HOMILY for CHRISTIAN UNITY SERVICE, January 24th., 2010
“You are witnesses”

You will certainly know by now that the theme for this year’s Unity Week is “You are witnesses” and is based on the story of Christ’s Resurrection.
Let’s begin with that word “witness”.   In the Greek of the Gospels the word is “martus”, which also means “martyr”.   That’s interesting.   Wouldn’t it be funny if in the Crown Court the judge said “call the first martyr!”

I have to say my share in Christian martyrdom has been very slight.   Once during my time in Rome, when wearing my clerical collar, I was shouted at by a man on the opposite platform on the Underground:   “Parasite of the Vatican!” and he spat contemptuously on the line.    I smiled back, remembering to turn the other cheek – but then there were two tracks of electrified railway between me and him.

There is the famous story of the Dominican friar Father Vincent McNabb who turned up week after week at Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park to take on all comers.   “What would you do if someone said you were going to be burnt at the stake for the faith?” asked a heckler.    “I would probably deny the faith immediately,” was Father McNabb’s reply.    We’ll come back to him later.

If the martyrs experienced faith to the very full – “if they experienced punishment as men see it, their hope was rich with immortality” [Wisdom 3], then the fact remains that no witness can be a witness without experiencing.   The Scriptures are full of false witnesses, from the puppets brought in by Queen Jezabel as she determines to take Naboth’s vineyard, to the trial of Jesus, and the trial of Stephen.    And, fatally and to show their falsehood, “their witness did not agree”.

There is something creepy about trial without jury – remember the Diplock Courts of Northern Ireland?   One may accept the necessity – the trial cannot proceed to the truth because the jurors may be ‘nobbled’.   Even worse is a trial without witnesses, of which there have been many, from Iran to Cambodia.    Some are afraid to witness because, if they were witnesses, they would become ...  martyrs, which is why the protection racket still runs riot in Naples and in Sicily.

The ecumenical movement is 100 years old this year.  It derived from a missionary congress in Edinburgh – which is presumably why the Scots have been asked to contribute the material to this year’s service booklet.   In Edinburgh they asked each other:  do we really want to export our divisions to other continents, the developing world?   Is that our witness?      

Then the movement lurched through one world war, and later another, through the formation of committees and councils which might seem to be exercises in cotton wool politeness, but which still sought to make all Churches sensitive to the question of unity.   There have been high hopes and setbacks:  in 1999 the Catholic and Lutheran Churches signed an agreed document on Justification, of all things;  just imagine if they had been able to do so 480 years earlier!    Then there is the, to me, worrying phenomenon of very hard-sell evangelism especially prevalent in South America.    We have a Gospel to proclaim, indeed, and we are witnesses, but let us remember we are witnesses above all to the Resurrection light.   And that is a gentle light.

In Psalm 77 we read the verse:  “The things we have heard and understood, the things our fathers have told us”.   What we receive from our ancestors is indeed important, but we also depend on what we make our own.   We are not passive spectators.
In my own Church there was, perhaps, a tendency to rely on a certainty passed from age to age.   St. Cyprian, long ago in Carthage, said:  Ubi Petrus, ibi Ecclesia – where Peter is, there is the Church.     I think I know what he meant, but it has tended to create a situation where there were two identical templates:  Rome, and the Church.    Such certainties are very easily preserved when we are hidden behind our protective walls.

But then there came Blessed Pope John XXIII. who called the Second Vatican Council.   He had been nuncio – ambassador – in Istanbul, and had experienced, seen, at first hand the Churches of the East.

In Vatican II’s document Lumen Gentium – “The Light of the Nations” – there is a telling phrase.  It does not say that the Catholic Church is the Church.   It says:  “the Church of Christ subsists in the Catholic Church”.   And what does that mean?   Well, just possibly they chose a verb which does not admit of an obvious interpretation in order to avoid overtight certainties.    “Subsists in” is sometimes taken to mean:  ‘There is nothing which Christ has given which is lacking in the Catholic Church, but some of it is not immediately obvious’.    You only have to hear a lot of Catholics trying to sing to realise that there, to go no further, is something which very much “subsists” rather than “is”.

Tomorrow we celebrate the Conversion of St. Paul.   As the ardent Jew Saul, he was once a kind of living cloakroom for the false witnesses who stoned Stephen:  they put down their cloaks at his feet.   “Has Christ been divided?” Paul indignantly asked the Corinthians, and later:  “no doubt there have to be divisions among you to show who are the approved ones” [1 Cor 11:19], and here, for “divisions” he uses the dreaded word “heresies”.   

But maybe we can consider this differently.   Maybe the divisions which do exist among us – let us be honest – point to the breadth, the kaleidoscope of God’s truth and love.    This is so great that it can only be absorbed from the widest possible vantage point.    Not just “what our fathers have told us”, but what we have heard, and seen, and understood, often in others.

Do any of you sing the hymn Gather us in?    No, not the modern American one.   The one by George Matheson, the Scottish preacher who wrote O love that will not let me go.    In his hymn he tried to square the circle in bringing together not just different denominations, but different faiths:
“Each sees one colour of thy rainbow-light, each looks upon one tint and calls it Heaven.

   Thou art the fullness of our partial sight;  we are not perfect till we find the seven.   Gather us in”.

It is very striking that Matheson used this image of the prism, the seven colours of the rainbow forming one white light – because, notably, he was blind.

To return to Father Vincent McNabb.   He was the tenth of eleven children – they don’t do that nowadays – born in County Down, near to Downpatrick itself, where Saint Patrick lies.   He was once asked how as an Irish Catholic he could justify working in England.   He replied:  “I love Ireland like a mother, and England like a wife”.

That should apply to us all.   We all have our birthright, our inheritance, our mother in the Church.   We were probably born in it, and baptised in it.   But we are also called to a second relationship, a marriage, as it were, different, formed not in childhood but in adulthood, formed by equals, not by parent and child, and formed not from the “things our fathers have told us”, but from what we experience, in truth, in love ...  and in witness, our martyrdom.
