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A forum for theological dialogue

How are Christians to be faithful disciples
of Jesus Christ in contemporary Austra-
lia? This fourth edition of Cross Purposes
is brimming full with fruitful suggestions.

Does Anglo-Celtic history and culture
has some kind of divine right to control
and direct our imagination of either the
present or the future? The Howard gov-
ernment appears to be saying “yes”. The
Christian faith, according to Paul Blacker,
would say “no”. In his article on “Being
Multicultural”, Paul claims that the
church both is, and ought to be, multicul-
tural to its very core. In the cross of Christ
the church learns that its essential nature
is divine hospitality, which encourages
the church to practice an ethic of power-
with rather than power-over.

In her sermon on the Magnificat in
Luke’s gospel, Robyn French asks why it
is that so many Christians go all rationalis-
tic when it comes to the virgin birth of
Christ. If faith is to be controlled by rea-

son, in the Enlightenment sense, then
surely we must put aside many of the
other claims of the gospel birth narra-
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tives as well: that God is able to bring
down the rulers from their thrones and
exalt the cause of the poor and op-
pressed; that even the most hopeless of
situations, in God’s grace, can be preg-
nant with possibility.

In a response to Mark Zirnsak’s arti-
cle in CP 3, Wes Campbell cautions the
church about getting too cosy with a
secular human rights agenda that has its
origins in the Enlightenment. The diffi-
culty with that, according to Wes, is that
the universal claims of secularity very
easily turn into very brutal forms of to-
talitarianism. A Christian human rights
agenda, on the other hand, could never
legitimate such brutality because it is
seeded in the history of a victim who,
even in vindication and resurrection,
does not seek revenge but reconciliation.

In twin articles about the Christian

practise of eucharist, Sharon Hollis and
Robert Gribben each argue, in their own
way, that the (Uniting) church must
give serious attention to the centrality of
the ritual meal to its life and work.
Without such attention, we shall be-
come forgetful about our identity as
baptised people, died and risen with
Christ, who are commissioned to share
in God’s mission of love in the world.
Without such attention, we shall forget
that Christ is present to guide and direct
our prayer and mission. Without such
attention, we shall cease to recognise
where the Spirit of Christ is really at
work in the world.

These articles are best read slowly,
in a spirit of prayer and contemplation. I
trust that you will find this current edi-
tion of CP as stimulating for a renewed
Christian discipleship as we have.
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from the liturgical, musical and edu-
cational gifts of D’Arcy Wood, who
visited a remarkable number of pres-
byteries and congregations: but, no
criticism of D’Arcy, we need much,
much more if our worship is not to
continue to impede our mission.)
The Uniting Church has allowed it-
self to marginalize liturgical study
and reflection. Our unexamined and
faithfully handed-on prejudices and
partialities have largely excluded it
from our church agenda and from
our conversation. We have certainly
excluded it from any serious consid-
eration in our theological curricula.
And since the 1960s, we have totally
forgotten our history, the why of who
we are. We have fatally underesti-
mated the effect of this neglect on
every aspect of the church’s life.

I’m not sure we will recover from
this. Unless there is a change of
heart, I’m not sure there is much of a
future for this catholic, reformed and
evangelical uniting church. The fu-
ture of the one, holy, catholic and
apostolic Church and the future
forms it takes is, I believe, firmly
assured by God. I am equally sure it
will celebrate Word and sacrament
on Sundays for eternity. When the
Lord returns, that’s how he’ll recog-
nize us. How will we recognize him
in the meantime?

ROBERT GRIBBEN is Professor of Worship and
Mission in the Synod’s Theological College.

Notes

'Eamon Duffy, “A Multitude of Mean-
ings”, The Tablet, 12 February 2005: 6.
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the utter familiarity opens the heav-
ens, and they know him. How can
we as composers of liturgy so break
bread that the presence of Jesus
among us is recognized, and we wor-
ship? How can we link eating and
drinking with the living Body and
Blood of Christ? (How, by the way,
might we marry people in such a
way that they know that God blesses,
guards and guides them, or bury peo-
ple in such a way that those present
know that they already have eternal
life in Jesus?)

I have learned over a blessedly
varied life and ministry that these
mysterious things happen in many
different ways—so I am no friend of
uniformity. Neither do I think that
it’s all “back to basics” in the sense
of Puritan austerity of sign and act
(such people rarely think of austerity
of words). The greatest Christian
youth movement of the 20th century
— the little evangelical and reformed
monastic community of Taizé -—
regularly drew thousands to a grey
concrete-brick hall with no seats and
no organ, filled with warm-coloured
icons and flickering candles and long
periods of silent meditation, the
whole week of retreat leading to-
wards the Eucharist on Sunday. One
of the fastest growing Christian
churches in the USA is the Antio-
chian Orthodox Church, celebrating
a thoroughly Byzantine eucharistic
rite—the growth is chiefly from dis-
enchanted Evangelical Protestants.

And to take a leaf from the children
of darkness: the crowds of devotees
of the New Age movement do not
seem to be seeking simplicity, but
rather everything you can sing,
touch, smell, ponder and buy (as
long as it’s not Christian). Are we
selling our Christian faith too
cheaply? Have we reduced human
beings to eviscerated i-Pods? The
Scottish Communion seasons were
not simple events! We need to be
bold and imaginative—but not for
the sake of being bold and imagina-
tive. Here the mission of the Gospel
controls us. Our work in worship
must be evangelical, it must pro-
claim God in truth, it must be, as
Kosuke Koyama used to say, cruci-
form. So mindless parties will not
do—because our joy arises from a
bloody Cross. Nor will funeral
wakes do—because the Lord is risen,
and we in him.

Uniting in Worship, in both edi-
tions, attempts to set a standard
which keeps us close to the faith
once received. On the whole it does
this well, but it is only a book (and a
CD-ROM gives it no more author-
ity). I believe that UIW contains all
that we need for the liturgical revo-
lution: the problem is that our cele-
brants don’t know how to use it.
What we need, and will probably not
get, is a bold and imaginative ex-
pression of how worship for today’s
church is to be ministered. (After
UIW 1988, we benefited for a time
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Being Multicultural
Paul Blacker

At the beginning of a placement, as
part of introducing myself to this pur-
portedly anglo congregation, I invited
them to sing the chorus “God is so
good” and then taught them to sing
the chorus in a couple of the lan-
guages colleagues from the cross-
cultural network had given me. I in-
vited the congregation to introduce
over the next few weeks some of the
languages that they spoke. I was as-
tounded to find that I didn’t need to
teach any more languages, as over a
number of weeks members of the
congregation rolled out languages
from their backgrounds. How is it that
a purportedly mono-cultural “anglo”
congregation has a linguistic back-
ground that includes German, Dutch,
Indonesian, Korean, Japanese, and
Thai?

When 1 visit a suburban shopping
centre my ears take in a chorus of
Aussie accents, yet my eyes see a di-
versity of, and surprisingly Asian,
Australian faces. How is it that we
claim the meat pie as quintessentially
Australian?

I have been invited to reflect on
my practice of Ministry, and write
“something about the struggles in-
volved in ministering within a culture
that is not your own, or not your
“first’ culture; What assumptions do

you come up against; What sustains
you when the way gets tough?” This
invitation came because of comments
I made in a discussion at a Ministry
Conference. Those comments were in
reaction to some statements that had
me feeling extremely uncomfort-
able—to not speak would have been
in denial of who I am and my right to
be there. The exclusivity of the com-
ments was unconscious, and it was
not polite to name the underlying ra-
cism, so I spoke from who I am. That
what I spurted out was meaningful to
some is a source of amazement to me.
So I write, wondering what people
heard at that time, and what you will
hear in the story that I tell.

In a nutshell, what I think I said at
the conference was “multicultural is
who we are as Christian community,
it is not just a matter of what we do”.
I also pointed out that we live in mul-
ticultural society and asked how the
liturgies, proclamations, and pastoral
practice freed people to live in that
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diversity and called out discipleship
in Christ?

I write from within the experience,
and share with you how I understand
who I am, and about some of my ex-
periences, as invitation to ponder and
wonder. The style will be more ques-
tioning than definitive.

I was baptised in the Methodist
Church in Kandy, Sri Lanka. I am told
that my family refused to go through
the hoops of the White Australia Pol-
icy, yet somehow, in coming here
from Africa, we did not have to pre-
tend we were of European back-
ground.

Yet, we were expected to become
Australian, and we worked so hard at
it that I did not notice my main accent
change, nor did my parents notice that
they taught me to speak only in Eng-
lish. Of course I grew up on rice and
curry, but we kept that hidden from
our neighbours (and Mum failed in
her efforts to un-teach us how to eat
with our fingers).

I see myself at the edges of two
cultures, looking in. Visiting Sri
Lanka for the first time as an adult,
I found how Australian I had be-
come; marrying an Australian, |
find how Sri Lankan are my expec-
tations, outlooks, and ways of
knowing (can’t do that Aussie-male
barbecue thing).

Assumptions I come up against?
Numerous times when I have intro-
duced myself within a church group
as a coloured person I have received

the shocked response: “Oh no you’re
not. You’re one of us.”

(Although this sort of acceptance
leaves me scratching my head, figura-
tively speaking, it has not saved me
from the gut-tearing experiences of
vilification on account of my skin-
colour.)

I was told of a number of Sri
Lankan burgher families in a particu-
lar congregation, yet at a later occa-
sion heard the same people declare
that their church was mono-cultural
anglo and they didn’t have to worry
about cross-culturalism.

There was a time when I was Man-
ager of a community service program
that had as one of its contracted goals
to increase access for people of par-
ticular cultural and linguistic diverse
(CALD) backgrounds. Early on, when
I first met with the staff, all multi-
lingual, who had responsibility for
building this access, I heard them say:
“Oh, this is so good, we don’t have to
explain it all to you. You understand.”

In the recent experience of provid-
ing chaplaincy where there are a num-
ber of Sri Lankans I am often finding
that I am known by my family
(“Blacker—aren’t you so-and-so’s
cousin/brother/son?” Once a woman
younger than me greeted me with the
words “I know who your mum is!”)

Things that sustain me when the
way gets tough? There is something
integral in the knowing/unknowing of
the cross-cultural experience to my
experience of God’s grace, and under-
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“man’s chief end” is so laughable. It
is ritual naiveté. Rather, we need to
recover and work with the full rich-
ness of human communication
through ritual, symbol, colour, move-
ment, art, music and all the rest
which make up what it is to be hu-
man beings-in-societies. A funda-
mental question, of course, is what it
means to do all this in an Australian
context.

We cannot be free of our past,
because our faith comes from our
past, so we rightly begin with the
records of God’s revelation to hu-
mankind down the ages, the Scrip-
tures of the Old and New Testa-
ments. They are already a record of
humankind’s misreading of that reve-
lation, and their occasionally getting
it gloriously right. Later human be-
ings can learn from this extraordi-
nary literature: the church is that
body of human beings who wish to
pursue that enterprise. That is one of
the main and perennial purposes of
gathering for worship: to listen to the
Scriptures and to hear them for our
own times. This is no frivolous pro-
cedure; it is not light entertainment.
It will vary according to the capacity
of the learners (the disciples).

But there has always been another
defining aspect: the word of God is
enacted ritually, in ways that involve
more than the listening ear or the
rational brain. For the Jews, it is the
remembrance at Passover of the lib-
eration from Egypt and the crossing

into the Promised Land. For Chris-
tians, their children through Jesus
and the apostles, it is this, but also
the crossing from death to life in
Christ at Easter. The meeting point
(in both cases) is a meal. It is a meal,
but it is a sacred meal, a meal with an
absolutely precise purpose: to con-
nect us with God’s story. It is not
mere eating and drinking. The clue
for us is in the New Testament: at his
baptism in a perfectly ordinary river
(though it was the Jordan) Jesus
stepped into the water because he
identified in love with unwashed hu-
manity — so we might play with fonts
where water is seen, felt and heard in
generous and grace-revealing quanti-
ties — but read on: when Jesus came
up out of the water, the heavens were
opened, and God’s voice was heard.
Only Jesus saw this in the synoptic
record; St. John declares it to all
through the Baptist. The heavens
opened and the Spirit descended!
How do we so prepare our space and
time and community of disciples that
such a thing might happen?

And at the supper, the same thing
occurs—at the end of Easter Day. On
the road to Emmaus, the disciples
hear the word of God expounded by
the master preacher on the road; they
invite him to an ordinary place for
taking food: a roadside inn. They
invite the unrecognized Jesus to say
the usual (ritual!) blessing, and in
that act, to do with real bread, human
hands, a man’s voice and raised eyes,
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ings than communion with God (it is
the ecclesiastical equivalent of the
barbecue). We thus begin with “Hi!”
or “Welcome!” rather than “Let us
worship God”. We “naturally” accen-
tuate the meal aspect of the eucharist.
But secular culture is a strong influ-
ence in this: our egalitarianism and
hedonism lead us to think of eucha-
rist as a festival, by contrast with our
ancestors who treated it more as a
funeral. We kneel to no-one in our
society: why kneel to God? Where is
the crucified and risen Lord in all
this? A distant memory? The excuse
for a party? We seem to have lost
any culturally appropriate way of
relating to a holy God (a “not-us”)
who has promised to be present when
we gather.

The Uniting Church is caught be-
twixt and between, and times of
change are always uncomfortable.
People are thus tempted to stick to
familiar ways, even when those ways
don’t mean what they once did, and
are completely opaque to outsiders.
We are encumbered even with an
architecture which served the sym-
bolic purposes of bygone quarrels:
the size, shape and position of a pul-
pit, an altar-table, a font; the arrange-
ments for and of seating. Our
churches look like 19™ century draw-
ing rooms with an audience. Outsid-
ers feel uncomfortable in them be-
cause they no longer represent either
a recognizable environment where
people ordinarily meet, or what the

distinctive purposes of Christian as-
sembly might require. They not only
hinder our worship, they positively
oppose it. But this is true: changing
our buildings is traumatic because it
involves changing symbols and ritu-
als.

The Cambridge Roman Catholic
historian Eamon Duffy has written
(of the Reformation):

Change the rituals and you change
the beliefs, or at any rate, radically
refocus them. Any social anthro-
pologist will tell you that in fact
the reality can’t be the same:
meaning is not some immutable
substance floating above and be-
yond the forms in which it is ex-
pressed. Change the rituals and
you change the beliefs, or at any
rate, radically refocus them.'

So liturgical renewal is a complex
and even dangerous business (and it
involves evangelism). We need to be
very careful about our defining be-
liefs and how it is that we express
them. These are no longer denomina-
tional. Protestants are no longer pro-
testing against mediaeval Catholic
superstition. Our own Enlightenment,
modern and postmodern blind spots
are just as obvious. It is high time we
gave up the idea that all we need to
do is to return to the simplicities of
the gospel, an apostolic golden age,
Puritan straightforwardness or con-
temporary minimalism. That’s why
the auld Scots insistence on sitting on
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standing of the cross. Often, I find, I
am the recipient of gift.

A speaker at a Family Therapy
conference, in addressing therapy
with clients from CALD back-
grounds, assured the audience that
they did not need to know everything
about a person’s culture before they
could be therapeutic. He suggested
that they could enquire of the client
what the meaning of the particular
behaviour, attitude or experience
would be in their culture. Then they
could also enquire about that meaning
for them in the Australia they now
lived in.

If the Counsellor took up this prac-
tice, there would be a subtle shifting
or taking up of power—it would be
not so much what the Counsellor
knows, as how honestly reflective the
interaction becomes; not so much
what the Counsellor knows, as the
unknowing which then leads to new
knowledge.

This interaction between knowing
and unknowing speaks to me of the
power/impotence of the cross, where
the unknowing is generative of the
power to live.

For example, when Stella would
access me as a mentor. She was a
teenager from overseas, far from par-
ents and the structures of society and
learning that had supported her. She
was studying in English, a language
that she only learnt at school. Yet she
found ways to communicate with me
the feelings, doubts and vulnerabili-

ties, and 1 witnessed her becoming
adult in a new land, amongst a people
of a new language.

Or sitting in the Uni Caf with two
enquirers of Christian faith when the
realisation struck that here we were; a
Sri Lankan, born and raised in the 20™
century, conversing in English with
two mainland Chinese, in Australia,
about things of two thousand years
ago in Palestine that happened within
the framework of Hebraic culture,
expressed in the Greek language of
the time. We were speaking because
of their decision to follow Christ in
the 21* century, and I was preparing
them for baptism.

Power is an illusory experience.
The cross confronts us about our be-
haviour, attitude and belief in the face
of power and weakness. The cross
also confronts the captivity to mono-
cultural perspective that threatens to
dominate the Uniting Church. I won-
der if the mono-cultural perspective is
another form of colonialism—a struc-
ture of society where power is under-
stood to rightly belong only to a par-
ticular people? In this paradigm,
power is understood to be finite and
must not be wasted, meaning
(knowing) is assumed and the most
effective use of power is to include or
exclude.

I am happy to belong to a multi-
cultural society, where inclusion is
assumed and difference is gift—a gift
which invites seeking, exploring and
new ways of knowing. I am con-
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fronted in my reading of the New
Testament by how culturally diverse
the Christian community is. My
imagination sees images of feast.
There is something about the power
of the cross which is generative and
expansive, like my experience in
cross-cultural relationships. This is

some of the background which leads
me to claim that multicultural is who
we are; and to hope that it is heard as
invitation.

PAUL BLACKER is the minister of Lilydale
Uniting Church, and a chaplain at the Monash
Medical Centre in Clayton.
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Double Take

by Hilary Howes

RN love , That wils not let we ao -
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(the later Methodists did much the
same).

When James [ in 1603 united the
kingdoms of England and Scotland in
himself, he also tried to unite their
churches. The Scots and the English
Puritans would have none of it. They
deeply resisted and resented James’
ecclesiastical legislation, but it was
his son Charles I who went too far.
Civil War broke out. When the Par-
liamentarians gained power in 1642,
an “assembly of divines” was called
at Westminster to reform church gov-
ernance. There were four commis-
sioners from Scotland. There was
also a small group of Independents
(Congregationalists) who had great
influence because of Cromwell’s fa-
vour. The rest were Episcopalians
and Presbyterians. One of their many
heated arguments was over the cor-
rect posture to receive holy commun-
ion. The Independents preferred to
remain where they were in the pews,
and have communion brought to
them by deacons. The Scots (and, by
the way, the Dutch) preferred to
move successively to tables and take
their place in the apostolic manner.
This action, over which by now there
were martyrs, actually defined Pres-
byterians against Episcopalians and
Congregationalists. The result of all
this, the Directory of Public Worship
(1644) was, unsurprisingly, a com-
promise. It directed that “the Table
being decently covered, and so con-
veniently placed, that the Communi-

cants may orderly sit about it, or at
it, the Minister is to begin the action
with sanctifying and blessing the ele-
ments of Bread and Wine...” (my
italics). The Scots went home and
largely ignored it; it was yet another
imposition by civil authority on the
church’s practice.

I need to explain to ex-
Presbyterians who are wondering
how they became Congregationalists
by remaining in their pews for com-
munion, that this was the bright new
liturgical idea of Dr Thomas
Chalmers in Glasgow about 1825.
No self-respecting Presbyterian
would have tolerated such a practice,
but convenience and perhaps a happy
forgetting of old arguments allowed
it to become popular.

My point in all this is to observe
the power of symbol and ritual, not
least amongst Protestants, who have
as much as anyone else. The diffi-
culty is both that symbols are multi-
layered in meaning, and also that
they can shift, or even reverse, mean-
ings over time. Customs are handed
down from generation to generation,
and across the world by immigration
(and these days by television and the
internet), and they are accepted fre-
quently for reasons quite irrelevant to
their origin. Modern Christians, for
instance, do not apparently think of
worship as being in the presence of
an awesome God. The Lord’s Supper
today is, I suspect, more about com-
munion between fellow-human be-
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“things indifferent”? Or should
Christians restrict what they do in
church to precisely what the Scrip-
tures explicitly commend? The for-
mer would allow the devotional sign
of the cross, for instance, but the lat-
ter would exclude it. When disputes
rage, people tend to dig their toes in.
Many Reformed Christians (taking

“ Modern Christians do not
apparently think of worship as
being in the presence of an
awesome God. The Lord’s
Supper today is the ecclesias-
tical equivalent of the barbe-
que.”

Calvin to an extreme) took a more
and more literalist position. But the
Scots, for instance, were reacting
against the English connection in
general, and the newly reformed (or
half-reformed, in their view) prayer
book of Cranmer, which King James
I tried to impose on them along with
bishops and other paraphernalia.
Since one of the clearest com-
mands of the Bible was “Do this for
the remembrance of me”, there was
never any doubt about the centrality
of the eucharist — remembering that
that title always includes both word
and sacrament. If the lack of clergy
meant that the Scots could never fol-
low Calvin’s desire to see it as the
biblically commanded weekly pattern
of worship, there was no observable

diminution of the Scots’ devotion to
the Holy Supper. The pattern grew,
from the late 16™ century, of gather-
ing several villages together for a
“communion season”, thus increas-
ing the frequency of the celebration.
People would walk miles to be there.
The Saturday would be devoted to
preaching and preparation—the min-
isters taking turns in preaching from
temporary pulpits, out of earshot of
each other, to the hundreds and
sometimes thousands who came (and
not only from the actual villages in-
volved). On the Lord’s Day (or as
they confusingly called it, the Sab-
bath), there was more preaching, and
then the Communion began. The
Minister read the warrant and ex-
pounded it (1 Corinthians 11); he
took the bread and broke it, and the
cup and blessed it, and passed them
along the long trestle tables which
extended from the central table over
which he presided. All this in the
open fields beside a village church or
hidden (in times when they feared
the troops might arrive — they were,
of course, accused of sedition) in the
forests. One group sat at table and
passed bread and wine to each other
(because that’s what they did at the
Last Supper, and the Minister was
not Jesus); they arose and returned to
the fields, and another group took
their place. Communion took from
early morning to dusk. So much for
the suggestion that proper Presbyteri-
ans don’t care much for sacraments

“Let it be”
a sermon on Luke 1:26-38, 47-55
Robyn French

A few decades ago, the Beatles sang
the famous song “Let it be”.

When you find yourself'in times of

trouble, mother Mary comes to me,
Whisper words of wisdom, let it be.
And in my hour of darkness,

she is standing right in front of me,
Speaking words of wisdom, let it be.
Let it be, let it be, let it be, let it be,
Whisper words of wisdom, let it be.

When Mary was visited by the angel
Gabriel, her reaction to him was “let it
be”. Let it be with me, according to
your word (1:38). Is this a resignation
to fate, or a positive and liberating
openness to the new? That is the huge
choice before us today.

Luke’s Gospel contains two miracu-
lous birth stories (John and Jesus) that
his Hellenistic readers would have ap-
preciated. For them it was natural that
extraordinary people had extraordinary
births. In Greek legend there were
many stories of god-like half-man, half-
human, virgin birth creatures.

The births of John the Baptist and
Jesus share the same elements of an
angelic visitor, the proclamation, the
overcoming of human deficiency (in
this case age and virginity respec-
tively) and a prophetic sign. But the
contrast is significant: John will be
great before the Lord (1:15), but Jesus
will be great and son of the Most
High (1:32). John will be filled with
the Holy Spirit as a prophet (1:15),
but overshadowing of the Holy Spirit
will make Jesus the Holy One (1:35).

We regularly ask the wrong ques-
tion of this story. Is the story true, peo-
ple ask? Was Mary really a virgin? I
have even met people who claim this
irrational “absurdity” for the reason
they cannot believe in Christianity.
Our culture presumes truth to be scien-
tifically measurable and rational. Yet
we make decisions every day based on
emotions, intuition, beliefs and preju-
dices, but cannot accept a little mys-
tery! I don’t believe we are as consis-
tent in our rationalism as we claim. [
personally have no problem accepting
the virgin birth. Yes it defies a little
logic, but then so does the resurrec-
tion.

For the early readers of Luke’s gos-
pel the question of Mary’s virginity
was irrelevant. For the Biblical writers
it not so much an assertion about
Mary’s values, but about who Jesus
was—a divine being, an extraordinary
child. The virgin birth reminds us that
Jesus is the One who is to be birthed
by the Holy Spirit—human and divine.
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In the book My Grandfather’s Wis-
dom, Rachel Remen writes about Fa-
ther Tony O’Shea. As a newly ap-
pointed chaplain Tony encountered his
first patient, a depressed patient await-
ing a serious operation. Her opening
response to Tony was, “I am going to
die”. To this he had no answer. None
of his training had prepared him for
this. All he could do was reach out his
hand and take hers. What followed
was the patient telling him about her
fears and anxieties. He struggled to
respond. Finally he left embarrassed
and with a sense of failure. He could-
n’t go back to see her. Two weeks later
he received a letter from the woman
who mentioned how much he had
helped her and thanked him for his
help. She had treasured his wisdom
and wrote some things he had said that
meant so much to her. Fr. Tony read in
disbelief and then dawning realisation
that he had said some of these things.

He goes on to say to Rachel, that
years later he has come to realise that
God sometimes says “yes” or “no” to
his prayer for him to be of service to
others. But there are times when God
also says; “Get out of my way, Tony. I
will do this!”.

I think the virgin birth is a bit like
this—that God’s wisdom defies our
human experience or frailty. Let us put
aside such questions, for they arise
strongly out of our western culture,
and hear the story afresh. Let us see
some the indispensable truths the story
uncovers. Let us hear the Gospel of

Christ through this story, and dare to
be like Mary and say, Let it be.

We can firstly clarify some of the
issues and images of the story. It re-
veals some very precious understand-
ings of how God deals with us. The
story contrasts the power of the world
and the power of God in three ways.

a) In the world, pregnancy can only
be achieved through sexual inter-
course—or today by the use of the
reproductive elements of a male and
female.

But in Luke, both pregnancies
demonstrate the power of God to bring
about the humanly impossible. The
fact that God could make a difference
is not outside human experience. In
this story divine power is contrasted
with human power. Godly intervention
makes the impossible possible.

b) The story contrasts who God
chooses. In the world we would
choose a famous, rich or highly suc-
cessful person to bear Jesus. But God
chose a woman who represents the
socially weak. She represents some of
the most powerless in her society: she
is young in a world that values age;
female in a world ruled by men; poor
in a world that values wealth. Further-
more she has neither husband nor child
to validate her existence. Yet she is the
chosen one of God to bear the incar-
nate God.

c¢) The story contrasts political
power. Mary is referred to as “favoured
one” by the angel. (Think of the
hymn—**Most highly favoured lady”.)

February 2006

21

Cross Purposes
in the Eucharist

Robert Gribben

One of the more curious disputes
within our historic denominations is
over the issue of the right posture to
receive communion: sitting, standing
or kneeling? It is amazing to think
that sensible people could get as
worked up as our ancestors did over
such a matter, and yet—has your
congregation done better than a toler-
ated compromise?

The background is this. Thomas
Cranmer was charged with moving
the church in England (governed, as
all European Christianity was at the
time, from Rome) from its elaborated
mediaeval practice to reformed ways
of worship. Few people understood
the rituals of the Table—in any case,
they were the business of the priest-
hood; all the people needed to do was
to drop to their knees when the bells
rang, and gaze upon the consecrated
host when it was lifted up, and for
the rest of the time they got on with
their own prayers in corners of the
church, beads in hand, near friendly
statues of saints. To get these people
to listen, follow, understand, and re-
ceive more than once a year already
demanded a major revolution. Some
of the Reformers thought that kneel-
ing — the usual posture for commun-
ion — was more about adoring the

white circle of the wafer than wor-
shipping the Lord, so kneeling was
abolished. They consulted the Scrip-
tures, the Reformation rule in these
things. The Last Supper, they noted,
was clearly taken sitting. In 1498,
Leonardo da Vinci painted the Last
Supper on the wall of a church in
Milan—and he painted the scene as
people of the time might have imag-
ined it: the disciples all sitting at a
trestle table, the Beloved Disciple
(whatever the Da Vinci Code says)
somewhat uncomfortably leaning on
Jesus’ breast. That is a hint, of
course, that the Scripture does not
say “sitting”, but “reclining”, so that
lying half on your neighbour was par
for the course. That is how Greco-
Roman society took its meals, and
there are Christian paintings in 3™
century catacombs and 6" century
mosaics from Ravenna which show
this. Sixteenth century Scots could
not have imagined such indecency:
Jesus sat up at table, and so would
they.

This had a remarkable outcome.
The Reformation debated a great deal
more than theology: what actually
was done in church on Sunday was
vital. There was dispute over the rule
of the Scriptures where they were
silent—as they are on many details
of worship. If something was not ac-
tually condemned, was it a matter of
personal preference whether you ob-
served certain practices or not? Were
many pious habits — as Luther said —
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that we think we can do without the
presence of Christ most weeks? Why
do we deny the people of God this
meal where Christ comes to us and
feeds our whole being with his pres-
ence? The eucharist is not an occa-
sional meal of celebration like a birth-
day party. Rather is more akin to a
family meal. It is the meal where the
whole community gathers in joy and
fellowship, to celebrate and recall the
family story and to be nourished for
life and hope.

Celebrating the eucharist weekly is
a difficult change for many Uniting
Church congregations. It requires
leadership committed to the change
and a program of education about the
eucharist that encourages people to
reflect on the liturgy and their experi-
ences of the eucharist, that they too
might come to desire weekly feeding
at the table of Jesus Christ. It also
requires excellence from those presid-
ing at the eucharist so that the cele-
bration of the sacrament is joyful and
life-giving. Presiders may need to
undertake some continuing education
of their own to improve their theo-
logical and practical skills.

If regular celebration of the eucha-
rist is seen as important for the life of
a congregation, we need to seriously
wrestle with who may preside at the
eucharist. Many country towns no
longer have an ordained minister to
lead worship and preside at the sacra-
ments. If they are not to be left with-
out spiritual food we need a way to

authorise lay people to preside at the
sacraments.

The current policy of the Uniting
Church seems to me to be a good pro-
vision. It provides for the selection,
training and supervision of those who
will preside at the sacraments as nec-
essary. It recognises that the task of
presiding normally belongs to the or-
dained ministry, but that we need pro-
vision for those situations where that
is not possible. It is true that such a
situation creates ecumenical tension
with some other churches, but we
have to learn to live with that for the
sake of the spiritual nourishment of
those without ordained ministry.

SHARON HoLLIS is Continuing Education
Associate at Otira College.
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It is an extraordinary title to be given.
In ancient Mediterranean culture, peo-
ple became patrons because they could
bestow riches, blessings and favours on
their clients. They were the nobles in
society who were in the position to give
to those worse off then themselves.
Mary is surprised at being addressed as
“favoured” because in worldly terms
she was not. But the angel announces
she has found favour with God.

The Magnificat shows that Mary is
aware of her new status before God
and what this signifies for the world
(1:46%): He has brought down the pow-
erful from their thronmes... lifted up
lowly... filled the hungry with good
things... sent the rich away empty.

In this story we encounter the pre-
cious truths that God reverses the so-
cial and political order of power, that
God empowers the weak and pours out
his grace and favour on them, and that
God can act outside the practical.

Mary asks one question of the an-
gel. She does not demand to know
exactly what God hopes to achieve;
she does not ask what it will cost; she
does not ask why her! All she asks is,
“Am I not a bit of a problem? Are you
sure I fulfil your requirements?” And
when the angel replies, “It’s all taken
care of,” then Mary says, “Fine”.

It is a natural human response to
put practical limits on God’s actions.
Mary’s most natural response was the
practical—but I’'m a virgin! How will
that work? Just like us who ask, How
will we pay for it? How do we get

people to do it? We don’t have the
resources! We don’t have the...

This story of Mary reminds us of
God’s ability to do the astonishing and
the powerful. God’s power is not lim-
ited by our quality of response. Yet,
what a privilege it is to be part of
God’s work, how wonderful to know
we can serve God’s purposes. How
possible it is when we can joyfully
say, Let it be according to your word.

What if Mary had said, “No, but
thanks for asking. It doesn’t really fit
my life goals right now!” There would
have been no baby, no manger scene,
we wouldn’t have Christmas. No car-
ols, no teachings of Jesus, no parables,
no Easter resurrection. Now some peo-
ple might argue saying, “God had a
plan. She couldn’t have refused.” But
we do it all the time; don’t we?

What are the ways we refuse God?
Can you think of the times when we
say—but what about this? It won’t
work. Meister Eckhart (13™ cent.)
asked (paraphrase) “What good is it
that Mary gave birth to Jesus if I don’t
do the same?”.

Mary has no extraordinary virtue
except that she is trusting and faithful.
She has the ability to say, Let it be.

Are we able to say to God, Let it be
— change my life, shake it up, threaten
my comfort, shock me, do everything
to me that you did to Mary — so that |
too may bear Christ today?

ROBYN FRENCH is currently Acting Dean at the
Synod’s Theological College.
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Being human in
times of terror

Wes Campbell

Mark Zirnsak’s piece, Human Rights
versus Christian Values, is timely. In
the name of “terror”, Australian gov-
ernments, supported by opposition
parties but opposed by the legal com-
munity, are enacting laws which re-
move long-held protections, prompt-
ing renewed debate about the need for
a bill of rights in this country. That
debate is taking place as young men
are being detained in Victoria as
“terror suspects” in solitary confine-
ment—their capture was videoed and
telecast along with press conferences
fronted by politicians and senior po-
lice who renounced any adherence to
the notion of innocent until proven
guilty, as lawyers and family mem-
bers were denied any rights of access
to them. The discussion is pressing. |
am therefore appreciative of efforts
by both UCA Synod and Assembly
justice agencies to address human
rights.! All this takes place in the con-
text, as Mark has reminded us, where
theological language is coopted by the
powerful for their own imperialistic
aims. My response to Mark is not so

op. cit.

much an analysis of his paper as a
response prompted by his discussion.
I take the main point of Mark’s
paper to be a challenge to the
(Uniting) church to take up human
rights as a helpful (if inadequate) tool
by which the church may engage in
dialogue with people of other persua-
sions, faithful to its own calling. I
confess that I belong in one of the
four groups Mark has identified in the
Uniting Church: as an active advocate
of the church’s “social justice mis-
sion”, I harbour a degree of ambiva-
lence concerning the concept of hu-
man rights. That ambivalence does
not spring from an absolute separation
of rights from Christian faith but from
the complex nature of that relation-
ship. However, I do note with Mark
that the Uniting Church has been re-
luctant to adopt the language of hu-
man rights. [ am prompted to wonder
whether many of us have been caught
on an either/or in relation to faith/
rights, fearing that the language of
“rights” contradicts the notion of
“grace”. I suspect that in this discus-
sion the Reformed tradition is likely
to be of more help than the Lutheran.

Why the ambivalence?

What is the source of the ambiva-
lence? Rather than coming from a
form of separatism, it is born of a re-
fusal to separate rights from faith,
resisting the way in which the lan-
guage of rights is too easily separated
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this even as he institutes this meal.
Jesus offers the bread of life and wine
of forgiveness to Judas who will be-
tray him, to Peter who will deny him
and to all the disciples who will turn
from him in the face of his suffering
and death. In offering the disciples the
bread and wine in the context of be-
trayal, denial and death Jesus, in
mercy, is anticipating what the disci-
ples will need to be reconciled with
God and each other after the events of
the supper and the death of Jesus. In
our recollection we know that even in
times of greatest distress we can renew
communion with God and each other.’

In the eucharist we proclaim
Christ’s suffering and death, his self-
giving abandonment to the powers of
this world and to God-forsakenness.
We celebrated the liberation of hu-
mankind from these powers through
Christ’s suffering and victimization.
The remembrance of Christ’s self-
giving recalls our sinful nature, but
also shows the unmasking and over-
coming of sin through his willing entry
into victimization.® So the heart of our
remembering is our joyous liberation
from guilt and sin.

We also remember the risen Christ,
in which the whole fullness of Christ’s
and death is present with the creative
power to make all things new. In the
eucharist, the risen Christ and exalted
Christ is made present. In the elements
and form of the Supper we are enabled
to perceive and receive the risen and
exalted Christ with all our senses.

Our remembrance is a gift of the
Holy Spirit whose presence we pray
for. We ask the Holy Spirit to bless
the bread and wine that they might
become the presence of Christ for us
to take into ourselves, and we ask the
Spirit to bless our gathering that we
too might become the body of Christ,
able to bear witness to the reconcilia-
tion and peace which Christ brings. In
this way the church is surrounded by
the real presence of Christ, which en-
ables us to give thanks, to remember
and to be made whole.

The presence of the Spirit is the
foretaste, pledge and first fruit of

“ The eucharist is not an oc-
casional meal of celebration
like a birthday party. Rather is
more akin to a family meal. ”

God’s coming kingdom. At every
eucharist the Church looks forward to
the consummation of that reign.

The eucharist means so much
more than this brief piece can convey.
Even if all it means is that we learn to
live thankfully, remember the living
presence of the crucified Christ and
are sustained by the presence of
Christ with us in the meal through the
power of the Holy Spirit, then the
weekly celebration of the eucharist
seems essential. We need this type of
training and nourishing week after
week if we are to be sustained to live
for the kingdom of God. How is it
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grace all are offered the possibility
and promise of salvation and recon-
ciliation.'

The celebration of the meal of
Holy Communion, because it is a
symbolic meal and because it is an act
of worship, has a particular shape,
which is observed across time and
traditions. Thanksgiving, remember-
ing and praying for the presence of
the Spirit form the basic structure of
the Great Prayer of Thanksgiving.’
This structure is a good guide for
those wishing to write new Great
Prayers of Thanksgiving.

The eucharist begins in thanksgiv-
ing. We are invited to lift our voice in
praise of God and are led in thanks-
giving to God for the good gift of
creation and re-creation. We then give
thanks for all God’s saving action in
the world. We give thanks for God’s
choosing of the Jewish people who
reveal God’s faithfulness and who
proclaim God’s mercy and justice,
and the gift of Jesus Christ for the
saving and the renewing of the world.

To lift our voice in praise admits
our dependence on God.’ In giving
thanks to God we are acknowledging
that all we rejoice in — creation and its
goodness, our salvation and sanctifica-
tion — come from God. They are signs
of God’s desire to love and redeem us.
We also give thanks for God’s promise
of the coming kingdom.

By beginning Holy Communion in
thanksgiving we are training our-
selves to live our daily lives in thanks

to God. People will come to worship
in many different frames of mind,
some of them far from a spirit of
thanks. By participating in the eucha-
rist we are drawn into thanksgiving
and invited to live our whole lives
thankful for God’s goodness to us.
Thanksgiving is not dependant on our
life circumstances or frame of mind.
Thanksgiving should not lead us to
ignore the injustice and suffering of
the world. Rather thanksgiving is
grounded in the goodness and provi-
dence of God. By meeting on the first
day of the week to give thanks we are
reminded that this is the way to live
as a Christian.*

Having lifted our voices in praise
we are now called into remembrance
of the life, death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ. In our thankful remem-
bering we re-tell the events of Jesus’
living, dying and rising, not just as
past events, but as events which con-
tinue to be manifest in the world to-
day. We recall Jesus’ life, his teaching
and preaching, his healing and restor-
ing, his hospitality and his table fel-
lowship. All these events reveal the
kingdom of God made known in Jesus.

We remember the last meal Jesus
shared with his friends. On this night
of threat and betrayal Jesus offers his
followers a meal of forgiveness and
life. From the outside Jesus is threat-
ened by the religious and secular au-
thorities. From the inside Jesus is
threatened by the betrayal and denial
of those close to him. He is aware of
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from its theological roots and then
functions independently, requiring the
church to adopt its assumptions.
Seeking a simple connection between
human rights and the teaching of Je-
sus or “the Gospels” does not seem to
me to be sufficiently nuanced. I will
take this up in more detail below.

First I will explore the hermeneu-
tics (interpretative context) of the re-
lationship of human rights to Chris-
tian faith. Then I will observe the way
human rights operates in our present
time, yet faces a fundamental chal-
lenge. I will conclude by attempting
to speak of the church’s unique con-
tribution to understanding, and there-
fore honouring the human.

Interpreting the relationship of
human rights to Christian faith

The reader may notice I have altered
here Mark’s “Christian values” to
“Christian faith”. The language of
rights and values makes clear what
Mark has shown in his historical ac-
count of the emergence of human
rights—modemity has framed this
discussion. That modernist character
is apparent in the extreme positions
described: a theological separatism
which seeks to preserve faith’s
uniqueness by breaking any relation-
ship at one end; at the other end, an
accommodation which accepts the
superiority of human rights (and other
modern categories) over faith. We
will only gain clarity in this particular

discussion of human rights and the
church if we see it as part of a larger
discussion concerning the church’s
relationship to the culture of moder-
nity.

Mark Zirnsak’s piece shows very
nicely how language of rights
emerged from a variety of impulses,
including both the European Enlight-
enment (modernity) and ecclesial
sources. As Peter Matheson demon-
strates the mix of allied interests and
movements which made up the Refor-
mation, so historically the Enlighten-
ment may be described as a similar
mix.> A quick survey of the 18" cen-
tury in Britain and in the rest of
Europe demonstrates varying empha-
ses and theological/philosophical in-
terests in their “Enlightenment(s)”.

The main challenge to the church
arises from this mixed situation. The
modern search for the independent
role of human reason reaches back to
the incorporation of Aristotle into
theology, permitting access to a natu-
ral law apart from “revealed” reason.
Even if a theological claim underlies
or precedes the concept of universal
human rights, modernity — the step-
child of Christianity — presented a
crisis for Christian faith itself (Ernst
Troeltsch) and undermines the right
of the church to make any universal
claim. So, whatever its roots, the
modern Enlightenment rejected the
church’s claim to “revealed knowl-
edge”, seeking instead a foundation
for certain knowledge in human rea-
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son. Descartes is the typological mod-
ern figure, seeking enlightenment by
the way of doubt. In the exercise of
political power, stripped of honour
and ethics, Machiavelli represents a
second such figure.

We would do well to take up the
theological challenge in Mark’s ob-
servation that that human rights pro-
vides the means for challenging an
imperialistic Christianity which has
turned from the Gospel. This would
open up an affirmation that God is not
controlled by the church and may
choose instruments to further God’s
reign beyond the church (cf. Cyrus
the Persian who liberates the exiles.)
Yet, if human rights provides the non-

“ It will be tempting in a time
of uncertainty to join those
who argue for the superiority
of human rights over the
church. Such a strategy is
not dissimilar to imperial
Christianity that seeks to
evangelise with the sword
and bombs. ”

theological basis for a shared human
standard that breaches all cultural and
political boundaries, we also face the
conundrum that the very impulse to
universal rights has been accompa-
nied by the impulse to totalitarianism
of both the right (fascism) and of the
left (communism). Indeed, the French
Revolution that both initiated the

European language of rights and de-
scended into the Terror is a precursor
to modern warfare which employs the
rhetoric of freedom and democracy as
it uses weapons of mass destruction
and disregards human casualties and
ecological destruction. Therein lies
my ambivalence about ‘“human
rights”. Can such human rights pro-
vide the lever for challenging all to-
talitarian claims, particularly as the
United Nations declarations of 1948
and 1966 demonstrate how little force
under international law these declara-
tions have?’ The seriousness of this
question is prompted by the fact that
modernity itself is in crisis. A post-
modern critique denies that any uni-
versal claim may be made at all. The
crisis once experienced by the church
is now shared by the whole culture as
a crisis of both knowledge and life.
Can humanity that now shares an
awareness of living on one globe find
a common future or will its shared
home lead to destructive family quar-
rels?

The postmodern crisis and cultural
fragmentation sharpens the current
theological debate about the founda-
tion of faith and life. In modernity, it
seemed possible to find an accommo-
dation of theology with a universal
claim made by the culture, but when
that claim fragments, what is left?
Where some will argue that it is time
to follow the path of relativising,
there is a “non-foundational” ap-
proach being advocated. That is,
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fed. On the night of his betrayal he
gathers with his friends around a
meal. Post-resurrection, Jesus breaks
bread with two disciples and they rec-
ognise him as the Lord. He feeds Pe-
ter breakfast and calls him to disciple-
ship. These meals all help to create
community. They draw us into the life
of God, and into each other’s life and
the life of the world.

The eucharist shares in all these
meals and the way we celebrate the
symbolic meal of the Supper should
reflect that we are eating a meal that
Jesus invites us to. The table should
be large enough to suggest a meal and
not an afternoon tea party for two.
The provision of bread and wine
should be generous. It should reflect
that Jesus was accused of being a
glutton and that the provision of food
reflects God’s goodness and grace to
us. Loaves should be large enough to
feed the congregation (but not so
large that it looks as if we don’t care
about human hunger). We need to
serve wine in a way that reflects Je-
sus’ inclusion and welcome of all. 1
find it hard to see how our tiny little
glasses reflect anything of the com-
munal nature of the meal, of Jesus’
generosity or of his lack of regard for
the commensality of his day.

Opportunities should be taken
within the life of the gathered com-
munity to reinforce the idea that the
eucharist is a meal. Occasionally the
eucharist could be celebrated within
the context of a meal. Maundy Thurs-

day can provide an annual opportu-
nity to do this (although this meal
shouldn’t be a Seder). Those commu-
nities that have meals after the cele-
bration of the eucharist could consider
how they make the like between the
table of the eucharist and the meal
stronger. One way could be to have
the blessing at the end of the meal.

The meal of the Christian commu-
nity includes all members of the com-
munity, not just those able to gather
on any particular Sunday. One way to
make this clearer would be through
making use of “Communion Beyond
the Gathered Congregation” (Uniting
in Worship 2, 225-231) more regu-
larly. The notes for this service out-
line the preparation necessary for
those who will conduct it and those
who will receive this ministry. When
the elements are taken from the table
and those who will receive commun-
ion are named, we are enacting the
truth that members absent from the
gathered community are nonetheless
members of the community of faith.

The provision of food for the hun-
gry, through the collection of food
items or money also conveys the truth
that this meal points to God’s desire
that all the hungry would be fed. Our
practice of collecting the offering at
eucharistic gatherings needs to make
this point strongly.

The communal meal, in which all
receive bread and wine, points us to
the universal justice and welcome of
the kingdom, where through God’s
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For this issue’s “Areopagus”, we
have asked two contributors to ad-
dress the question of the eucharist in
the life of the Uniting Church.

Practising Communion

Sharon Hollis

This article was meant to address
practical questions like how often to
have the eucharist and who should
preside at the eucharist but I find my-
self unable to address such topics
apart from an understanding of what
the eucharist symbolises for me. It
seems to me that the answer to how
often we should have the eucharist
will be guided strongly by what you
think the eucharist is and what you
understand happens at the eucharist.
Therefore, this article outlines my
basic understanding of the eucharist
and makes some practical observa-
tions along the way.

On Areopagus Hill

The provision of food, the sharing
of meals and hospitality are central
images in the biblical story. In crea-
tion God makes provision for animals
and humans to eat of the plants of the
earth. In Abraham’s meal at Mamre a
covenant is initiated. The flight from
Egypt and the saving of the people by
God is remembered each year in a
meal. In the exodus, God provides
manna to feed the people on their
journey through the desert. Boaz
makes provision for the poor to col-
lect from his fields and Ruth, a
stranger in the land, makes use of this
provision and the house of David is
founded. The prophets demand that
the people of Isracl share the good-
ness of God through the provision of
food for the poor the widow and the
orphan. Throughout the Hebrew
Scriptures the word of God is com-
pared to food, it is sweeter than
honey.

Much of Jesus’ ministry is focused
on eating and drinking and how he
eats and drinks. He has a reputation as
a glutton and a drunkard. He breaks
the rules of commensality for Jewish
men of his day, eating and drinking
with women, with tax collectors, with
lepers, with the poor and with sinners
as if they were his equals. He feeds
crowds and invites them to feed on
him, the living bread. He tells a story
of a prodigal son forgiven, which
ends with a great feast. He invites us
to imagine the kingdom of God as a
great feast, a banquet where all are

Christian theology will not try to find
its foundation in an independently
secured human reason, whether uni-
versal or local, but will take as its
only foundation the triune God re-
vealed in Jesus Christ. This will chal-
lenge and qualify any “Christian im-
perialism”, although it will not give
up the specifically Christian universal
claim. It will be tempting in a time of
uncertainty to seek accommodation
with a form of the demonstrable uni-
versal and to join those who argue for
the superiority of human rights over
the church. Such a strategy is not dis-
similar to imperial Christianity that
seeks to evangelise with the sword
and bombs. Those who seek to sepa-
rate rights (and justice) from the
Christian faith have not appreciated
that the figure of Jesus is a Jew
“descended from David”, inheritor of
Moses and the prophets.

What, then, is the relationship of
human rights to this figure?

The present context
for human rights

If the Uniting Church attitude to hu-
man rights is uncertain, we would do
well to dig at the roots of that uncer-
tainty. Does it come from an accom-
modation to a modern view of Chris-
tian faith which separates personal
faith from involvement in society?
Or, if we are more tutored by the
twentieth century, has Reinhold Nie-
buhr’s distinction of love and justice

in ethical practice dominated? Or
does it reflect an “existentialist” ap-
proach to faith which sits uneasily
with political action? Or perhaps an
“eschatological stance” that waits on
God? We have to ask whether these
unintentionally separate the church
from political life. The church, which
believes that God redeems the world
in Jesus Christ, knows that theology
has the task of “mediating” Christian
faith in a given socio-cultural con-
text.*

In 1997 Moltmann observed that
though human rights have specific
western origins in the notion of
“humanity”, they have now

cut adrift from their specifically
European origins and development
and make a directly convincing
appeal to all people...[who accept]
they are first and foremost human
beings. So there are no copyright
claims to human rights.’

Moltmann argues that human rights
must be expanded in two directions—
to the fundamental rights of human
beings, and the incorporating of hu-
man rights with the earth and the
rights of other creatures, sustainable
only when allied with the “dignity of
all natural life”: “in Christian terms,
the dignity of each of God’s crea-
tures” (118-9).

Unless human rights come to be
integrated in the fundamental rights of
nature, these human rights will be
unable to claim universality. Instead
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they will become factors in the de-
struction of nature, and will thereby
ultimately lead to the self-destruction
of humanity (120).

Moltmann points to theological
statements which may assist our own
work: 1976 “The Theological Basis of
Human Rights” (World Alliance of
Reformed Churches); 1977
“Theological Perspectives on Human
Rights” (Lutheran World Federation);
and 1974 “The Church and Human
Rights” (Papal commission Justitia et
Pax)—mnoting that there has been no
joint Christian declaration (121). That
poses the challenge whether there
might be the development of a joint
statement of the church and human
rights by and for the Australian
church. Perhaps this could revive the
practice of the 1980s when joint so-
cial justice statements were produced
by agencies of the Anglican, Uniting
Catholic and Australian Council of
Churches.

The point of this part of my re-
sponse is this: if we are unclear about
the role of human rights and the
church, we must do serious theologi-
cal analysis to begin to address that
lack of clarity. If we are ambivalent
about the place of human rights for
faith, we will only have a contribution
to make if we do our theological
work , taking seriously the role hu-
man rights has assumed our contem-
porary world as a means of protecting
human life and dignity often against
citizens’ own government.

The human

In this discussion, rights, values and
dignity are words that qualify the hu-
man. For Christian faith, the human
takes its bearings in an unexpected
way, beginning with a victim who
through betrayal, torture and brutal
state murder was stripped of human-
ity. In order to discover our humanity,
Christian faith begins at the place of
the inhuman—the one rendered inhu-
man by calculated violence and public
spectacle.

Reading Mark’s piece 1 was
moved to look again at the picture of
“The Tortured Christ”, a sculpture by
the Brazillian artist Guido Rocha
(1975), his response to his own tor-
ture.® Here the inhuman one hangs
before us.

Christian understanding of the hu-
man, then, starts at the Roman execu-
tion of a Palestinian Jewish man by
the public torture of crucifixion. At
this cross Christian faith begins to
learn what it is to be human. Christian
tradition says of him — precisely in the
light of his death — that he is truly
human. To speak of being human here
begins with someone who is emptied
of any sign of humanity or beauty. He
is the “other”, the “alien” who is pre-
sent in his inhumanity. This is the
strangest place to begin to speak of
what it is to be human: with a victim.
And what is more startling, he is de-
scribed as the image of God, who
bears the glory of God.
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Beginning here, faith arrives at the
understanding that being human means
being different from one another, and
not killing one another. That implies
the church. In other words, beginning
here takes us along the path of love for
the enemy, forgiveness of those who
do violence against us, doing good to
those who hurt and abuse you, and
speak lies against you. This will also
lead us, as Moltmann proposes, to re-
cover an understanding of being hu-
man in relationship to all other life.
The contribution of the church will be
to articulate the God who, in the Son
of God, has become the Victim and
sides with every victim. Moreover, it
will lead the church to seek solidarity
with those who are victimised and de-
nied their rights and dignity of human
beings, as daughters and sons of God.
To those who take this path to human
rights, the promise and warning is they
will suffer.

Conclusion

My thanks to Mark Zirnsak for a
stimulating and provoking piece,
which places firmly before us God’s
calling to the church to be the church
of Jesus Christ that has in clear mind
the blessings of God announced by
Jesus, given to us not as our “right”
but by sheer grace.

WES CAMPBELL is the minister at St. John’s
Uniting Church, Essendon, and chairs the
Assembly Working Group on Doctrine.
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