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11th October, 2011

GOOD MORNING

"You know how those who by their greed and violence have refused the grace of God try to silence your worship and frustrate your witness in the churches and schools and hospitals of this country."
Those were the words of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, preaching to 15000 members of the Anglican Church in a Sports Stadium in Harare, Zimbabwe.  Members of the church have found themselves shut out of their churches by the government of President Robert Mugabe and the judiciary working together in support of the former Bishop of Harare who was excommunicated by the church.
Church leaders do not lightly speak to governments in this way – we sometimes call it ‘speaking truth to power’.  Almost always it will be in the context of flagrant injustice, of the denial of human rights or the persecution of minorities.  It stands in the tradition of faith which we call prophetic. The prophets in the Bible would begin, ‘Thus says the Lord … ‘.  Today’s religious leaders may not do that – but this kind of speaking is done with passion and without thought for the consequences because we believe it to be right.
It may surprise you that Rowan Williams would speak forthrightly – but then the issues are very stark.  We live in a more complex society – we sometimes refer to it as a secular society.  I think that means a society which protects religious freedom but makes no assumptions about faith.
Churches may yearn for earlier times when the voice of the church heeded without question.  But I personally believe in the secular society.  Not only am I glad that I don’t live under the rule of Robert Mugabe.   I appreciate the fact that I live in a democracy where differences of view about complex social and moral issues can be passionately expressed and respectfully heard.  And out of that speaking and listening will emerge a way forward which expresses the democratic will but is also responsive to our history and our values.
