From Scotland

BEYOND RACISM AND
SECTARIANISM: ISRELIGION THE
PROBLEM OR THE SOLUTION?

By Duncan Forrester

It is a particular pleasure for me to give a lecture in honour of the late Eric
Abbott. | think the title for my lecture — Beyond Racism and Sectarianism —
relates to one of his abiding interests, making this Housst(iihsteAbbey),

in the words carved on his tombstone, ‘a place of pilgrimage and prayer for
all peoples’. ‘Erics aim’, wrote Robert Runcie, ‘was to relate Aiey to

the profoundest needs and aspirations of the modern world and to proclaim a
message of reconciliation’. In undertaking this task, he had, according to his
close friend Eric James, a ‘vision of thiebey as a great church in which all
guesting men and women, irrespective of faith and race would ‘see Jesus”.
And so | hope what | have to say would be recognized by him as attempting
to engage with very central concerns of his, which are matters of continuing
and ugent relevance to church and society in these isles.

Racism is clearly an increasingly serious problem in many paBstafn.
Racist attacks and even murders are a major law andissderin most of
our cities. Major institutions have been accused agaith again of
institutionalised racismAsylum seekers are treated agrablem, and the
crisis of global terrorism has led to deep suspici@ome quarters of citizens
or visitors fromAfrica, Asia and the MiddI&ast.The British National Party
appears to be in the ascendant, arsdime places black Britons feel insecure
as never before. Many Britidfluslims feel threatened on a daily basis, and
in some of the minoritgommunities there is much angencertainty and
confusion.Today itis not only in Northern Ireland that sectarianism and
religious bigotry exacerbating diérences among Christians and using
Christianrhetoric, continue to lead to violence, fear and anger

Sectarianisrhand religious bigotry in Scotland hit the headlines in no
uncertain manner nearly three years ago when James Macpitié@ably
Scotlands greatest living composemd a pious Romadatholic, declared
sectarianism and bigotry to be ‘Scotladhamein a lecture at Edinbgh
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International Festival. Prejudice was, declared, still directed at Roman
Catholics, so that ‘There is stilyen todaya palpable sense of some threat
and hostility to all thing€atholic in this country®. And more recently the
debate wabroadened when RoweAashad, the Director of the Centre for
Racial Equality and an equal opportunities commissioneStmtland,
declared that Scotland serfs from a'polite and insidiousracism’. ‘We
must,” she said, ‘start listening to people who encouwaigism every day
and tolerate discrimination in silence. It is timestop treating ethnic
minorities as victims in need of help, and to steetiting them as equal
citizens capable of shaping the Scotlantbaforrow’? There is a worrying
upsuge of Islamophobia, and warious parts of the countrincluding
Edinbugh, mosques have betemched and Muslims intimidated or attacked.

Accordingly in this lecture | want to address the question of homuaxe
beyond polite and genteel — or impolite and aggressieetarianism, racism
and bigotryto examine what insights anesources Christian theology and
the churches might be able tdeaf not forgetting the contribution of other
faith communities and alwayemembering that religion in many contexts
worldwide is probablgtill more part of the problem than part of the solution.
For the sakef today and tomorrow we need to learn how to deal with the
pastAs Michael Lapsley from Northern Ireland said in Soéffica:

Many societies have tried to bury the past. No sociehjstory
has succeededoo often, victims have beconmctimisers of
others... Our challenge as a nation today ibreak that chain.
We cannot allow our memories to remgaping wounds, which
imprison and dehumanise us.

In this lecture | want to focus on the healing of memoriedntpertance of
truth and fogiveness, the role of the churches, the neeélebrate diversity
and the central process of reconciliation.

The Burden of the Past

The past, our memories, our history ought to be something in wiéch
delight, for these memories define who we are. But only too ditepast
is not only a burden but a constant spring of bitternesaiager Often our
stories define uagainstothers, or we airbrush thoado are diferent from
us out of our stories. Some memories makenasidlin or bitter Other
memories, other storiesfiafmn us and tell usvhere we belong and for whom
we are accountable.
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It is not only in Ireland that bitter memories make the past a buhden
divides communities and still has the capacity to evattestructive rage.
A kind of genteel sectarianism and prejudice wédely assumed in the
Scotland of my boyhood. Most of it was basedignorance rather than
deep-seated intolerance and suspichmd the fault was not entirely on
one side, although | think the power&d entrenched majority has to bear
the major weight ofesponsibility And today we must link racism with
sectarianism adominant forms of exclusion and humiliation of the other
of thosewho are significantly dferent.

A few years ago when the late Donald Dewar came to New College, Egfinbur

to announce to the assembled press and the television cameras that the Scottish
Parliament would meet at first in what is an integral part of the New College
buildings, the Gener&lssembly Hall of the Church of Scotland, he moved
nervously to and fro, anxious it seemed that the statue of John Knox within
the quadrangle should never come into the frame. In this determination not to
identify in any way the new Scotland with the particular past typified by the
statue of Knox, Dewar exemplified a remarkable recent sea change in Scottish
culture and consciousnesEhat statue of Knox was erected in the late
nineteenth centunyas the inscription on its plinth declares, ‘by Scotsmen
who are mindful of the benefits conferred by John Knox on their native land’.
The Reverend lan Paisley has been known to come to pay his respects to the
statue of John Knox — | nearly said, worship at the shrine of John Knox! Now

it seemed, the new Scotland was to be entirely secular and the religious past,
with all its glories and its horrors, was to be erased from mespegifically
because it was seen as divisive.

Besides, the icon of John Knox has always excluded those whaeate
difficulty in seeingthat story astheir story | vividly remembertaking a
class of mainly Presbyterian students to mass d&dinbuigh Roman
Catholic Church. In the discussion over feefafterwards one of the
parishioners rather surprised the student:mbgtioning the statue of Knox
in our quadrangle, and saying, ‘fiad what that statue stands for alien,
threatening, unattractive. It még your storybut it's not our story

We need to possess, and sometimes heal, our hiastwiynot fogetit or
disown it as if it had not made us who we are. ‘The pastiiliam Faulkner
wrote, ‘is not dead and gone, it iseven past®lt is certainly not past in
Loyalist areas of Belfast, with huge muralstbe gable ends showing King
Billy on a rearing chayer at the Battleof the Boyne and the slogan,
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‘Remember 1690'. Nor is it past iDrogheda, with all its memories of
Cromwell’s depredations. Or idverpool, Bristol, or Glasgow with all their
involvement with theslave trade, which we whites have for the most part
forgotten. But thgast has not been consigned to oblivion for any ofes.
need tdearn how to handle it.

We have two — or rather several — stories of Britain and Irelemint and
divergent memories of the past, some of them gopmy and bitteiWe
have seen, and are seeing, in Northern Irelangarts of Scotland, and
many other places in these isles how stohiestories, memories of the past
can become more and more distiantl opposed, without touching places.
And such conflictingnemories fuel misunderstanding and even hostility
One of the thingsve should have learned from Northern Ireland is the
importance andhe necessity of the healing and reconciling of memories.
The pastannot, and must not be, ¢mtten. But memories must be healed
andreconciled if the past is to be a resource for the future.

Today in the newmore pluralist Britain, we have an additional task and
opportunity —.attending to and integrating the memories of the New Britons
in their various groupings with the older store of memoviésneed to blend
together and where necessary reconcile the rich and varied memories of Britons
old and newFor Britain is more diverse and plural namd British identity
cannot be basical§nglican, Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, or even Christian.
Britain should be a land in which people are bound together by sharing their
pasts, their fears and their hopes, and rejoicing in their rich diversity

Some living memories are painful, bittgitoomy and divisiveThey haunt

and disable us, and set us against one another — memaories of the Irish Potato
Famine, of Cromwel§ invasion, of the Battle of the Boyne, of the nineteenth
century Highland Clearances, memories of being at the receiving end of
oppression, exploitation and prejudice, memories of being victims. Sometimes
we hang onto these memories of being victims long after the reality has changed
radically The victors and the comfortable usually find it easy tgdgrbut
sometimes, even in prosperity and contentment, we still define ourselves as
victims and continue to rage against our ancient oppre3s$w=e are living
collective memories of the past, and sometimes of the very recent past, which
are bitter and call out for healinfhey need to be faced; there must be a
healing of memories and a facing of the truth of totiieye must be fgiveness

and reconciliation if past divisions are not to haunt and cripple us in the present.
Memories cannot be simply set aside, ogétten to orderas we face the
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future and strive to build an open, rich and diverse communégling of
memories is quite diérent from fogetting.We need to learn how to make
the past, the storyhe memory not a burden and a source of bitterness and
division, but a joy and a resourd&e need to see @i#rences as precious,
wonderful, open and welcoming rather than threatenifegieed to discover
how to rejoice in our rich diversitgnd enrich one another with ourféiences.

Truth Telling

Memories are potent, for good or #lgain and again we find thgast, the
story, the memories a burden rather than a joy ame$aurce. How can we
see diferences as precious, wonderfehriching rather than threatening?
How do we rejoice in our ricliversity?And we have hardly begun to
glance at the memories of thther when the other is a Muslim or a Hindu,

or a Pentecost&lhristian of Caribbean origin, whose ancestors were slaves.

In SouthAfrica they are still going through a healing of memoriethim
new kairos after their apartheid past, with all its entail of violeaicecities,
wounds and bitternesghey have been engaged in what

Desmondrutu calls ‘the dificult but ultimately rewarding path destroying
enemies by turning them into friendS'he issues of guitind of retribution
are not avoided or disguised, but they are put wihimoader frame and a
fuller understandingAbove all, the truth musbe faced and moral
responsibility accepted.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission held hearings througtiaut
country under slogans such as ‘Revealing is HealingythrtheRoad to
Reconciliation’, and ‘Thdruth Hurts, But Silence Kill§; inviting people
to tell the truth, and listen to the truth of otherstfierhealing of memories,
for the redress of &nces, for th@vercoming of animosities and the lies
that hostility engenders, aathove all, quite consciously for reconciliation.

An old woman tells of the disappearance of her fifteen year olgesans

before. She had heard he had been tortured and killedvégtied to know
the truth, what had happened, who had killed herawthwhereThe only

redress she asked for was to know that they wers; Then she could
forgive and turn to the future.

Top generals of the old Special Branch and Aney approached the
Commission to enquire whethdrthey accepted responsibility folfiat of

atrocities, killings and illegalities, that is, if they told the trtitare was a
possibility of amnesty: a tricky question, because clieaveness is no
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forgiveness at all, and outrages the memory ofuitéms. But the
Commission was entrusted with the power to geantesty where clear
penitence is expressed in a willingness to makétution, even if lagely
symbolic (the dead cannot be brought bazkife), and where amnesty
serves for the healing of memories in tiaion.

The former President,\W.de Klerk, declared before the Commissiditte
National Party is prepared to admit its many mistakes of theapalsis
genuinely repentant...and we have gone on our knees li&fdremighty

to pray for his fogiveness® And when PresiderMielson Mandela visited a
hearing of the Commission dlohannesbgrthe subject on which evidence
was being given weedrocities committed by thfrican National Congress
uponsuspected dissidents in exile in Lusakhe ofences of the victors
too need to be taken to the bar of truth, brought into the ogdesglihg and
reconciliation are to be possible.

Truth telling is vitally importantThe truth can exorcise memories which

are based on lies. community that is founded on lies cannot survive in
harmonyWe need to speak truth to one anotlaad we need our leaders

to tell us the truth. But it is not only religious believers, of course, who
care passionately about the truth. Michaglzer reminds us that in 1989
huge crowds gathered in Prague behind banners emblazoned with the one
word, Truth. ‘They were not marching in defence of the coherence theory
or the consensus theory of truth. Perhaps they disagreed about such theories
among themselves; more likely they did not care about them.’ But the
demonstrators wanted ‘to hear true statements from their political leaders,
they wanted to be able to believe what they read in the newspapers, they
didn’t want to be lied to any moré&.We also want and deserve to hear the
truth from our leaders, secular and religiolise truth may sometimes be
acutely uncomfortable but it is vitally important, for a society founded on
lies, even ‘white liestannot last or flourisithe truth can exorcise bitter
memories, especially if fgiveness is also asked for

The imperative for religious people is to live truthfulpnd to speak
truth to powerWe should seek to speak from the deepest insights of our
faith, and to address the powers with courage and directArdswe
should do more than speak; w&nessto the truth, and seek to express
in our lifestyle the truth we speaknd when that happens, we find that
the truth is healing.
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That remarkable and puzzling figure, Mahatma Gandhi, called his
autobiographyThe $ory of My Experiments withr@ith.* Truth, for him,

was not simply a matter of true or false propositions; itseasething to be
lived and lovedAnd the truth that is lived was foim the surest foundation

for politics and public life, especially insaciety that was bitterly and deeply
divided on a religious and cadiasis.The struggle for truthfulness was a
kind of spiritual disciplinepringing one$ own life-style into conformity
with the truth onspeaks and proclaims. Gandhi saw himself as a witness to
the truth,and sought to influence others to walk in the ways of truth both in
public and in privateThe two were for him inseparable.

But Satyagraha or truth-force, was more than a non-violent method of
achieving political ends. Its record of achieving freedom with minimal violence
and in binding together the community in the struggle was not only a way of
achieving independence, it was also the beginning of a process of nation-
building and reconciliation which had great significance in the initial framing
of the Republic of India after GandhideathSatyagrahdackled, with some
success, the purification of India from untouchability and the excesses of the
caste system. It sought to bring together in a context of truthfulness the often
hostile religious and caste communities of India. It did not treat India as simply
an innocent victim of imperialism; India too had to be purified, disciplined
and renewed if it was to be fit for independence. It is not surprising that
Satyagrahaexercised great healing influence not only on the civil rights
struggle in the Unitedt&tes, but in movements for independence throughout
Africa and parts ofsia. It should be more influential than it is today
Forgiving

The Soutt\frican experience with theruth and Reconciliatio@ommission
points to the public importance of foveness. Hannahrendt made the, to

her, surprising discovery that Jesus Christ Wasone who discovered the
central role of fagiveness in human lifé.She believed that this ‘sprang
from experiences in the small addsely knit community of his followers,
bent on challenging thpublic authorities in IsraelThe significance of
forgiveness anceconciliation, which lie at the heart of the Christian message
andChristian moralityis to be exemplified in the life of the church.

It is not easy for political leaders to apologize and say soalfheugh
Tony Blair did just this in relation to the Britishovernmens actions, or
rather inaction, in relation to the Iristotato Famine long, long after the
eventAnd a great opportunity teay sorry was missed when the Queen and
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Prince Philip visitedresden fifty years after the blanket bombing of that
great city by thdRAF. And it is no easier for a collectivity or an individual
to forgive. But when it takes place, fgiveness can be deeply healing, as
thesetwo true stories suggest.

Mary McAleese, the former President of Ireland, tells the stoGastion
Wilson:

GordonWilson was a man so practised in the discipline of love that when his
beautiful daughter Marie died, hard and cryeliythe slaughter that was the
Enniskillin bombing, her hand in his as she slipped ateywords of love

and fogiveness sprang as naturally to his lips as a shélgés are drawn to

its motherHis words shamed us, caught Ugyofard . They seemed so fifrent

from what we expected and what we were usedttey brought stillness

with them.They carried a sense of the transcendent into a place so ugly we
could hardly bear to watch. But he had his detractors, and unbelievably his
bags of hate mail. How dare youdore, they shouted®hat kind of father

are you who can fgive your daughtes killers? It was as if they had never
heard the command to love anddioe anywhere before. It was as if they
were being spoken for the first time in the history of humanity and Christ had
never uttered the words, ‘Fatherdire them for they know not what they
do.’As one churchgoing critic said to me on the subject of Govditson

‘Sure the poor man must have been in shdakf to offer love and fagiveness

is a sign of mental weakness instead of spiritual stréagth.

Another true story was taken frobhe Tmesin March last year byonathan
Sacks, the Chief Rabbi, in his wonderful bddie Dignityof Difference.

‘Laura Blumenfeld is a your@merican Jewin 1986 her father rabbi, was
visiting JerusalemWhile walking in the Old City he was shot by a Palestinian
terrorist. The bullet missed his brain by half an inch. Seriously injured, he
survived. His daughtehowever could not foget or fogive. Years laterby

then a journalist, she travelled to Israel, and without disclosing her identity
befriended the family of the gunman and began a correspondence with the
terrorist himself, now in jail. Not knowing that he was speaking to the v&tim’
daughterthe father of the gunman explained why his son shanaarican
stranger: ‘He did his dutfvery Palestinian must do fthen there will be
justice.’Another son added: ‘my brother never met the man persoltally

not a personal issue. Nothing personal, so no revenge.’ Laura writes in her
diary, ‘the heat was rising in my face. It was personal. It was personal to me.’
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She attends the terroristrial and persuades counsel — still withewealing
who she is — to let her give testimor@n the witness stanghe finally
discloses the fact that she is the vicirdaughter and thahe has come to
know the gunman and his family so that they carep#rsonal face to the
family of the injured man and understand tthegre is no such thing as an
impersonal victim of violence. In thmiddle of her cross-examination, she
is interrupted by another voice:

A woman stood up at the back of the courtroom. She blurted &uiglish,
in a loud, shaking voice, ‘I fgive Omar for what he did.’

Forgive? It was my motheiThis was not about fgiveness, didi’she
understandThis was my revenge.

‘And if the Blumenfeld family can fgive Omat, my mothercontinued,
‘it’ s time for the &te of Israel to faive him.**

The Churches: Problem or Solution?

‘We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us
love one anoth&mwrote Dean Swift® Sectarianism and racism are ‘destructive
ways of dealing with diérences® And the churches and other faith groups
have a huge responsibility for encouraging or allowing the growth of
sectarianism, which is in contrast to the deeper insights of Christian and other
faiths. But the churches have also shown themselves capable of responding
vigorously and déctively to the challenges of sectarianism and racism by
presenting a working model of a community which celebratérélifce and
cultivates charity'Time and again we have been remindedifes Jonathan
Sacks, ‘that religion is not what the European Enlightenment thought it would
become: mute, mginal and mild. Itis fire —and like fire, it warms but it also
burns.*” Those who tend this fire have the responsibility for ensuring that it
enlightens and warms rather than destroying and consigning to the flames.

The Secon®atican Council rather daringly declared:

By her relationship with Christ, the Church is a kindaérament
or sign of intimate union with God, and of the undf all
(hu)mankind. She is also an instrument for dlchievement of
such union and unit}

The wording is unambiguous in suggesting that the Church iscatésl
to be, an exemplification of a kind of community which Goténds to
encompass all humankind, and of which the Church is tisdoe an
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instrument, helping to bring such inclusive community iexistence as
well as providing a preliminary manifestation ofliheterm ‘instrument’
suggests that the Church has a servant role, hedpihghe overcoming of
ancient hostilities and the establishmerthefkind of reconciled community
in which human beings mdipurish together in love and justice.

The Uppsal&ssembly of thaVorld Council of Churches in 196&lopted
similar language, declaring that ‘The Church is bolsjdeaking of itself as

the sign of the coming unity of mankin@'lt wasincreasingly emphasised
that the ‘sign’ was ‘a calling and a task’, remmething that was already
complete and perfect, fully expressedthe visible ChurchThe Church
could only become an instrument fore healing of the nations ‘as a
community which is itself beingealed’. Despite its divisions, which so
often in fact reflect anéxacerbate the divisions of the world, the Church
may be ‘theforetaste of a redeemed creation, a sign of the coming unity of
mankind, a pointer to the time when God shall be all irfall.’

These are vast and daunting claims made for the Church. It isan be
anticipation of God Reign, an earnest or down-paymengbling people

to glimpse and experience the authentic flavo@ad’s Reign, cherishing
and respecting the preciousfdiencesamong human being$he church

is called to be an exemplacgmmunity existing for the sake of the world.
And more, it is to ban instrument, not so much for bringing or building
God’s Reign asor spreading throughout human society the values, social
structuresand attitudes which are characteristic of the Reign of God, which
is still to come as gift and as grace in its fullness. But the Churcisjmg
such language, is committing itself to being a commuwitich seeks to
follow and exemplify the kind of inclusive fellowshipat was characteristic

of the disciples and others who gatheseaund Jesus. Only thus may it be
a sacrament, sign and instrumehthe unity of all humankind.

And heres the rub: churches are usually far better at preseth@mselves
as fellowships of moral achievers than as communitiésrgiven sinners
whose message is about the availabilityoofliveness and reconciliation,
communities that celebrate diversifyhe rhetoric and the reality of the
churches often are at odds with careother There is a necessity for the
church to exemplify its messagfdt is to be taken seriouslhand for that
message to be one of trutiealing, reconciliation and trust rather than
respectability oboundary maintenance.
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Unless churches and faith communities diedént traditions and idifferent
contexts can demonstrate that they are committed to a eostlgnriching
process of reconciliation among themselves, taynot expect the broader
public to take their rhetoric akconciliation serioushyAnd we all need to
learn a new modesty age seek unity and exercise the ministry of
reconciliation that halseen entrusted to us. For all of us it is easier to love
the neighbouwho is like oneself than the stranger who i$addnt. But we

are allcalled to love the stranger and celebratéedéince and diversity
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