SERMON AT THE PARISH COMMUNION
TRINITY 11 2007

Gospel : Luke 12. 49 – 56
“Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth? No I tell you, but rather division.”
You may be sitting comfortably upon the new pew cushions (and I promise that this will be the last time a sermon from this pulpit will so begin) but the text I have chosen from today’s gospel leaves us far from feeling comfortable :  Jesus says: “Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth? No I tell you, but rather division.” Or if you prefer the even more uncomfortable parallel saying from Matthew : “Do not  think I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace to the earth, but a sword.”
Such a text is grist to the mill of writers and commentators such as Polly Toynbee and Richard Dawkins. Religion is dangerous they say, look at its history and our contemporary world and see how dangerous religion is in its violent pursuit of its cause. And of course they can score points all the time : hundreds of Iraqis belonging to a minority religious sect were killed by suicide bombers in northern Iraq last week. Also last week saw the celebrations of 60 years of independence for Pakistan and India. In the pre war years leading up to 1947, the west was fascinated by the charisma of Mohandas Ghandi. I always remember my father saying how as a young man he had seen Ghandi, touring the Lancashire and Yorkshire mill towns in 1931. Ghandi was to epitomize the religious imperative to non violence and non-violent resistance. He believed that no religion had a monopoly of truth; he actively encouraged friendships across religions and his own closest friend was a Christian priest, CF Andrews. And yet we know that in the partition arrangements leading to independence, millions of Hindus, Sikhs and Moslems crossed the borders of Pakistan and India to live in new segregated homelands and in the course of this hundreds of thousands of people were killed in sectarian violence. On the one hand the example of Ghandi, on the other the reality of the dangers of religion and politics leading to violence. Does religion bring us peace or a sword, peace or division?
If we roll forward to the 1990’s and the present decade, we see the dreadful scenario of conflict and violence from the Balkans through to 9/11, through to the invasion of Iraq and the ongoing war on terrorism, and so much of this recent history of violence, seems at the very least to have been couched in religious terms : Serbian Orthodoxy and Croatian Catholicism, a Crusade against the axis of evil, militant Islam versus ‘the West.’
And as we roll the picture backwards over the last 2000 years of the Christian era alone, religion and violence never seemed to have untangled themselves. At this time of the year when we begin to exchange holiday stories and tell of places visited, allow me one such indulgence. About a hundred miles north of Lisbon lies the town and Abbey of Batalha, one of the supreme achievements of Portuguese architecture. When Christine and I entered the town, we were dazzled by the size and magnificence of the abbey, its soaring Gothic arches, its exquisite cloisters and so on. Why was it built? Because in 1385 at the battle between the Castilian and the Portuguese roal households, 4 kilometres south of Batalha, the claimant to the Portuguese throne promised the Virgin Mary  that with her assistance (and in reality with the aid of English archers) he would in victory build  a magnificent abbey in her honour. And so he did. War and conflict : religion and honour embrace.
So is Religion dangerous – well clearly at one level the answer must be yes. But true religion? How do we handle the text in today’s Gospel : “Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth? No I tell you, but rather division.” When we meet such an extract from the Bible it is important to understand its context and purpose and if we are called to be followers of Jesus Christ to ask did Jesus really say this?

Its very difficult to know definitively what Jesus said and thought and what the gospel writers put on the lips of Jesus in the course of their theological narrative. But here in the gospel of Luke, as in virtually all the New Testament writings, its important to remember the bitter context in which these writings occur. In the Jewish homeland, occupied by a pagan Empire, the challenge of a new group of people claiming that Jesus of Nazareth was truly the Messiah was itself a source of conflict, even within close communities and families. A close examination of Paul’s earlier letters to the first Christian communities – and the November conference with Dominic Crossan, will very much look at this in some depth – Paul reveals how divisive these first decades after the death of Jesus were. In 1 Corinthians chapter 7 he refers to divisions in families between those who are believers and non believers, circumcised and uncircumcised, slaves and free, virgins and non virgins. Writing a generation before Luke, Paul of course believed that the Lord would return and that these divisions would be resolved in the New World where God would reign and not Caesar. But for Luke a generation and much conflict later, division was a fact of life.
But I don’t believe that Jesus was in any way encouraging us in this view of religion nor seeking to bring a sword or division. Lets remember his life, lets try to get closer to his teachings and above all his acceptance of death. In the earlier chapters of Matthew and Luke, in the so called teachings from the Sermon on the Mount, a collection of subversive wisdom sayings which seems to characterize more closely the person of Jesus,  we are told that blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called children of God; we are told to be reconciled with our brother or sister before approaching the altar; we are told not to extract an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth but to turn the other cheek; we are told to love our enemies and pray for our persecutors; in short we are told to be perfect, as your heavenly father is perfect. And then follows the prayer for us to make that God’s kingdom come on earth and that God’s will be done.
It seems to me that there is no point whatsoever in claiming to be a follower of Jesus, of being in Church this morning, in joining a Christian community, if we do not see our calling is to be more like Christ, more Christlike, day by day, in emulating the compassion, the love and the teachings of Jesus Christ in our lives. The great evangelical teacher, John Stott, said as much in his final address to this year’s Keswick Convention. We are called to be like Christ. And being like Christ in our personal and political lives, in our individual and in our corporate existence, is about bringing peace on earth and good will towards human kind, the very essence of the angelic message announcing Jesus’s birth, which Luke uses at the beginning of his Gospel.
Luke may well be saying in today’s extract that following Jesus Christ does bring enormous challenges, can cause division, calls us to sort out our priorities but nowhere in the New Testament accounts of Jesus can we pretend that a picture is portrayed of One who invites us to take up the sword in defence of our faith. 
Jesus, the revelation of the Divine source of life, came to bring shalom on the earth. The Jesus who shared table with all kinds of people, the Jesus whose impulse was to heal and save, this Jesus calls us to radically live out the Gospel imperative as if the Kingdom of God had come on earth. This was so counter cultural. In his day the Roman Peace, the Pax Romana, was built upon war and victory; in our day theologians and Churches talk about the Just War in a fallen world. The early Church once adopted by Constantine allied religion to the empire. It brought great benefits of a civilising nature but also was used to justify violence against other empires. God now had sides, as God always seemed to have in the writings of religious communities. And like the Crusades and the Portuguese example and countless other times in world history, the radical Kingdom message of Jesus Christ is overwhelmed by the institutional message of the church.
So we live, as did Luke, with the ambiguities and inconsistencies of a world in which religion can be seen to be both dangerous and beneficial, religion which can seem to justify the most cruel of wars and conflicts and at the same time calls us to a new humanity.

Recently John  Earwaker and I attended the annual MCU Conference which this year took as its theme religion and violence. The opening speaker was Dorothy Rowe, an eminent writer in psychology who gave us 21 advantages in having an enemy – I’ll leave this handout at the back for you to see how many advantages you agree with – for example an enemy can be blamed for everything and we avoid taking any responsibility. Violence and violent feelings begin in the human heart and Christ had much to say about our personal lives before God. But soon such personal susceptibilities can take on enormous significance when a world leader projects his own psychological traits on the stage of global affairs.
On balance religion and for us the Christian faith can and should have a part to play in making our world safer and more peaceful and not the opposite. At every turn we should speak of the compassionate example of Christ in confronting evil. We too need to be counter cultural, to offer non violent ways of dealing with conflict. We should affirm far more strongly the work of Christians Against the Arms Trade; to speak out against Trident’s replacement and so forth. When people like Alan Billings at the MCU conference seek to justify war through the Just War argument we should at least invite him to agree with us that although war may at times be necessary, for example in the fight against Hitler, war and violence are in themselves always evil, always a failure of human beings to live in the image of their Creator.

Finally an extract from a poem I came across recently by a Sue Gilmurray:

Our path to peace is not the one

That dazzles bright with words of hate:

That’s not the light for living by – 

It blinds the eyes to mercy.

And our path to peace is not the one

That flashes from burning homes:

That’s not the light for living by – 

It burns away all pity.

So we must go the gentle way

That turns towards the hope of truth,

And we must go the painful way

That slowly climbs into the light:

The courage of a warrior in our hands that hold no weapons.
