The Bible and Human Rights- Canon Nicholas Sagovsky – 11 June 2008
Introduction
What a significant day to be thinking about addressing human rights. A day when the House of Commons is debating extending time limit for arrest without charge to 42 days in terrorist cases.

Human rights can be viewed as a response to human wrongs:


Terrorism (not a result of actions by sovereign states)


Persecution (actions of states)- leading to refugees fleeing that persecution


Oppression (actions of those in power)

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) is the primary document most people around the world think of when they think about human rights- but there are other documents such as the European Convention on Human Rights. Reading the UDHR is inspiring- and there is a clear Christian input. Try reading it!

There is much debate about how to read the Bible. How far does it support human rights? Consider the issue of slavery – slavery is not condemned – and because of that Christians for many years did not view it as wrong. It took a great deal for many Christians to change their position. Yet nobody here would promote slavery now. We need to debate how to interpret the Bible in our own time.
To understand the origin of human rights we need to take a journey into the past. We also need to recognise the difficulty in defining exactly what human rights are. One way of doing so is to think about human rights as being the right way to treat people.

There are two historical strands to consider:

· The Christian strand - which can be traced back to the Bible- and which is based on the dignity of the individual who is made in the image of God; and

· The secular strand - which is the dominant one today.

In 1998 the UK introduced the Human Rights Act, and now all legislation has to be compliant with that Act.

If we look backwards in history, …

In 1950 the  European Convention on Human Rights was agreed.

1948 was the landmark year when the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was signed in San Francisco.

The 19th century saw struggles for the Rights of Man- encompassing the political, civil, economic and social spheres. The church by and large opposed these movements.

The French Revolution (1789) – which was secular in origin – was concerned with the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Its well known strap line was Liberty (from oppression), Equality and Fraternity (we might say solidarity).

The American Revolution (1776) was to a large extent Christian inspired. One of its central tenets was the freedom to express Christian belief as people wanted.

A less known movement in the Middle Ages, inspired by Bartolomé de las Casas, concerned itself with the rights of indigenous peoples in South America.

Prior to that, Aquinas concerned himself with ‘natural rights’ – in contrast to liberties. Things that it was right for every human being to have. The right to  life, food, shelter, clothing and marriage. He derived these rights partly from the Bible, and partly from Aristotle.

So what does the Bible say? Not much about rights, but a great deal about righteousness.
Rights are about right relations in society. The Bible’s first concern in about right relationships with God.

Justice- is something people ‘do’, and involves obedience. It is personal- and is exemplified by how God ‘rules’ the world. It is certainly not impersonal- the impersonal nature of some relationships gives momentum to the idea of identifiable  ‘rights’.

God is expected to do right: 

Shall not the judge of the earth do right? (Genesis 18:25)
Those in authority are expected to do right:
Endow the king with your justice, O God (Psalm 72)

The whole people are expected to do right:

Appoint judges and officials for each of your tribes in every town the LORD your God is giving you, and they shall judge the people fairly. Do not pervert justice or show partiality. Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and twists the words of the righteous.  Follow justice and justice alone, so that you may live and possess the land the LORD your God is giving you. (Deuteronomy 16:18-29)

The marginalised are to be defended:

Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves,  for the rights of all who are destitute.  Speak up and judge fairly;  defend the rights of the poor and needy (Proverbs 31:7-8)

What is the right? Can we accept the version of it in the Human Rights Act?

Right starts from the wrong. How often Christians have defended the wrong! Think about slavery and Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Marches; capital punishment is still very much a hotly debated issue.

Rights start with a positive view of human dignity. As Christians we believe everyone has value because they are made in the image of God. Corollaries of that are that humans should:

· be able to flourish as God intended;

· be free to preach the gospel;

· have enough of God’s provision to survive and flourish;

· have equal freedom to flourish (think about how Jesus related to women);

· the right to express solidarity.

But There are hard issues in our day which we need to address, but which the Bible does not deal with, or does not do so comprehensively. Issues such as:

· Homosexuality. Should homosexuals have an equal right to express their sexuality, or should this be forbidden by law? (Remember Oscar Wilde.) And what exactly would rights cover here? The right to marry? To have children? In making a decision about the right to have children, do we also need balance the child’s right to be raised in a family with a male and female parent? How clear is the Bible on the issue? There is no doubt that there are strong statements about promiscuity (heterosexual as well as homosexual). But Jesus himself is silent on the issue of homosexuality, and we should be wary of drawing a conclusion from silence. 

· The beginning of life. Current issues centre around stem cell research and the right of sufferers for a cure for their condition; abortion and the right of the pregnant woman to choose whether to proceed further with her pregnancy. These revolve around the question of when is a foetus a human person- at conception? Or at a certain developmental stage? The Bible can’t really help us here. These issues were not even thought about- although it is clear that it conveys the idea of life as God’s gift. (Note: the idea that the Bible had nothing to say on this matter was challenged in questions later, when there was a lively debate focussing on Psalm 139: 13-16.)

· The end of life and the right to die. The decision to end one’s own life can be a very unselfish act, after rational discussion. Laying down your life for the benefit of others. It can also be prompted by not wanting to be a burden on others. Do we have to suffer, if we have an incurable disease? Technology has given us the ability to extend life further than we used to. If we have a right to die, what about people who feel pressured to make that decision, or the disabled? We speak about rights arising from relationships. Rights can be easily be lost and good relationships should protect people’s rights.

The Bible gives us a vision of a renewed society where there is justice, and the ‘right outcome’. The Kingdom of God extends to the environment. The Bible teaches us, as far as possible, to work within structures (e.g. the rule of law). Jesus did this- and we know that the Romans proved to be very brutal.

Conclusion
The Bible give us the basis to participate in the debate both about:

· Human rights (e.g. today’s debate on 42 day detention) and how human rights can be for the good of all

· How to read the Bible- on some issues, people’s understanding of the Bible’s teaching has changed over the years (eg on the rights of people not to be slaves).
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