Talk by Bishop Michael Ali Nazir 4 March 2008
Discussion of faith is ‘popping up all over the place’ suggests an increasing awareness of faith in our daily lives. Research suggests this is because spiritual awareness is an innate part of being human.

Faith has a social dimension. Religion means that which binds people together. All societies have underlying beliefs which shape them and inspire their laws, institutions, customs and values.
Does democracy and the welfare state do away with the need for faith? Does democracy provide complete legitimacy for the State?  No. So many questions raised by legislation cannot be resolved by appealing to public opinion e.g. beginning and end of life issues, mental capacity and health. There is a need to appeal to moral and spiritual values.  The Welfare State does not address many of the real needs of people e.g. loneliness and belonging.

Faith as prophetic
In certain circumstances faith has been about challenging society- speaking out on behalf of the weak and powerless, the oppressed and the poor. The Abrahamic religions have a lively sense of the prophetic dimension to faith.  Both Sikhism and Buddhism reject the caste system, as do certain movements in Hindiuism.
The prophetic dimension isn’t always benign.  It can go wrong.  It’s as well to admit that Religion in all of its aspects can and does go wrong.  But religion is not unique in that regard.  Patriotism can go wrong when allied to chauvinism.
Religion can and does cause conflict- again that is not unique – the major conflicts of the 20th century were caused not by religious but by overtly secular ideology: Nazism, Stalinism.
Faiths need to be accountable to one another at the bar of world opinion
However we do live in a world where faith has to be accountable; hence the reason for dialogue.  If that happens it’s a plus.  Choosing to ask questions of each other rather than trying to resolve our problems on our own.  Christianity and Islam are both mission orientated faiths.  The close proximity of Muslims and Christians in the UK brings opportunities for collaboration but also for conflict.  Christians and Muslims need to talk about their differences.
Relationship of faith to the State
What is it? 

What should it be?

In the UK laws and structures were formed by a Christian framework.

In Pakistan the laws and structures were formed within a Muslim framework.

Need to take account of how these frameworks affect the laws and structures etc.

A Muslim state can be one where the state enables someone to be a good Muslim but coerces no-one to be one.

There is a temptation to think that a Theocracy would be the best form of government. But Theocracy will fail because we are not God.

In many societies intermediate institutions such as guilds have an intermediate role between the state and the individual.

Government by consent
Elements of faith can often be used in participatory politics e.g. elderships, or consensual decision making in Afghanistan
Relationship of faith and law
Law must have a moral force if it is not to be tyranny.

Legal systems were often influenced by moral traditions.
How does law making today take account of religious conscience?
There is a huge conflict between English law and some aspects of Shariah law e.g. bigamy, divorce, laws of evidence, custody of children.

Believers bring moral codes to bear on moral life- rather that jurisdictional.

Faith and conflict
Need to think about the ‘justifiability of conflict’ and the idea of a ‘just war’

Jihad has a sophisticated tradition, but it is often portrayed in a crude way.

There is a need for Christians and Muslims to discuss the ideas of a ‘just war’ and jihad to enable them to agree a mutually acceptable way forward in conflict situations

Questions
What is the biblical undergirding for what you have been saying?

Ideas of human dignity, equality and liberty

Need to see things beyond the utilitarian- humans are created in the image of God

Unless our ideas of justice are informed by the presence of the One who is Just and from whom justice is derived then they can turn into ideas of retribution and revenge.

Can you say something about gun and knife crime?
There are lots of people working on the streets as Street Pastors.

Need to strengthen the family- lots of problems arise because of dysfunction in the family
