Challenges facing the Church
Nexus Exhibition, SECC Glasgow, August 23 2007

Ladies and gentlemen

It gives me enormous pleasure to be able to deliver this address at the first-ever Nexus event here at the SECC.

I can say that with very real sincerity. 
Two years ago I was privileged to speak at the opening of the Scottish Christian Resources Exhibition at Ingliston. It was a fine occasion and an excellent venue, but, dare I say it, this year promises to be even better! 
Firstly because the exhibition is flanked by the vibrant displays of churches “reaching up”, “reaching in” and “reaching out”  - an inspiring manifestation of Christian commitment and creative evangelisation. 

The second reason I say that this year’s event promises to be better than before (and I say this is an adopted Glaswegian rather than a native of the city), is that I am glad to see the exhibition “coming home” to Glasgow, and I hope you will all invite many of your friends and fellow parishioners to come here over the next few days and recharge their spiritual batteries.
The title for this talk is deliberately wide-ranging.  “Challenges facing the Church today”.  I wish to offer a broad sweep of the current situation of the Christian faith in our culture, give an honest assessment of our current challenges and draw inspiration for the future.
Firstly then, who are we? Or better, what is the Church, since we identify ourselves in this way?

Well, the Church is a community of faith. It does not exist in isolation but within a context of people who at any one period demonstrate strong or weak community characteristics.

The Church necessarily has and manifests institutional characteristics – but is not alone in so doing. It takes its place in society as an institution among others, whether these be political, legal, commercial, educational – whatever – and must necessarily inter-relate with them; influence and be influenced by them in both philosophical and social terms. 
The Church exists as the bearer of a message, teacher of a way of life and the guardian of a whole corpus of inherited wisdom which inevitably impacts on the culture of its own adherents and upon those with whom it and they engage.
The Church has a missionary spirit since it recognises itself as sent-out with divine authority to teach all nations.

In the course of history it has been welcomed and resisted; sought after as the ally of the state and persecuted as its adversary; regarded as the leaven of society or execrated as a baneful influence.  We have experienced it all.

As St Paul notes in his second letter to the Corinthians: “We are treated as deceivers and yet are truthful; as unrecognized and yet acknowledged; as dying and behold we live; as chastised and yet not put to death; as sorrowful yet always rejoicing; as poor yet enriching many; as having nothing and yet possessing all things.”  (2 Cor: 6, 8-10)
These varied experiences of the ecclesial community (or communities since in the same age different experiences may characterise different parts of the Universal Church) – these experiences arise from the prevailing societal cultures and are affected by the philosophies and ideologies of the day.  
In each age and place they present the Church with challenges – challenges to its identity, its integrity in terms of both faith and practice, and its fidelity to the Gospel.

I think it is fair to say that the Christian Church in Scotland today, qua Church, is facing greater challenges than at any point in its recent history.   I say that because I sense a subtle shift has taken place in the society in which we are called to be the leaven

Our culture is characteristically secular. It does not manifest a religious spirit – on the contrary it demonstrates a purely rational mindset, with the empirical sciences tending to dominate the academic agenda.  
It connects with a sociology which is dependent on statistical evidence rather than on philosophical argument – For example it does not argue from natural law considerations when addressing the composition of society and the role of the family.  
It is a culture which stresses the importance of the individual and his/her rights over against the concept of the common good to which all must contribute.
And in moral terms these rights are those which a democratically-elected parliament grants to individuals, against the notion that rights are the correspondents of natural duties which we all owe to one another by dint of our membership of the human family whether nuclear or societal – which those elected are required to defend and serve.

The Roman family had its household gods and in a sense we had until recently our own in our shared values. The secular individual has his or her own god made in their own image and likeness in the sense that they choose their own invented or borrowed values.  If there is a religious dimension it is likely to be peculiar to that individual.
The fact is that religion is rarely absent in one manifestation or another from this model since most people demonstrate a “religious sense” though it does not always have as an object a transcendent being to which one is accountable.
The secular individual may be compared to Pilate, not because he condemned Jesus but because he assumed an authority over his own actions, an autonomy which Jesus confronted with the words: “You would not have any authority over me unless it were given to you from above.”

The secular individual is very conscious of his own autonomy, whereas the erstwhile citizen sees himself or herself primarily as a member of a community whether civil or religious.

This prevailing culture is often spoken of as “post-modern” and in religious terms, “post Christian”.

This cultural shift is quiet, slow-moving, unobserved – but certainly profound in its reshaping of our whole social context.  I believe it has two significant characteristics which are related: disengagement and fragmentation.

Disengagement is manifest in almost any area of life you care to mention (with the possible exception of leisure and shopping – though I’m not so sure of that!)
Take for example membership of Trades Unions. Thirty years ago more than 12 million Britons were union members. Today membership is about half that number.  Of course social and employment conditions have changed, but something more subtle is also at work … as Richard Hyman, professor of industrial relations at the London School of Economics points out: “Being a union member has ceased to be the social norm, and a new generation has grown up who not only are not trade unionists, but whose parents have never been in unions either.”
Does that not have a familiar ring to it?

Change just a couple of words … “a new generation has grown up who not only
are not church-goers, but whose parents have never been in church either.”
And does that not extend to work also: a whole generation has grown up of which many are not at work but whose parents were not working either.

Whether as a result of circumstance or choice we could map a similar decline in membership of the political parties, cultural societies, clubs, community councils, youth groups … whatever.
All of this involves a loss of the sense of community – of togetherness, of belonging. 

Largely as a consequence, but itself contributing to this new social culture is the fragmentation of society. The family is fragmented; local communities are; there are perhaps ever-increasing differences in the social classes in respect of their lifestyle and expectations across the city. Life expectancy and health patterns differ greatly, district by district, as statistics illustrate. Drug and alcohol dependency mask a poverty of spirit which is truly disturbing. While we must not exaggerate these cultural phenomena we cannot at the same time ignore them. They describe the social context within which the Church – and other institutions – must operate; therein arise our challenges.

One of the prime challenges which the Church has to face today lies in the communication of its message to people both outside and within the Church who are immersed in a culture that is both post-modern and post-Christian.

With the vast majority of Scots uncommitted to Church attendance the Church has to rely in the main on secular means of communication, and the media, generally speaking, are unsympathetic to organized religion, as they are unsympathetic in the main to all institutions, defensive only of their own, largely commercial, interests.

And to compound the difficulty, the Church, or should I say the Churches, do not speak with one unambiguous voice. 

They seem unable to respond clearly and authoritatively to the actual questions asked today which typically are in areas of ethical principle and practical morality 

We are rarely challenged these days in the public forum over revelation; the mystery of the Tri-Une God; the Divine nature of Christ; redemption; life after death; bodily resurrection; the articles of the Creed.

Instead we are challenged daily in areas such as medical ethics; respect for human life; bioethical limits; education; the status of marriage; the appropriate response to homosexuality; the just war theory; the morality of nuclear weaponry; globalization; third world debt; relations with Islam; immigration and a variety of other topics.

I would say that it is precisely in our inability to face many of these issues as a coherent and united community of Christians that we are at our weakest.
Insofar as we cannot offer common witness to the right to life or the sanctity of marriage, or any of the other issues of the day, we in fact give counter-witness, damaging the claim of Christianity to be the conscience of the nation.

It is here that we see the connection – the nexus – between the challenges facing us “ad extra” and those we must face up to “ad intra”
For if our voice is fragmented, discordant and sometimes self-contradictory, is it any wonder that secular society fails to pay heed to our calls?

It was 25 years ago this summer that Glasgow experienced its most important religious event of recent times, when Pope John Paul came to Bellahouston Park.

Of course the event was a dream come true for the Catholic community, but I believe one of its most lasting fruits was in the boost it gave to the ecumenical movement.

Who can forget the memorable peroration to the Holy Father’s sermon on the hillside: “We are only pilgrims on this earth, making our way towards that heavenly Kingdom promised to us as God’s children. Beloved brethren in Christ, for the future, can we not make that pilgrimage together hand-in-hand, “bearing with one another charitably, in complete selflessness, gentleness and patience,” doing all we can “to preserve the unity of the Spirit by the peace that binds us together”? (Eph. 4, 2-3) This would surely bring down upon us the blessing of God our Father on our pilgrim way.” (John Paul II Discourse at Bellahouston, June 2 1982)
Those words are etched into my memory as I look back on that day, and have been repeated countless times over the last quarter century as an encouragement to us to never flag in our determination to work towards full organic unity.  This is surely a challenge still worth facing.
Meanwhile we can face it by giving common witness and it is here that other words spoken that day continue to be extremely relevant to Christians of all stripes. Prophetic words …

“We find it harder to follow Christ today than appears to have been the case before. Witnessing to him in modern life means a daily contest … As believers we are constantly exposed to pressures by modern society, which would compel us to conform to the standards of this secular age, substitute new priorities, restrict our aspirations at the risk of compromising our Christian conscience.” (ibid)
And in words which ring more true today than ever, he said: “The spirit of this world would have us capitulate on the most fundamental principles of our Christian life. Today as never before, the basic doctrines of the Faith are questioned and the value of Christian morality challenged and ridiculed. Things abhorred a generation ago are now inscribed in the statute books of society! These are issues of the utmost gravity to which a simple answer cannot be given; neither are they answered by being ignored. Matters of such magnitude demand the fullest attention of our Christian conscience.” (John Paul II Discourse at Bellahouston, June 2 1982)
Surveying the cultural horizon in 2007, I am struck by the accuracy of those words delivered in 1982.  I am also struck, and I say this with sadness, by how ineffective we appear to have been as churches together in rising to this challenge of the age.

And so, where do we turn for help?  

As Christians, the answer is instinctive. Whatever our failings, whatever our challenges, whatever our questions, we turn to Christ.

Ultimately, therefore, I suppose the challenge facing the Church today in Scotland is one of witnessing to the truth; a witness which involves individual members of the Church. 
Truth however is not a mere set of rules, or a sacred text. It is not simply faith in the Gospel but rather in the content of that faith and that Gospel – namely  the Word made flesh, Jesus Christ himself.

Again I quote to you some words of the late Pope John Paul, this time for his message to mark the 550th anniversary of the foundation of Glasgow University:

“In the end the truth to which all learning looks is the truth of the human person created in the image of God.  The fullness of that glorious truth is found only in Jesus Christ, who, in well-known words of the Second Vatican Council, “fully reveals man to man” (Gaudium et Spes, 22)
His life defines the way that we ourselves must try to behave, despite opposition, misunderstanding, and even at times persecution - though apathy can be one of our greatest challenges. 
Our underlying challenge then, is the challenge of faith itself, and it challenges the Church as a community since it challenges each of its members.  It is the challenge of revelation – I mean the revelation of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

It is expressed by Jesus in his question: “Who do you say that I am?” (we might call that the “theological question”) and in the injunction “Love one another as I have loved you” – the moral imperative.

The great theologian Hans Urs Von Balthasar speaks of Christ as “the concrete categorical imperative!”

He explains that Christ is “the universal norm of ethical action applicable to everyone", who "empowers us inwardly to do the Father’s will together with him" [Hans Urs von Balthasar,A Theology of History (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), chapter 3 ]. 
For while we need to be generous in recognizing the many achievements of our society in the fields of medicine, education, commerce, we need to point out the growing loss of respect for human life and the family, the dependency of so many on addictive substances, the damage done to the human and natural environment and the ill-effect of globalization on the poorest of the poor.  Truly creation , in St Paul’s words, groans in a common travail until the sons of God are revealed.

Or in the words of Pope John Paul in his first encyclical letter, Redemptor Hominis, Man’s Redeemer, “the visible world which God created for man and woman — the world that, when sin entered the world, ‘was subjected to futility’ — recovers again its original link with the divine source of Wisdom and Love,” in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Redemptor Hominis 8)
Restoring that link, is the first and most imperative challenge facing the Church today.  
It is one from which none of us may shrink.

Thank you 
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