General Secretary’s Presentation, 16 October 2003 : Budapest
Why are we here? 
Introduction

Two simple thoughts, which are, for me, the answer to this question. But first, as an introduction, two quotations 

· Jonathan Sack’s book “The Dignity of Difference” (written in response to Huntingdon’s “Clash of Civilisation” thesis):

“Enthusiasts of the global market are the latest in the line of those who have been held captive by possibly the single most influential idea of modernity: that competition is the driving force of progress” (page 142)

· Ajith Fernando’s book “Jesus Driven Ministry”:

“We must never forget that, at its heart, Christian organisational culture is relational and not project-driven. Loving each other by dying for each other is basic to Christian organisational life. Many in our generation have lost this concept, and the church has paid a huge price because of that loss” (page 188)

In the light of those two quotations, two very simple thoughts this evening: 

1. The centrality of relationships 

2. Relationships with purpose

1. Relationships.

We believe in relationships! Of course we do! But maybe we sometimes forget what we believe!  Jonathan Sacks makes some interesting theological connections in “The Dignity of Difference”. 

He appeals for cooperation because of difference, rather than trying to make everybody the same, and he argues for the engagement of the faith communities in the issues of the day. This evening, I just want to focus for a moment on his arguments for cooperation
Quotes pp 46, 47, 48, 58-59, 60, 61:

 “If our commonalities are all that ultimately matter, then our differences are distractions to be overcome.

But This view, says Sacks , is profoundly mistaken.  It is a mistake that has been made several times in the history of the West, and we are in the process of making it again in the form of globalization.”

“The universality of moral concern is not something we learn by being universal but by being particular.”

There is no road to human solidarity that does not begin with moral particularity – by coming to know what it means to be a child, a parent, a neighbour, a friend.  We learn to love humanity by loving specific human beings.  There is no shortcut.”

“Indeed, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that this is precisely the reason why the Israelites have to undergo exile and slavery prior to their birth as a nation.”

“Only those who know what it is to be slaves understand at the core of their being why it is wrong to enslave others.”

“The supreme religious challenge is to see God’s image in one who is not in our image.  That is the converse of tribalism.  But it is also something other than universalism.  It takes difference seriously.”
“The critical test of any order is: does it make space for otherness?  Does it acknowledge the dignity of difference?”
His thoughts about the image of God in all people, and the inclusivity, which flows from that in our common humanity, are thoroughly biblical. We need reminding of those biblical truths. And the thought that difference is actually a good thing is something that all fallen people need to be reminded of regularly!

Sacks on society, again: pages 75, 77, 79, 82

“… individuals are not powerless in the face of the impersonal.  We can create families, communities, even societies, around the ideals of love and fellowship and trust.  In such societies, individuals are valued not for what they own or the power they wield but for what they are.”

“These relationships do not simply happen.  Much of the energy of communities such as these is dedicated to ensuring that they happen …”

“The idea that happiness to be found in getting and spending, the fiction sustained by advanced economies, has never been seriously entertained by any thinker, religious or philosophical, who has pondered the question.  Wealth, fame, success – these things are too randomly distributed, too external to who we are …”

Question: at funerals, what do we say about people? He owned an amazing car? Or she earned so much money?

No way! We say “he was a trusted friend” and “she made a difference in the lives of others”! 

Now: if Sacks’ comments about society in general are true (and biblical), then they are all the more true about our Christian community! I am here because I am completely convinced that we need to build an evangelical inclusivity for all those who have responded to the truth claims of the Christ. The fact is that we are, organically, one.

We who love Christ and His Word belong together. 
Sacks goes on to argue the following:

“Politicians have power, but religions have something stronger: they have influence. Politics moves the pieces on the chessboard. Religion changes lives. Peace can be agreed around the conference table: but unless it grows in ordinary hearts and minds, it does not last. It may not even begin.” (page 7)

I find myself asking what the new heart of Ezekiel 36 is about.  Ezekiel 36 is about changes at the very centre of our being; it is about solving the impossible and biggest problems in society.

Ezekiel 36 goes even beyond the power of religion, as described by Sacks. It is about the gift of both a new heart and the gift of the Spirit of God! Enabling us to both do and to begin to want to do what is right. And that would include this thing for which Rabbi Sacks argues: respecting and working with others of very different persuasions. Ezekiel 36 is about enabling us to build genuine and deep heart-to-heart relationships. 

Adam Smith’s economic theory is based on the principle that individuals are driven by self-interest, but that this individual self-interest brings public benefit. Successful businesses create jobs, which lead to greater economic activity, and wealth for growing numbers. Competition is good for us all.

But!! Games Theory, a branch of mathematics developed by John von Neumann (born here in Hungary 1903) threw up a problem. “The Prisoner’s Dilemma” explains the problem, which is basically, that if two people are held separately in custody, they will choose solutions that are driven by self-interest, and are really bad for both of them. A Canadian Anatole Rapoport devised the solution to the Prisoner’s Dilemma: in Sacks’ words “survival turns out to depend not …on individual strength…(but) on habits of cooperation” (p. 147). 

“Adam Smith’s principle of self-interest…seemed to be contradicted by the Prisoner’s Dilemma, which showed that self-regarding action often failed to produce optimal outcomes. The conflict in “The Prisoner’s Dilemma” game is resolved when the game is played many times by the same participants. Eventually they learn to cooperate; and cooperation is predicated on trust, the belief that you will reciprocate, now or later, the actions I take that benefit you. So fundamental is this principle that economists have given it a name. They call it social capital, meaning the level of trust in a society. What is crucial is to remember that trust is created...by people repeatedly interacting with one another. That, for example, is why crime rates are always higher in inner cities than in villages. Someone is more likely to take advantage of you if you are never going to see him again. Habits of cooperation depend on the existence of long-term relationships.” (Pages 147-8)

Sacks again:

“Diversity, as Johannes Althusius explained in his Politica (1603), is the divine blessing at the core of our society.”

“… human interaction is not inescapably tragic.  It is not designed ton be antagonistic, conflictual, a matter of victory for some and defeat for others.  I suspect that this is what differentiated biblical sensibility from that of ancient Greece.  The Hellenistic world perfected the art of tragedy.  By contrast, Judaism created a theology of hope.”

Sacks is not where we are, in our understanding of the fulfilment of OT promises in Christ: but his God-centred approach flows from OT teaching. The Bible teaches that relationship is at the very heart of the nature of the Triune God, and at the very centre of the created order.

Those of us who are activists, and especially those of us from cultures in which relationships are not valued as highly as business or busy-ness need to take time these days to celebrate simply being together and getting to know and trust one another!

2. Relationships with purpose

Having said all that: we are also called by the Lord to do, as well as to be together. The Living God is not a passive God. The Triune God was active at creation, is active in redemption, is active in sustaining the universe by His word of power, is active in the world, and will one day be seen to be active in the final judgement and the re-creation of the universe.

The Triune God has invested all His power in reclaiming a lost world. The Father gave the Son; the Son came and gave His life; the Spirit applies the truths of Christ and grants us new life. In eternity, the Triune God planned redemptive works, and acted on that plan!

As His people, we are not called to inactivity, but to passionate service! God alone knows what our concerns are about working together. God alone knows all our mixed motives. And God alone has designed us to belong together: He has made us people of community, both by creation and in the new creation. Partnership is inherent, in our nature, and in our Christian life!

A sociologist called Grace Davie has written a book called “Europe: the exceptional case. Parameters of faith in the modern world”.  She writes this:

“Europe’s churches have undergone a metamorphosis in the course of the last century. No longer do they supply a sacred canopy embracing every citizen within the nation in question, but nor have they disappeared altogether.  They have become, de facto, if not de jure, influential voluntary organisations, capable of operating in a whole variety of ways-traditional as well as innovative. Churches…are central to the structures of a modern democracy and attract more members than almost all their organisational equivalents” (page 18)

Theologically, we would want to add some things to Sacks conclusions about society, because there is a parallel biblical teaching about the exclusivity of God’s claims in Christ, and of the way of salvation. That biblical teaching drives us missiologically. I am here, at this Evangelical gathering, because I believe both in the common humanity of all people everywhere (made in God’s image, in all our variety), and I believe in the exclusivity of the Christ! We have a calling to be public about our faith, in every sense.

Grace Davie (as far as I know, a secular sociologist):

“Europeans who are actively religious become used to being a minority. They are prone, in consequence, to consider themselves outside the mainstream of their respective societies- a tendency reciprocated…by the mainstream, and (especially) the media” (page 145) 

“Classic versions of secularisation theory carry with them the notion that chosen religion is necessarily privatised religion. I am no longer convinced that this is so. Those who opt seriously for religion in European societies will want to make their views heard in public as well as private debate” (page 150)

She cites some interesting research that strongly suggests that the majority populations in Europe do not want to lose the influence of Christianity in their nations: though they have clearly little interest in religious institutions.

Big Brother in UK in summer: quote UK’s Idea magazine (Phil Seager)


A recent winner of “Big Brother” in the UK was a Christian: with 1,928,570 votes! A newspaper wrote, “Here was a programme which set out. Quite openly and cynically, to pull in viewers by promising live sex between strangers on TV: which looked at “real” Britain, “modern” Britain, cheap and fast and immoral and unfaithful….and then the winner, the Cameron chap from Orkney turns out to be the opposite of it all. A virgin. A Christian. He reads the Bible. He will use the money to buy a piano for his church”

Is this maybe our time, once again? Could it be that our opportunity has come, under God, to make a difference, together, across Europe, and well beyond, at this stage of history? We have so much to learn and to receive from the rest of the world (Kees will help us to address one aspect of that on Saturday: one that Grace Davie says a lot about!). But we have a contribution to make, as well.

Please God that during our time together we may prepare one another for works of service: and that, together, our lives will make a difference in our world, in our generation! 

Please God that we will learn to trust one another at a deeper and deeper level: and commit ourselves to common action. 

Please God that we may increasingly respect one another, becoming grateful for our differences, and the riches that those differences bring to the table. Please God that European evangelical social capital may grow in leaps and bounds in the next 4 days!
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