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'The Word of Life'

It has been a good week for the Church of Scotland and a great week for the minister of Morningside, The Right Reverend Dr. Derek Browning, Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. I know, because he told me three times during the week, how much it had meant to him to see the great crowd of Morningside friends in the public gallery of the opening day of the Assembly: and how much it meant to him to know that you were all there for his sake and to support him.

The theme chosen for the Assembly of 2017 was “The Word of Life”. It was the theme for Heart and Soul in Princes Street Gardens. I know that several of you were at heart and Soul, which is a great celebration of the life of the Church and of a whole cluster of groups and organisations in some way associated with the church. There was music and entertainment and quizzes and worship and cake. I managed to visit some of the stalls that I have links with: the Boys’ Brigade, Embrace the Middle East, the World Mission Council, and the excellent Dunfermline Abbey stall. 

But no-one was interested in where I was: all eyes were on two groups starting one from each end of the Princes Street Gardens and moving through the crowds in opposite directions. One was the group of the Queen’s High Commissioner, Princess Anne – always called “Your Grace” during the General Assembly. Shed made a great impression during the week and many will remember her opening and closing speeches: although the most fun was the surprise – to her at least – showing of a film clip of Princess Anne visiting the General Assembly for the first time when she was nineteen years old in the company of her Majesty the Queen.

The other group, moving in the opposite direction, and attracting nearly as much attention, was the Moderator and his party and Derek was loving every minute of it. He was posing for innumerable pictures, listening to heartening stories about the Church of Scotland and the World Church, leading the closing worship, and trying to overcome the Youth Assembly Moderator in a Great Assembly Bake-off challenge (he did not!). 

“Word of Life” was the theme of the devotions led by the Moderator each morning. I can’t tell you how many people were saying at the end of the week that these daily devotions would be their lasting memory of the Assembly. You would expect them to be carefully prepared and so they were. You would have expected them to be elegantly worded and so they were. And there was a spirituality in them from which every one of us benefitted. I was glad that Dr Browning was in the chair when the news came through of the horror of Manchester. He found just the right words and just the right tone.

The main business of the General Assembly is debate and discussion and decision. The Moderator chairs this but does not take part in the debates. You can see a summary of the whole week at the Assembly on BBC2 tonight at 1030. How refreshing it is to see many of the Youth delegates taking a full part in the discussion. How inspiring it is to share in the singing of a thousand voices – not least a thousand voices singing metrical psalms unaccompanied. And how happy I am to be able to tell you that this General Assembly was, I think, the least unpleasant Assembly I can ever remember: and I have no doubt that part of the credit for that goes to the Moderator.

The Assembly is always much improved by the presence and participation of delegates from partner churches all across the world. This year they were perhaps more quiet than usual. But there was a telling contribution from my friend Sylvia Haddad, who is a Lebanese Palestinian Christian. I was interested in the debate she took part in: a debate about how to mark the centenary of the Balfour Declaration, a letter written one hundred years ago which has had such a fateful effect on life in the Middle East. It has brought great benefit to Jewish people but great misery to Palestinian people. Later this year the UK government will mark this anniversary. As you can imagine this was of interest to me since I have just returned from a visit there. I was glad that the General Assembly urged the Government to take account, when marking the anniversary, of the costs involved for the Palestinian people.

The debate which created the most publicity was the date about same-sex partnerships, as it has been for several years now. How is it that the Church of Jesus Christ says so much about a subject of which he spoke so little? There was a sense this year of movement. Two important things happened. One was that the General Assembly has invited the whole church “to take stock of its history of discrimination against gay people and to apologise individually and corporately and to seek to do better”. Not before time. The other is that discussions can now begin about legislation to allow Church of Scotland ministers to officiate at same-sex marriages: something that I will be glad to do when it is permitted.

One of the great moments of the General Assembly is the Sunday morning service at St. Giles, when the Moderator preaches. Again the theme was Word of Life: this time Derek chose the word “Hope”. Listen now to the ending of that fine sermon

In the days ahead in our General Assembly, and beyond them in the General Election, hope will remain an inconvenient challenge. Each one of us has our agenda; each one of us has our world-view, and our blind-spot. If God’s rainbow of hope is set within our hearts and homes, our Hall and Church, our community and country, it will be a profound challenge. We may be broken up or we may be broken down because of our prejudice and ignorance and partisanship and unwillingness to collaborate, and our swiftness to judge. The Church needs to become a porous community within our nation. Through our sometime brokenness, from our porous Church, with its open windows and doors, the light and the rainbow of hope will arc out into the world. Our hope is to become an example of what is possible when people agree that wealth and poverty, age and gender, race and sexuality, strength of faith and strength of doubt are not barriers but bridges; not storm clouds of judgement but rainbows of hope.

Hope is not the fluffy option; a wistful, hand-wringing exercise for the incurably unrealistic. There is a cancer alive in our world today. It can be heard in the voices of those who feel they have been ignored. It can be seen in the faces of those who no longer find a place at the table, in public life and in church life. It can be seen in some aspects of populism that see a vote as a protest without considering the consequences. It can be seen in the rise of extremism which is filling the spiritual and ethical places of life where some educational and political philosophies have spent so much time defining what they are not and what they are against, and failing to make clear what they are, and what they are for. It is heard in fake news and alternative facts; aren’t they what we used to call lies and deceit? All these, and more, are there to be seen and heard in our often bleak world. We should be coming in – with our message, God’s Word of Life that is Hope.

The world is in transition, it always is. We are not watching its collapse but its recreation. The Church is in transition, it always is. An American colleague has said the Church is not dying; it is reforming. John Cleese said in the film Clockwise: ‘It’s not despair I mind; it is hope I can’t stand.’ Hope challenges our fatalism, which is why it is so unsettling.iv Paul, preaching in the Areopagus in Athens, seeing the altar to the unknown god, tells the crowd of the God He knows, revealed in Jesus, making all people one nation, who also seek after God, “in the hope that they might feel after Him and find Him. Yet He is not far from each one of us.” Hope, a Word of Life. As Jonathan Sacks, former Chief Rabbi wrote, “All I know is that the greatest achievement in life is to have been, for one person, even for a moment, an agent of hope.”
