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A sermon preached on Racial Justice Sunday 14 September 2008

Progress, by which I suppose I mean all the social and technological developments of the post-enlightenment centuries, is generally held to be a good thing.  To pick a few examples, the eradication of many major diseases, the availibility of education to all, universal suffrage, the welfare state, recent equalities legislation, radio, television and the internet … all of these are presumably hallmarks of a progressive society.

Of course there is another side to this conception of progress.  Superbugs and the NHS postcode lottery, the millions of pounds poured into our schools with no measurable improvement in literacy and numeracy, voter apathy and distrust, a benefit-dependent sub-class, battles over whose rights supercede whose, people-trafficking and pornography… all these are presumably also hallmarks of a progressive society, since every progressive society seems to have these things too.

Now, imagine this:  They live in a society where no one is ever in debt.  They have never fired a bullet, launched a rocket or dropped a bomb.  They have no prisons, because they have no crime.  There is no gap between the rich and the poor, because there are no rich people and no poor people.  They have no junk food and no obesity.  They create practically no waste or pollution.  None of them is homeless.  They do not send their armies to fight and kill and die, because they have no armies.  All their production, consumption and trade is sustainable and fair.  

Well, picturing that society, if you can, you might be tempted to put a golden wall with pearly gates around it, to complete the traditional Biblical picture of the heavenly Jerusalem.  In fact any sort of city, even the Holy City, would be pretty wide of the mark here.  The ancient world may have imagined the ideal society in terms of a city, perfectly ordered and running like clockwork, the greatest achievement of civilisation at the time, but our own post-industrial experience has often led us to view the city in rather different terms: a concrete jungle, an urban wasteland, where public service has given way to private profit and the whole thing runs like a well-rusted machine.

The societies I’m talking about are those scattered outposts of humanity who have still had little or no contact with what we call progress, and who, where they have encountered technological and social advance, have been its victims rather than its beneficiaries.  We and our media almost invariably contrast their lifestyles with ours, describing them as primitive compared with the progress we have made.

Our empire-building forebears brought progress to the Great Andaman archipelago, taking pity on the islanders and putting them in a settled ‘home’ to give them a better way of life.  150 babies were born there – every one of them was dead before his or her third birthday.  The Officer in Charge of the Andamanese, Maurice Vidal Portman, wrote in 1899:

‘Measles gradually spread throughout the whole of the Great Andaman.  Half, if not two thirds of the whole of the Andamanese… died from its effects… This epidemic was the most seious disaster which has befallen the Andamanese, and owing to the effects of it our treatment of them underwent a change; all attempts to force them to settle down to an agricultural life were abanodoned.’

In 1800 the Great Andamanese numbered six and a half thousand; today just 53 of their descendents live on, totally dependent on handouts, the majority suffering from tuberculosis and almost all the men alcoholics.

Elsewhere on the neighbouring Andaman Islands, the Jarawa people have remained isolated, self-sufficient and very healthy.  They have occupied their land for 60,000 years – five times as long as we British and our ancestors have been on these islands.  Two centuries after their Great Andamanese neighbours’ first catastrophic encounter with progress, the Jarawa are now also threatened, by a road that cuts through their land, bringing poachers and new diseases, including measles.  It is a sign of political progress that the Indian supreme court has ordered the road to be closed, but the local administration has refused to comply and the road remains open.

It doesn’t have to be like this.  Of course it doesn’t.  Progress itself may be value-neutral, but its application can be informed and inspired to ensure that it serves the wellbeing and happiness of these people no less than that of progressive societies.  Things can – and do – go either way.

The Yanomami people of the Amazon suffered appalling decline in the 1980s and 90s when miners moved into their territory, bringing disease and violence.  Within seven years, a fifth of them were dead.  Brazilian government assistance – assistance that they hadn’t needed a few years earlier – achieved little.  In 1992, Survival International and the Pro-Yanomami Commission were successful in a campaign to establish the Yanomami Park, giving the people control over nearly 10 million hectares, or 24.5 million acres, of rainforest.  During this time, independent medical staff were recruited to work alongside traditional tribal healers, cutting the death rate in half.  In 2004, the Brazilian government issued a decree and took over the project; spending was doubled, but disease rocketed, including a four-fold increase in fatal cerebral malaria.

The idea that people need progress is simply not true, as the statistics on the posters around the church walls make clear.  Tribal people, living on their own land, making decisions about their own lives, are far healthier and happier than those who have had progress forced upon them.  They are not ‘primitive’ – we are not ‘civilised’ – except in the very literal sense that we tend to be cives or ‘city-dwellers’, which as I’ve already noted is an ambivalent lifestyle at best.  Indeed, it is accepted increasingly widely that to describe anyone with whom we share the Earth today as ‘primitive’ is nothing less than a racist slur.  And as with all forms of racist abuse, the fact that we may not intend it as such makes no difference.  Like other discriminatory and derogatory terminology, it’s a word we should simply learn not to use of any contemporary peoples.  Their lifestyle is simply different from ours, less sophisticated, less physically comfortable perhaps – although that’s largely a matter of expectation and aspiration – and in a century when we are at last learning, slowly and painfully, to value and celebrate diversity, our best approach is to recognise with respect, humility and love, that we all have much to learn from each other.

Progress, as such, doesn’t make people happier, not just tribal people but all people.  As you probably know, recent surveys have indicated that people in the UK are considerably less happy now than they were during the 1950s, despite the post-war privations of that time, contrasted with the relatively high standard of living that many of us enjoy now.  I’m reminded of Douglas Adams’ idea that human beings had always considered themselves superior to dolphins because of all the things they’d achieved – the wheel, New York and so on – while all dolphins had done was splash around in the water and have fun; curiously, dolphins had always considered themselves superior to human beings for precisely the same reason.

We, as communities and people of faith, have something to offer to all this.  Here at St Mark’s, I think we’re all pretty clear that the practice of religion is both about the happiness to be found in non-material or spiritual progress, and also about exploring the ways that social and technological advances – neutral, or perhaps double-edged, in themselves – can be made to serve human happiness.  Spiritual progress, in fact, informs and inspires our use of the products of progress, directing us to examine their implications, to conduct what these days is called an impact assessment, and to take every possible measure to ensure that their consequences are beneficial rather than belligerent, constructive rather than counter-productive.

I mentioned Survival International a moment ago, and I want to return to that organisation briefly because Survival’s work focusses on protecting the interests of, and promoting appropriate contact with, tribal peoples all over the world.  You should have received a leaflet with your order of service about their new campaign on behalf of the tribal peoples of Peru.  Please read it.

I should also like to draw your attention to the article in this month's Messenger about ASSIST’s scheme enabling us to buy the discriminatory vouchers issued to asylum seekers in exchange for money, and give back to these most vulnerable members of our community a little of their freedom and dignity.
All this is part of what is meant by ‘incarnation’ in our tradition – the belief that every human experience, endeavour and achievement, while neutral in themselves, can be brought into line with the love of God as realised in Jesus Christ.  This is true of everything we do, as individuals, as communities, as nations and cultures.  It is a particular commitment – and mandate – for people and communities of faith.  It’s a conviction expressed in the letter to the Colossians: ‘Whatever you do, in word or in deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus’ (Col. 3.17).  If you’re going to do it, do it in love; if it can’t be done in love, don’t do it.

The collect for the second Sunday after Trinity puts both the situation and the remedy very succinctly:  ‘Lord, you have taught us that all our doings without love are nothing worth: send your Holy Spirit and pour into our hearts that most excellent gift of love, the true bond of peace and of all virtues, without which whoever lives is counted dead before you; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.’

Robert Beard

