Sermon, 24 May 2009, “Mission in the Global Village”

SERMON
Today’s readings weren’t taken from the standard lectionary, so I hope you can forgive me for that. I chose them – the very end of the Gospel of Matthew and the very beginning of the story of Abraham – to touch on a theme I’m personally interested in, both from an academic and a religious point of view. That theme is mission, or more importantly what mission means, or maybe should mean, to us now in today’s multicultural, multi-faith world. The hymn that we just sang, We Plough The Fields And Scatter, is as I said typically used today as a harvest song, but the first verse is taken by some to have a somewhat more metaphorical meaning. That is, the ploughing of the fields, the scattering of the seed were taken to be the work of missionaries in spreading the Good News, and through God’s grace these seeds would be ‘watered’ and new faith would grow.
The end of Matthew 28 contains Jesus’ call to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” A fairly straightforward call to mission, perhaps, and one that was carried to all corners of the globe by Christian missionaries during the colonial era. But is it really that simple?

In Genesis 12:1-3 God promises Abram, soon to become Abraham, that he will make his name great and make his family into a great nation. Is this similar, then, to the verses from Matthew, where Jesus asks his disciples to make all the great nations into his family? Maybe it is, and certainly the call to Christian mission is one that you find throughout our scripture, Old and New Testament, although it finds deeper expression in the New.
So if we, as Christians, are called to mission, that begs the question: what is mission? If we look to the letter of doctrine, especially as it’s been expressed in history, it means making God known throughout the world, by changing societies, planting churches, and exposing to the Good News those who might not have known it before. In essence, to use another word, it is proselytism, which is, put simply, the practice of attempting to convert people to another religion. Today mission is something that a lot of churches shy away from outside their immediate community, which I think can be demonstrated fairly easily by asking someone to name one or two Christian missionary groups. Nine times out of ten the first answer you get will be either the Mormons or the Jehovah’s Witnesses; the second answer will be the other one. And, meaning no disrespect to members of those faiths, the orthodoxy of those churches within the Christian faith is dubious, which leaves the concept of the ‘mission church’ as something in history, not something that’s ongoing in the present day.

Why is this the case? Why is Christian mission, in the old sense of the quest to spread Christ’s love across the world, something that is in decline? Why has the church’s perspective narrowed to take in only its own country? And please be aware that I’m not speaking of all church involvement worldwide, I’m speaking narrowly in the sense of mission and am well aware that many churches perform many good deeds across the globe. And in fact this is really one of the reasons for the decline of mission, and probably the most laudable one: that churches today are more and more often doing good deeds in countries across the world without expecting a return on their service. It sounds wrong in itself, doesn’t it? To think of Christian organisations providing healthcare and food to the needy in anticipation of getting something back? But in the colonial era up to and including the nineteenth century, this was exactly the case. The call to mission can be and is a noble one, and in itself there is nothing wrong with inviting your fellow man or woman to share in the love of God with you, but some missionaries in this era took the call of Matthew 28 as an order to convert by all means necessary. This is (mostly) not done today, and so much the better: I believe there are morally superior methods of mission to bribery.
So mission is in decline because the modern church has improved its moral compass and its interpretation of scripture. That’s good. But there are also factors outside the modern church’s hands: the legacy left by colonial mission in Africa and Asia, for example, has left an impression on the minds of many non-Christians that might take some time to shift. In modern efforts towards dialogue between, for example, Christians and Muslims, on the Muslim side there is often a real reluctance to engage, in case the Christian motivation towards conversation is just a sneaky trick, an underhanded attempt to convert them, as they heard and read about in learning the history of their nation and their faith. And the very presence of these other faiths in this country makes the notion of international mission both less appealing and less effective. Put simply, why bother travelling overseas to engage in mission, when there are those who might benefit from that mission right here? The modern trends of mass communication – email, telephone – and emigration and immigration in every direction have turned what used to be a world of distinctive nation states into a global village, where people of every colour and creed can be seen in every country. In some countries this works more smoothly than others: but the relevant bit of information for prospective missionaries is that England is ripe for the sowing.
Something we, as a church, must not forget if we are to continue making moral progress, is that other religions have mission too. A pretty simple, obvious fact, right? And surely, as members of one religion, we are expected to uphold Christ’s mission regardless of what other religions say? Well, yes, that’s true. Multiculturalism doesn’t extend to devaluing your own faith by trying to incorporate everyone else’s... but it does extend to being aware, tolerant, and respectful. A lot is made in the newspapers, for example, of Islam’s supposed anti-Christian, anti-Western attitudes. What the newspapers neglect to dwell on is that it is only certain radical Muslim groups that think and act along these lines, and they do so for a variety of reasons, religion not being at the top of the list. After all, the Qur’an tells Muslims that “Of the Christians there is an upright party; they recite God’s communications in the night time and they adore Him.” That’s from chapter 3, verse 113, and the message is a simple one: Christians are worthy of your respect.
The Qur’an’s instructions on mission, however, are a little bit different to those in our Bible. The Muslim word for mission is da’wah, which means “invitation”, and the Qur’an tells Muslims to “call [them] to the way of your Lord with wisdom and goodly exhortation, and have disputations with them in the best manner” (chapter 16 verse 125). You can see how this is more like an invitation than a mission to convert: and the instruction that “there is no compulsion in religion” (chapter 2 verse 256) supports this command. Of course, there are many points throughout history where Muslim groups have gone astray from their holy text; but the same can be said of every religion. In these cases it is individuals who have either misunderstood or manipulated the religion, not the religion itself, that is at fault. For us, in the present day, the first step to avoid new misunderstandings is simply to remain aware that just as you might hold an unshakeable faith in the Almighty, so does the Muslim, so does the Jew, and the Hindu, and the Sikh, and so on and so on.
So... we’re aware, we’re understanding, we’re upstanding Christian citizens of our global village. But what about mission? Can we just ignore it, given that the call to mission is Jesus’ last words to his disciples in the Gospel of Saint Matthew? I don’t think we can. But I think, in today’s context, we can approach it in a new way, and that’s the way of dialogue. When I say dialogue, I mean conversation or encounter between two or more different faith groups, in an atmosphere where they can talk freely and respectfully, and consider each other’s ideas and beliefs. If you want to enter dialogue with the intention of mission, or conversion, that’s okay: but then you have to be aware that the fellows you’re talking to might have entered with the exact same intentions. Or you might want to enter dialogue just to get a better understanding of other people, other cultures, other faiths. Whatever the intentions of people who enter dialogue, it is most important that they enter with the willingness to listen, but also with the willingness to change. Not change one’s faith necessarily, but to change one’s views about other’s faiths. And, perhaps, it isn’t so bad if they enter with the willingness to change their faith: because if you have to close yourself off from the possibility of being swayed from your beliefs, then perhaps your beliefs aren’t as firm as you think.
I think there are two main ways in which dialogue can go on today: the official, and the unofficial. When I say official I’m talking about religious documents passed by churches that make concessions to one faith or another: one of the most famous examples in recent times being the Catholic Church’s document from the Second Vatican Council in the Sixties, which admitted for the first time that it might be possible to achieve salvation outside of Catholicism. And I also mean councils and conferences committed to inter-religious dialogue, organised by groups such as the World Council of Churches and the Muslim World League to discuss issues of dispute and of agreement between faiths. A lot of this dialogue recently has been dedicated specifically to Christian-Muslim dialogue, especially after the terrible events of 11 September 2001, which is understandable, but the involvement of other religions too would certainly be healthy.
The problem with these councils and conferences is that, as I’m sure you’re aware from your own experiences with councils and conferences, nothing really gets done. They’re full of polite agreements which look good on paper but which do very little to advance relationships between the faiths. I believe where the best dialogue takes place is out of the official arena, in everyday life. Talking to and enjoying the company of people of other faiths, without religious talk being necessary or off-limits, is going to do far more for inter-religious relations than official councils and wordy church documents. Because if everyone adopts the attitude of meeting and greeting new people, pursuing conversations and friendships with them regardless of faith, then eventually there won’t be a need for the councils and conferences. While that might harm my career prospects as a theologian somewhat, I can’t say it’s not something I hope for.

Now that sounds a little idealistic and simplistic, and it is. But often the best plans of action are simple. God told Abram, ‘leave your home, go to this land, and I’ll make your family great.’ That’s about as simple as it gets, right? And it worked out okay for Abraham. Jesus told his disciples to spread the Good News worldwide – again, simple and idealistic, and could he have foreseen how the church would have grown over the next thousand years – and today the Christian faith remains the world’s largest religion, although sadly divided by splits and disputes. So I’m saying, personal dialogue, no religious talk necessary, is the first and most important step on the road to harmonising our global village. Religious talk can come later, and it will need to at some point, but it doesn’t have to be the starting point: in the USA, in one neighbourhood torn apart by drug dealers and drug addicts, Christians and Muslims came together and united to clean up their streets. Not only did it work, but in the process they became closer to one another and closer to fulfilling the commands of their scriptures: and they realised that they had more in common than they might have first thought.
So, what do we as Christians have in common with those of other faiths? The first answer is the most important one, and it’s an obvious one too: we are all human, and therefore all deserving of the same basic decency that Jesus commanded to us in his Sermon on the Mount: “do to others as you would have them do to you.” Simple, but sometimes easy to forget. If we narrow our question – what have we got in common – to our nearest religious neighbours of Islam and Judaism, our commonality can be traced back through the Old Testament reading of today: Genesis 12:1-3, the beginning of the story of Abraham the patriarch.

You know how the song goes, I won’t embarrass myself by trying to sing it here: “Father Abraham had many sons, many sons had Father Abraham, and I am one of them, and so are you, so let’s all praise the Lord.” But what we often forget when we’re singing that song, perhaps with the youth group, is that because we’re only singing it in our church we are only singing it to other Christians. And Abraham, of course, is not just the patriarch of the Christians. His immediate legacy was the twelve tribes of Israel, predecessors of the modern faith of Judaism, and through his son Ishmael stemmed the line of descent which bore an Arab named Muhammad, father of the Islamic faith. So in this seemingly simple song – “Father Abraham had many sons, many sons had Father Abraham, and I am one of them, and so are you, so let’s all praise the Lord” – we can find a quite important message, I believe. All followers of what are called the Abrahamic faiths – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – come from the same roots and worship the same God. What we think about God’s revelation in this world differs – whether as Christians we think He sent His Only Son to redeem us, or if like the Muslims we think the angel Gabriel dictated a new holy book to an Arab merchant, or if like the Jews were are still waiting for that last stage of revelation – and sometimes the difference can seem quite large; but if we can remember that we all come from the same roots and all worship the same God, dialogue can suddenly seem a lot closer, and mission can start to seem less relevant.
And like the Christians and Muslims in America who worked together to clean up their neighbourhood, if we can understand and respect one another we can co operate in addressing problems we see in our own society: commercialism, secularism, atheism. If we look to Jesus overturning the tables in the temple, or to his praise of the Canaanite woman placing her faith over her ethnicity, it should be plain to see that these problems – commercialism, secularism, atheism – are the truest opponent of the Christian: not members of other world faiths who express parallel ethical ideals. And in Europe, where religion is in decline, religious opposition should be the last thing from our minds, and outreach should be at the top of the agenda.

And this is what I’m getting to. Mission shouldn’t be proselytism, seeking to convert others. Mission, or invitation, can be expressed through dialogue, but even that isn’t really at the heart of what I think modern mission is all about. Mission can be a subtext in your daily dealings with all people, whatever their faith, and this I really like, but I don’t think it’s the heart of mission. And please don’t think my message for the day is that you should be running out and searching for as many Muslims and Jews to talk to as soon as possible: my message is that you should seek friendship with everyone you come across, not because of their faith, or in spite of their faith, but regardless of their faith.
The best way to fulfil the Christian mission to show Christ’s love to the world today is simple: to be the best Christian you can be. To live according to the Golden Rule, in awareness of the divine and human presences in our lives, is to set the best example you can and it will show everyone around you, be they Christian, be they Muslim, be they Buddhist, be they atheist, that being a Christian and welcoming Christ into your life will fill you with God’s love and his transformative grace. No preaching, no bribery, no theology necessary at all: live life according to what God has told us through His Book, and you’ll be the best missionary to ever bless the Church.

Amen.
Matthew Barton
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