Toward Cordial Witness among Muslims: A Response by John Goldingay
Well, you will gather that I am only standing here because Fuller was scraping the barrel and was finally reduced to dredging up me to talk about something concerning which I know nothing.  But at least I am British, and it is a privilege to be here in the company of Ida Glaser, from whose paper I have learned much.  It has drawn attention to the way the cross of Christ and our taking up the cross is designed to be at the center of our witness both in the content of what we say and in the way we go about that witness.  Ida’s account of some of the history of relationships between Christianity and Islam reminds us that this is a matter of the way we are perceived in light of history and not just of our personal intentions.  I don’t know if Muslims know about the cross as a sign of Christian attacks on them, but I do know that for many Jews the cross is a sign of persecution not a sign of our self-sacrifice.  So while talk of taking up the cross is appropriate to our own reflection and our talk among ourselves, talk about the cross to members of these other faith communities may be a different matter.  I don’t mean we should not talk about Jesus dying for them; we must of course do that.  But Ida has reminded us that we have to think about the way we talk about Jesus dying for us.
She has drawn our attention to Luther’s seeing the Turks as the instruments of God’s wrath as well as the devil’s servant, to be fought through repentance and prayer.  That suggests one or two insights to me.  
First, I assume that part of the significance of the actual existence of Islam as a post-Christian religion is that it is an act of God’s judgment on the church.  It was the sad state of the Christian Byzantine Empire that opened up to Islamic Arab armies the conquest of the Mediterranean and the Middle East, the heartland of Christian faith in the early Christian centuries.  The Arab conquest was a theological fact as well as a political one.  The attitude of Islam to Christianity today, and the position of Islam in our own world and its increasing influence, are also acts of judgment on the church that drive us to repentance.  Yes, Islam is the instrument of God’s wrath.
There is then some grievous irony in the point that Ida noted, that the conduct of those armies, which were both Arab and Islamic, mirrored that Christian fusion of church and empire in the Byzantine period.  
Now when we witness for Christ, most of us here do so as people from the U.S., or (in our case) from Britain.  When we give that witness we may not primarily see ourselves in that way, as U.S. or as British people.  We see ourselves primarily as believers in Christ.  But we are people from the U.S. and from Britain, citizens of the last great European imperial power and the first great American imperial power, and in the twenty-first century that has an effect on our witness.  Ida has referred to Luther’s getting the separation of church and state right, but for many Muslims the notion of the separation of church and state may be odd, and we discovered when we had a groups of Muslim scholars here in Fuller three or four years ago that when they look at us they do not see a separation of church and state, or at least of religion and state, any more in the U.S than in Britain.  Our claim that religion and state are separate is implausible.  
Incidentally, Ida added that while Luther got the separation of church and state right, he didn’t get cordiality right.  A question that occurs to me about these two days of lectures, however, rather than about Ida’s paper in particular, is whether cordiality is a biblical virtue.  As far as I can see, Jesus was not very cordial, and neither was Paul.  They were aggressive, straight-talking middle-eastern guys.  I also wonder about whether our standard portrait of Jesus and his forgiveness is oversimplified.  After all, Jesus declared that there were people his Father would not forgive, and he seemed OK with that.  Indeed, he speaks of how he himself will disown certain people before his Father.  The cross is not always Jesus’ or God’s response to Jesus’ enemies.  This is not an argument for us attacking people who oppose God; that is God’s business.  But in the twenty-first century Christians do need to come to terms with Jesus’ own toughness and with God’s toughness.  Cordiality is not a biblical virtues, but in our cultural context we might decide that we need to be more cordial then Jesus and Paul.
But back to church and state.  I like commenting on the irony of the fact that European countries often have formal links between church and state but no substantial links between the two, while in the USA the opposite obtains.  Here church and state are separate but religion and state, specifically Christian religion and state, are deeply interwoven.  And to a Muslim that may seem a distinction without a difference.  It was an avowedly Christian president and an avowedly Christian prime minister who decided to make war on the large Muslim country of Iraq; they did so after praying for guidance to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We as individual believers may wish we could dissociate ourselves from that, but we can’t.  We share in responsibility for those decisions made by our elected governments even if we do not agree with them.  That is an aspect of democracy.  And even if that were not true, we share in the perception of us as British or U.S. citizens by members of other religious communities such as Islam.  As Ida noted, we cannot draw very sharply the division between the personal and the political.  
As a Britisher living in the USA, in the twenty-first century I have to look at the questions this raises through post-colonial spectacles.  Most Muslims in Britain are there as a result of various kinds of shady policies by Britain as a Christian country.  Many Muslim countries are aware of having been part of Christian European empires and of now being under the dominance of the imperial economic power of the USA, another country whose leadership explicitly sees itself as fulfilling a Christian calling and seeking to do God’s will.  But as the Islamic world looks at the culture and life of the Christian world, in the USA and in Britain, it is offended at our materialism and immorality.  
All this is complicated by political considerations.  The day before I write saw the collapse in Dallas of a legal case against the Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development that had sent $12 million to charitable groups that built hospitals and fed the poor in Palestine.  The president had frozen the charity’s assets on the grounds that it was associated with Hamas (so the NY Times October 23, 2007).  Now maybe it was in some sense a terrorist organization; but the U.S. action nevertheless in practice further reduces the credibility of Christian witness to Moslems.  Last year in Britain, the prime Minister supported moves to hinder Muslim women from wearing the full veil (so the NY Times October 22, 2006).
All this makes it very hard for British or U.S. churches realistically to see ourselves as having a witness to give to Islam or as having credibility in doing so.

 Once again, our relationship with Islam is a bit like our relationship with Judaism.  As the past makes it hard for Gentile Christians to witness to Jews, so the past and the present put obstacles between the witness of Western Christians to many Muslims, even though it is marvelous that for many Muslims God is not letting who we are speak more loudly than what we say.  But in this context, one aspect of taking up the cross involves recognizing that our lives witness more loudly than our words.  Can we witness to Muslims, cordially or confrontationally?  

If it were not the case that there are Asian and African believers in Jesus to witness to Muslims, it would be intolerable to suggest that Westerners cannot do so, but fortunately there are also those non-Western believers in Jesus to witness to Muslims, and one aspect of our job as Westerners is to support them.  Our taking up the cross involves this act of self-denial, of granting that we may not be able to give this witness ourselves but that we can facilitate its being given by others.  This goes against fundamental U.S. instincts, because it is deep in the U.S. psyche to do things ourselves.  One of the attractive strengths of the USA is that it is a can-do culture.  It is thus precisely acknowledging that we may have to focus more on supporting other people in their witness that constitutes our taking up the cross, our denying ourselves, because it doesn’t come naturally to us.  But it is also an appropriate aspect of expressing our penitence for what the church has been in the past, and what the Christian West is at the moment, in relation to the Islamic world.  It is an appropriate way of our putting into practice a confession of our dispensability, and an appropriate way of responding to the fact that God has abandoned the church in the West.
That observation of Luther’s about the Turks suggest a related insight in this connection.  There is something else we could do and should do, and that is put our own house in order.  (At first I typed “put our own hose in order,” which at the time, when the fires were raging, would have been quite a good idea.)  
In understanding the relationship of the people of God to the world, the model of “mission” dominates Christian thinking.  But for most of scripture “mission” is not the inspired model.  The God-given model in most of scripture is that God reaches the world by so blessing the people of God that the rest of the world wants to seek the same blessing.  For most of scripture the model for mission is centripetal not centrifugal.  It involves the world being drawn to the people of God, not the people of God going out to the world.  
I suggest that this is the model for the church in Britain and the USA in our day.  As it is often put, our job is to be an alternative community, an embodiment of what humanity is supposed to be, which can draw the world to it.  I have noted that at the moment the Moslem world is inclined to view us as materialistic and immoral.  They may or may not have noticed that we are also militarist, self-indulgent, individualistically self-centered, xenophobic, and heartless.  And at the moment, in the USA, at least, we as the church are just a baptized version of the secular community, with most of those same characteristics.  I am not sure what is the case in Britain, because I have been out of there too long, but I would not be surprised if the situation is similar.  
Our priorities, attitudes, and culture are broadly similar to those of the secular community.  In the USA, this might not have been so bad fifty years ago when the culture was not so sick, but the culture is now very sick, and so is the church.  Once again, there is thus little about the Western church to commend Christ to Muslims.  As the Kairos document quoted by Ida suggests, our job is actually to become the church, and then let God use that as a means of drawing the Muslim world.
A friend of mine in a Muslim country, who is there to serve Christ, was recently relating the hardships of Ramadan.  I asked here why she didn’t observe Ramadan.  She was horrified at the idea.  It would mean not eating or drinking all day.  That looks like taking up the cross to me.  Two other friends of mine in another Asian country are helping rebuild community facilities in a Muslim area devastated by natural disaster earlier this year.  That looks like witness to me.  
Not for a moment do I suggest that Muslims do not need to come to acknowledge Jesus as Lord and Savior, nor do I suggest a moratorium on mission.  Jesus is Lord of all, and it is therefore important that Muslims come to acknowledge Jesus.  But the strategy for achieving that needs to take into account the burden we as the church in Britain and in the USA bear for the sins of the past and the sins of the present.  Yes, we need to take up the cross.
