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Your Excellency, 

Dr Aguilar,

distinguished guests,

May I say what an honour it is to be asked to address you on the occasion of the annual colloquium on religion and politics here in the venerable setting of this ancient University of St Andrews.

Your colloquium, does much to tackle the outmoded and senseless assertion that religion and politics should never mix.
From the very beginning of the Christian era there has been Christian involvement in political life: Christians must, as one early Church writer 1900 years ago stated, «play their full role as citizens».[Letter to Diognetus, 5,5; Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 22]

Such teaching finds its basis in scripture.  The closest Jesus ever came to commenting on political power was His statement, "Render unto Caesar what is Caesar's and unto God what is God's." (Luke: 20.25)
In stating this, He is clarifying the right of secular rulers to enact laws and ordinances for the common good and making clear that Christians cannot simply “opt out” of mainstream society.

St Paul, in his letter to Titus, unpacks this theme with his exhortation to the Christian to function as a good citizen and neighbour. 

“Remind them to subject themselves to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every good work. to slander no one, to be non-fighting to be gentle, showing all courtesy to all people.” (Titus 3:1)
As other New Testament passages do, this verse clearly points to the God-ordained place of human government in the affairs of men (cf. Rom. 13:1-7; 1 Tim. 2:1-7;1 Pet. 2:13). 
Here the apostle simply summarizes responsibilities that promote good government and aid the work of governmental officials as keepers of law and order.

Paul himself considered his Roman citizenship as something to be prized and used it to get to Rome, to be tried at a higher level, and bring the Christian message to the heart of the Empire. 

St Ambrose – the great bishop of Milan – had been a Roman official before being popularly acclaimed as bishop. He insisted that being in the service of the emperor, his permission was necessary before he could take over the bishopric... an interesting insight into his vision of the complementarity of church and state.
Emperor Valentinian readily gave his consent, adding the flattering remark that he was very much pleased to know that the civil governors whom he had selected to rule the provinces of the Empire, were fit to be made bishops to rule the Church of God. 

Care for the portion of the Church now entrusted to his pastoral care was thenceforth Ambrose’s main concern which led to a constant struggle with the civil power for the rights of the Church.

Later in his life he had occasion to rebuke the civil authorities when the Emperor Theodosius, allowed a massacre of the innocents to be perpetrated at Thessalonika. Ambrose addressed him a very touching letter exhorting him to repentance, warning that he, as bishop, would not receive his offerings nor perform the services of religion in his presence till he had done so. 

When the emperor appeared at the doors of Ambrose’s Milanese church, he forbade him to enter until he had done penance for his crime. Excuses and palliations were of no avail. The emperor returned to his palace, where for eight months he did penance for his fault; and he was not admitted to full communion till he had perfectly complied with the requirements of the bishop.

I cite this not as an example to be reproduced – I rather think the era of political leaders retiring to the privacy of their own homes to do penance on the bishop’s orders are somewhat past. However it is worthy of recollection insofar as it clearly defines an understanding of religion and politics as partners in the common good and as separate but complementary spheres.

St Augustine too offers a fascinating insight into the right relationship between church and state, between religion and politics in his De Civitate Dei. Though exalting the “heavenly city” nevertheless he pays tribute to the good order and right governance of the earthly city: “The things which this city desires cannot justly be said to be evil, for it is itself, in its own kind, better than all other human good.” (De Civitate Dei, Book 15, Chap 4)
Centuries later the breakdown of order in the Empire, led to a blurring – perhaps a temporarily necessary blurring - of the distinction between church and state.  An Empire under attack in the east led to a breakdown of civil authority in Rome, which authority was assumed by the Popes, acting as the only legitimate authority left in the face of chaos.

This was the context for the coronation of Charlemagne as Holy Roman Emperor by Leo III in St. Peter's Basilica, Rome on Christmas Day, 800. This was certainly a momentous event in the history of Western Europe, and the reality of the Holy Roman Empire clearly secured much of European civilization in a time rightly known as the Dark Ages elsewhere.
Closer to home,  we see in the person of St Margaret of Scotland an example of a profound Christian commitment serving to civilize, adorn and ennoble secular culture, acting not only at the King’s Court also in the Councils of the Church.

And later, we can recognize in the Declaration of Arbroath a clear appeal by civil to ecclesiastical authority for legitimacy.

Over the centuries the Church has, in a sense, canonized the relationship of religion and politics. Among the saints, the Church venerates many men and women who served God and their communities through their generous commitment to public service. 
In our own times such figures as Robert Schuman and Alcide de Gasperi, founding fathers of the European Union are being considered for sainthood.  

Perhaps the most impressive example of the saintly politician is Saint Thomas More, who was proclaimed Patron of Statesmen and Politicians in the year 2000, and who gave witness by his martyrdom to what the late Pope John Paul called «the inalienable dignity of the human conscience».[John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Motu Proprio Proclaiming Saint Thomas More Patron of Statesmen and Politicians, 1] 

Though subjected to various forms of psychological pressure, Saint Thomas More refused to compromise, never forsaking the «constant fidelity to legitimate authority and institutions» which distinguished him. He taught by his life and his death that, in the words of the late Pope John Paul II «man cannot be separated from God, nor politics from morality».
Of course there have been negative aspects of the blurring of distinction between church and state. The influence of one on the other has not always been positive.

We recognize in European history that many political struggles were inflamed by religious differences.  Today one might think of the continuing tensions in Northern Ireland as the most recent manifestation of the powerful conflicts which racked Europe in the post-reformation period resulting in veritable wars of religion.  

The French Revolution and the Enlightenment, however inimical to the institutional church, did nonetheless establish the separate sovereign spheres of church and state, even though institutions such as the Church of England somewhat blur that distinction, hearking back to an earlier polity.

In Italy calls for a “Free Church in a Free state” – the rallying cry of the Risorgimento did not find generous acceptance on the part of the Papacy which saw the unifiers of the Italian state as plunderers.  Nevertheless within a century, by the time of the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s, not only had a mutually beneficial concordat been signed, but the Pope’s moral authority on the world stage seemed to increase in direct proportion to his loss of political authority as head of state.

Stalin’s jibe, “How many divisions has the Pope?” was exposed as the ultimate naivete in 1989 when the Communist empire collapsed, shaken to its very foundations by a Polish Pope.

In fact the de-politicisation of the church, through its loss of the Papal States has seen it achieve a new degree of moral authority with which she never ceases to address (whether heeded or not) not only the ancient states of Christian origin in Europe, but many newer democracies who look to the Papacy as providing a moral compass.  Evidence of this was the turnout of heads of state and government at the recent funeral of Pope John Paul II.

It is only with the hindsight of history that we see apparent loss (as in the case of the Papal states) as being proividential.
I would go as far as to say that never has there been a better balance, allowing church and state to speak to each other with respect without any suggestion that the church is trespassing on territory in which it is not competent to speak.

Today it is a new battleground which is emerging. No longer do religion and politics clash over borders and land.  Instead they clash at a more subtle, but more important level, in the realm of rights and responsibilities.

Politicians need to avoid the temptation to believe that a popular mandate gives them the right to reconstruct natural law, bestowing rights which are not within their gift to grant, while at the same time, church leaders must not fall into the temptation to use the pulpit or the cathedra to pontificate on matters which are properly those of the state.

Therefore I do not, as a bishop, feel an outsider to the public discourse we know as politics.  While the Church would frown on its clergy militating in party organisations, it positively encourages the active engagement of all, clerical and lay faithful, in promoting the common good – which is surely the ultimate raison d’etre of political activity.

Today, I should like to go beyond the normal – some might say predictable – discourse on social justice and right order, and place my reflections, at least initially, in the controversial context of modern, first world society and its growing prosperity. 
What are the religious and political consequences of wealth?

I’ve chosen as a title for these few reflections, “Prosperity with a Purpose” – borrowing shamelessly from a document of the same name published earlier this year by CTBI – Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, the UK-wide ecumenical body of which I am one of the Presidents.

I suppose as a Church leader, I might be expected to start from the biblical perspective that “Money is the root of all evil”.  As with all biblical texts, it is dangerous to quote a verse out of context or to turn a verse into a doctrine.

I can imagine that some, may be somewhat wary that I will start out by denouncing usury as a sin calling to heaven for vengeance.

Well I’m not going to do that!

Have we changed our tune, then, I can hear you ask?  What happened to all that “It is easier for a rich man to pass through the eye of a needle,” teaching? Is the Church going soft? 
Well the answer is yes and no.

Rather than “change our tune” I would prefer to see our changing perspective as a development in the Church’s understanding of the role of money in society.

Usury is normally defined as taking interest on a loan, but what was really being condemned, historically, by the Church was not a controlled, mutually beneficial agreement, which we would now recognise as a personal loan or a mortgage.

Rather, what was being condemned was what we would now call “money-lending” – in other words the provision of funds to people in dire straits at colossal rates of interest with the end result that they sunk further and further into misery, debt and despair.

It’s interesting to note that even in the old Mosaic Law of the people of Israel, a cloak given as a pledge for money lent had to be given back at night to avoid the owner suffering from the extremes of temperature.  Even then, the whole issue of lending and interest was hedged in by sensitivity to human dignity.
And it is that sensitivity to human dignity which is at the heart of a modern Christian approach to politics, finance and prosperity.

I suppose I could sum up the core of our social theory as this: “Any financial benefit should not be at the expense of the poor”.

Does that put the Church on the right of the political spectrum, in a kind of Berlusconi-esque compromise with capitalism? Or does the Church rest more comfortably in the soft left Blairite hinterlands?  
I think neither is accurate.  

It is for the Church to propose what she sees as being most in conformity with right order and the common good, and in doing so she cannot be pigeon-holed in crude political terms.

The document, to which I referred earlier, Propserity with a Purpose, fleshes out the religion/politics relationship in a very contemporary and refreshing way.  I really do commend it to you.

Written ahead of the general election, it had some pertinent things to say to politicians, but it also deals more broadly with the whole complex world of macro-economics, world trade and financial structures.

For example it calls for this Government to commit 0.7 per cent of GDP to aid for developing countries. This was in fact identified by the Scottish Bishops as one of the priority issues for voters ahead of this spring’s general election.

Our statement read: “In a world where a child dies every 3 seconds and over 100 million children do not go to school we urge all political parties to accept a binding commitment to meet the 0.7% of gross national income as aid target by 2010.

“In the UK, international aid is currently only half this figure. The funding

of debt relief should be additional to our aid commitment and should not

have economic policy conditions attached other than those which ensure

transparency and good financial accounting.”

I am glad to say that the progress achieved by the leaders at the G8 summit in July went some significant way to achieving the objective we, as church leaders, set out some months earlier.
In terms of the political realities of the Western World, I think the key phrase in the CTBI document is this: “The thinking of all the mainstream denominations on the socio-economic issues of the day has converged around one key proposition: that under the right conditions, economic growth can serve God’s purposes.”

To many this may seem an obvious statement, but in terms of the development of Christian thought, it represents quite an achievement.  There has been a tendency among some Christians to view the world of finance – as well as the world of politics – indeed the whole market economy,  as somehow tainted, as inimical to Christianity and an inappropriate arena for a Christian to operate.

This document puts an end to such notions.  
In doing so it builds on a similar statement published about 10 years ago by the late Pope John Paul II, entitled “Centesimus Annus” in which he wrote: “On the level of individual nations and of international relations, the free market is the most efficient instrument for utilising resources and effectively responding to needs ... the Church recognises the legitimate role of profit as an indication that a business is functioning well. When a firm makes a profit, this means that productive factors have been properly employed and corresponding human needs have been duly satisfied.”
However neither I, nor the late Pope, nor CTBI offer unmitigated re-assurance and praise for the capitalist conservatism of most centre-right political parties.
Addressing prosperity is one side of the coin; the other is tackling poverty.

One of the most welcome elements of new political thinking is a thorough exploration of the concept of “poverty” in a modern context.  
Examining the scriptural references to “the poor”, one notes that the biblical use of that term clearly encompasses a wider definition than plain destitution… Many people who may not see themselves as poor are nevertheless anxious, bitter, lonely, tired and sad.  A different kind of poverty – and hence a different kind of social injustice – present themselves in all these conditions.  Poverty is not exclusively a matter of economics.

I have learned some of these lessons since coming to Glasgow, simply by observation.  I have found a leitmotif running through my preaching: that alongside material deprivation, cultural poverty is an equally grave menace to the well-being of our society.  And underlying it all is spiritual poverty.

This understanding of poverty, leads one to consider the responsibilities of differing agencies in tackling it.

Here I would make a clear distinction between the role of Churches and Government.  For too long religious groups have infuriated politicians with what might be seen as their “meddling” in the minutiae of economic policy and industrial relations.  

I, on the other hand, have no hesitation in agreeing with “Prosperity with a Purpose” which states quite clearly: “It is the responsibility of those engaged in politics to reconcile the outcomes of the market economy to the demands of the common good…” While adding: “In a religiously plural society, every faith community will want its own input into that process and will want to emphasise the importance of a holistic approach that does not neglect the spiritual dimension.”

This acknowledges that politicians and not Church leaders have competence in the area of macro-economics, while leaving the door open for faith communities to contribute their ideas, insights and principles.

Such innovative – and some would say controversial ideas – are not lacking from the churches.
For example “Prosperity with a Purpose” states that there is “a reasonable case” for a higher rate of taxation on those earning three or four times the average income in the interests of social justice just as “there is a reasonable case for removing those on half the median income from income tax altogether.”

I make no comment on such assertions other than to say these seem to me points worth debating.

Another controversial point relates to environmental issues. 
The old left - right, red - blue battles of the cold war are over. A new colour has entered the ring – green.

Prosperity with a Purpose offers a wake-up call to those Christians who consider environmental issues to be peripheral or optional…  “The pretence that there is no problem is grossly irresponsible and unethical,”  it says.

On this issue the document is perhaps at its most radical, in proposing a systematic and long-term raising of carbon fuel taxation and major investment in long term research into clean and safe alternatives to fossil fuels.  

“The world has to take responsibility for the world,” it states.  
One can hardly disagree.

Indeed the understanding that “I am my brother’s keeper” has underpinned much of Christian social teaching for centuries. And it is that sense of  responsibility for society and its well-being that can lead to conflict between the worlds of church and politics.

This is very clear in situations of criminal injustice, where the denunciation of human rights abuses by Christians - clerical and lay - is a duty rather than an option.
But there are other areas where the sense of common stewardship leads the Church to enter the political fray.

Thus in Spain in recent months, the bishops have not been afraid to take to the streets to manifest their legitimate democratic right of protest against a usurping of the institution of the family.

In the Philippines several years ago, it was the late Cardinal Sin of Manila who mobilised millions of people to protest against corruption and illegality at the heart of government.

And of course, Pope John Paul II did more than anyone to undermine communism, convinced that its deficient anthropology and inherent atheism were a menace to the good of individual persons and the world at large.

Such extreme situations saw the Church at loggerheads with political institutions. 
These do not, however, represent the normal modus operandi of Church and state. Indeed it would be a sad reflection on religion if its only means of contributing to the body politic were through demonstrations, placards and megaphones.

At other times a more subtle form of engagement is called for.  I think, for example, of the recent efforts by the Catholic Church to have a proper recognition of Europe’s cultural roots inserted into the prologue to the new European Constitution.

This intervention, criticised by many as “partisan” was in fact simply a request for the acknowledgement of reality.  After much pressure from religious representatives, the governments of the EU came up with an amended preamble, which was still far from satisfactory.
The only concession is a grudging reference to this continent’s “religious and humanist heritage”, and to the “spiritual fervour” present in its history. The original version of the preamble spoke of Europe’s Greek and Roman heritage and mentioned the Age of Enlightenment, without breathing a word about the contribution of the Jews, Christians or Muslims to European civilisation. 
The new version dropped the mention of Greece, Rome and the Enlightenment, but refers only to Europe’s “cultural, religious and humanist heritage”. 
As the veteran commentator on French affairs Alain Woodrow put it:

“To reduce Europe’s religious traditions to a “heritage” or “spiritual fervour” takes little account of the millions of believers for whom cathedrals are more than architectural treasures, the works of Bach more than sublime music and the notion of God not merely an empty myth.”

Those who wanted the constitution to recognise Europe’s religious past were not asking that the document should include a profession of faith, even less were they nostalgic for a return to some mythical theocracy, they simply wished to correct the text’s incomprehensible amnesia. 
How can one build the Europe of tomorrow if one ignores the debt owed to Judaism, to Islam and especially to Christianity? These religions have structured European society and provided the building blocks of European culture and civilisation.
Hence, in the face of such clear revisionism on the part of the drafters of the Constitution it was appropriate for religious voices to make their views known – something which I did myself through the pages of various newspapers and journals.

I wrote: “This is no minor omission. It is an extraordinary attempt to write the name of Christ and the Christian Church out of the consciousness of the new Europe.  As such it is a profoundly dishonest re-working of history.

For when this Greco-Roman civilisation was threatened by the inroads of barbarism and the Roman Empire itself lay largely in ruins, it was the Christian Church which salvaged the inheritance of Greece and Rome, sowing in its ploughed soil the seeds of a new civilisation.

The Christian Church was called on to provide civil administration and its courts, justice.  Its monasteries collected and reproduced classical literature; its canon lawyers studied and developed Roman law and helped shape the legal systems which govern Europe today.

Its church builders adopted the canons of classical architecture and brilliantly developed them. How many great cathedrals and basilicas of Europe demonstrate their allegiance to Greece and Rome while majestically soaring beyond the achievements of the Athenian Parthenon or Roman Pantheon.

Its universities – among the most ancient of which are Papal foundations (including in Scotland, St Andrews, Glasgow and Aberdeen) – ensured the continuation of ancient culture and through its schools developed not only philosophy and theology, but also law and the humanities.

Greek patterns of thought and philosophical distinctions were adopted by the great fathers of the Church, both east and west, and used by them in their explanations of the doctrines of the faith. Even today knowledge of Plato and Aristotle as mediated by the medieval scholastics is essential for an understanding of Christian philosophy and anthropology.

Indeed the Enlightenment itself, which is spoken of with admiration by the draughtsmen of the new European constitution is nothing if not the daughter of the Renaissance – a golden age which saw the flowering of Christian humanism. 

Europe owes a great debt of gratitude to the Jewish people too. The spiritual insights of the great prophets of Israel, its history, and its incomparable psalmody mediated by the Christian Church, became a well of inspiration for saints and scholars. We need also to pay due tribute to the Muslim influence on philosophical thought, architecture, medicine and mathematics.  

To deny all of this spiritual heritage – as the draft preamble does - is an act of cultural vandalism.”

I stand by those words today.

Indeed I see the controversy over the European Constitution – albeit it was a debate we lost – as model of how religion and politics should engage with each other … through argument, reason, reflection on historical precedent and civilised public discourse.
Today’s event is a model of how that relationship might develop further.  I commend the organisers for their foresightedness in offering this forum for discussion, and hope that through the continuation of such dialogue, religion and politics might continue to serve the common good.
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