have purchase in relation to traffic and industrial pollution and what that does to the city environment and the people who live and work in it.  Where is the action?  Who’s dealing with these issues? Who are our partners? And what can the churches bring to the table – together?  

The word oikumene, the whole inhabited earth is related to the word oikos, the Greek word for ‘house’.  Rabbi Jonathan Sachs has written eloquently about ‘The Home We Build Together’.  In it he points to the failure of multiculturalism to bring an end to conflict and friction within society by it ultimately accentuating difference in an unhealthy way and ghettoising communities with different ethnic, cultural and religious backgrounds.  His proposal is that the time has come to move away from multiculturalism to engaging in the joint activity of building together the kind of society in which all have ownership.  A community, he says, is a group of people who build something together. (p230)  And he takes as his example one of house building, a Christian Charity, run on an inter-faith basis – Habitat for Humanity.  Again, see the connection – the whole inhabited earth and that house that is more than a house: it’s a home that is safe and which we have ownership of because we build it together – a habitat, a whole environment, an eco-system – not a house as protection against others, but one in which everyone feels at home.  

In places where there are too few community spaces, there are questions here for churches about that extent to which we are prepared to give up our space to be shaped as community spaces – not on our terms but on terms negotiated by all interested parties. 
7. The second word I want to use is also a technical one in church terms, but please bear with me.  It is conciliarity.  A recent consultation held in Lebanon under the auspices of the World Council of Churches reported: 

Conciliarity belongs to the essence of the Church.  

It is not an optional extra but part and parcel of what it means to be the Church.

8. Whether it is Presbyterianism, Episcopalianism or Congregationalism, we are the church together as worshipping congregations connected to one another, bound to one another and to Christ and to the saints in all ages through our baptism.  We take council in Presbytery and General Assembly, in Diocesan Synod and General Synod.  In ecumenism that thinking is simply extended to those from other traditions of the Church who share that bondedness in Christ through baptism and are therefore bound to us and we to them in the fellowship of Christ.  The church is described as a fellowship of churches and the word translated as 'fellowship' can also be translated as 'communion'. The WCC report describes this fellowship as something that occurs when:

local churches in all their human diversity meet for deliberation, service, formation, and shared celebration in council. 

Through seeking this kind of fellowship with other churches, we are responding to God's invitation to participate in the reconciliation which Christ offers us through his cross and resurrection. 

The divisions of the Church need to be healed - because they are a wound in the Body of Christ and a hindrance to the witness of the church as a reconciled community to a world so desperately in need of reconciliation.  So when ecumenists speak of the goal of visible unity, they are recognising that this is both a divine calling and a human task and challenge.  It is the quest for common fellowship in witness to the Gospel, the proclamation of the Word, the sharing of the sacraments and the healing of the nations.  The church is a household of faith.  It encompasses the rich diversity of humanity - so it is never about uniformity.  It celebrates what the Chief Rabbi has called 'the dignity of difference'.  

And here, again, although I have been using churchy language, the purpose is decidedly about how the church relates to the community and what kind of community we seek to build and with whom we seek to build it.  The churches set up for themselves structures that enable them to relate to one another, to open up space where we can listen to each other and learn how to respect different points of view.  It is also space where we learn again that we need each other; that we are incomplete without each other.  It is a space to support one another in times of difficulty. It is space to learn how to model the kind of community we can offer to build with all people. 

On a recent visit to the Ecumenical Centre in Geneva, the Archbishop of Canterbury, spoke of the link that human rights must have with faith and of the responsibilities inherent in Christian unity. The responsibility of Christians who receive the gift of unity (a gift of God), lies in ‘seeking a life in which no-one is without the other’.  
Where is there conflict and division?  Where are people out of communication with one another?  The conciliar process we develop within our churches and between our churches we develop so that we can extend the process still further to our relatedness to the society in which we are placed and for the strengthening of the communities of which we are a part.  
I have deliberately spoken in broad terms because I think we need to see local ecumenism in the context of what lies beyond us: beyond our congregation or Presbytery or Synod, our nation or even our continent.  In these days of internet technology, it is no time to be insular.  The Church is there to prepare Christian disciples in this corner of Scotland to take their place in a network of relations which is both local and global.

9.  And it’s that dynamic of feeding the local from the global and the global from the local that energises.  If I think of where ecumenical relations are buzzing today, it is where groups of churches are involved in relationships beyond themselves.  It might be through the enriching effects of twinning.  Sometimes this can be working in partnership with a project or a congregation overseas, perhaps through Christian Aid.  But there are also partnerships developing with churches closer to home.  A group of churches in the centre of Falkirk is developing a relationship with a church in Westphalia.  The fact that the Roman Catholic church in Falkirk is fully committed to this relationship is challenging the church in Schüren, a Lutheran Church, to have a look at its relationship to the Roman Catholic Church there.  The most recent visit focused on music-making and that opens up channels through which such a relationship can spill out into the wider community.  Some churches with twinning arrangements in Africa, for example, have developed into community relationships, involving schools and other organisations.  In every example, exchange visits keep the initiatives alive and in all cases where a group of churches is involved they remark on the effect that these international relationships have on strengthening their local relations as churches together.  

10. Other groups of churches have identified a need in their local community and have sought to address it together.  You may know the story of Murrayfield.  They thought they would start up a youth project but before they did so they canvassed the parish for their suggestions for what the church could usefully provide.  The answer came back – something for mothers with young children and something for people with dementia.  Nothing at all about youth!  So there is now a dementia club linked to social services and a place for mothers and their young children to gather. And there is a café.  These projects are supported by Murrayfield Churches Together and volunteers are drawn from each of the three congregations involved.  There are examples of work that is done by individual congregations in different parts of the country that, in the right setting, could be owned by a group of churches drawn from different denominations – for example, work with asylum seekers and refugees including language classes and, sewing groups, after school clubs, adult literacy classes, and so on.  Whatever it is, the key factor is the identified needs of the particular community and the willingness to work in partnership with others, whether that is social services, local health care providers, local schools, local businesses  etc.

11. Where is the tension and the conflict?  Where are people hurting?  Where are people out of communication with each other?  In other words, where are the broken parts of our community?  The Church is about community, it is conciliar by nature.  It has something to offer when it heals its own divisions and makes its unity visible.  It can earn its place at the table and contribute to the decision-making processes that are vital for the future of our communities and our world.  It can identify partners with whom to work.  It can speak with integrity into the places in our society where there is conflict and tension because it is prepared to find healing for its own division. 

12. So these four questions:

· Where is the action?

· What things are happening that are really crucial for the future?

· Where is there conflict and tension?

· Where are people out of communication with one another?

They remain questions to challenge churches in their efforts to serve the needs of their communities, to help build the kind of household that is a community that is safe for all its inhabitants, and within the broadest context of the whole inhabited earth: the habitat, the home for all life.

