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Heresy Creative and Holy

Sermon Preached by I. Selvanayagam at the FCI Day Eucharist, on 6 Oct 07

Readings: Deut. 4:1-8; 1Tim.1:3-11; Jn. 17:11-26

Introductory Remarks

I have been publicly pronounced a heretic a few times by conservative and fundamentalist presbyters and preachers. Of course some later realised this was due to a misunderstanding. Last year, recommended by one of the retired bishops, the bishop in Birmingham diocese presented my book Relating to People of Other Faiths: Insights from the Bible to the retired bishops. After browsing through the book, one bishop declared it was heretical. But the bishop who had recommended asked him to read it fully and carefully. Then he heard him recently saying it was enlightening and transforming! Therefore I have chosen to deal with the odd subject of heresy.

You will be surprised to know that after all, heresy is not a bad thing as far as its use in the NT is concerned. In the NT a group, party or sect was defined by the Gk word hairesis (Acts 5:17, 15:5, 26:5). Paul was accused as a heretic or a ringleader of the sect of Nazarenes (24:5, 28:22). Paul uses the term to indicate a ‘new way’ (24:14). It is also used to denote division and lack of love (1 Cor. 11:19; Gal. 5:20; Tit. 3:10). Peter uses it for destructive heretics, false prophets and false teachers, disowning the very Master who redeemed them (2 Pet.2:1). Further, Jesus’ warning against false claims and misleading teachings (Mt. 24:4) is to be borne in mind. Paul warns against erroneous doctrines (1 Tim. 1:3; 6:3) which were against the foundation of following Jesus. For him sound teaching is living by faith and with love (2 Tim.1:13). When the congregation in Corinth was confused by teachings on unnecessary law codes and rituals, Paul tells them  ‘Maintain the tradition handed on you’ (1 Cori.11:2) and he exhorts the Galatians to reject any other gospel he had preached (Gal. 1:8).

In the light of the above connotations of ‘heresy’ I have arranged my reflections in three broad sections.

The Ambivalence and Irony of Heresy

As some of you know I have been designated to be the next Principal of the United Theological College Bangalore with effect from June 2008. As soon as the announcement came I remembered a memorable saying by a missionary who worked in South India: Bernard Lucas (1860-1921), a Congregationalist missionary from England. He was one of the key players in founding the first major ecumenical college UTC in 1910, the same year the World Missionary Conference was held in Edinburgh. It was Lucas who lamented that ‘The Indian Church has produced not a single theologian, nor has it given birth to a single heresy’ and continued to state that ‘In India we have a philosophical atmosphere as stimulating, and far more permeating than that of Greece when Christianity first came into contact with it; yet while Christianity has profoundly stirred Hindu thought and feeling, Hindu thought has had absolutely no influence on Christian thought’. Of course the situation changed later.

UTC has produced many heretics though I do not have the statistics. Lucas affirmed millions of Indians were the children of the same heavenly Father who was preparing them for Jesus Christ. Russell Chandran, the first and long-standing Indian Principal of UTC perhaps fulfilled the aspirations of missionaries like Lucas. Chandran was critical of the lack of the generosity of Indian Christians in their approach to Hindus. He thought that if sacramental restrictions with denominational confusion were avoided, more people would have come forward to confess their faith in Christ.  Going a step further, Chandran called for ‘a new and radical ecclesiology, recognising a multi-faith community as the new body of Christ’. I don’t think even I have the maturity, if that is the case, of accepting Chandran’s such broad understanding of Church.

Many Christians are ignorant of the many connotations of the term ‘heresy’. Generally ‘heresy’ is a position that contradicts what has been held as orthodox. Then who defines something orthodox? Today there is a Church having the name Orthodox claiming to preserve the original teachings of the first seven councils of the early church. There are Eastern Orthodox members who regard the Catholics as heretics, there are Catholics who regard the Protestants as heretics and even within the Protestant denominations some churches have regarded the other as heretic. Following the period when the Church of South India was formed in 1947, there were churches in England who had their notice saying ‘members of the CSI are not welcomed here’! Bishop Michael Hollis, the first Moderator of CSI, a man who completely depended on the leading of the Holy Spirit, was not allowed to celebrate communion in Ridley Hall Theological College, Cambridge unless he gave an undertaking that he would not celebrate in any other church around.

Going back, in the medieval period political power and church power used faith and doctrines as tools to persecute and burn alive those who opposed the powers. The Church in the 11th century divided itself by a Schism into East and West. The reasons in today’s view look silly! Does it matter, for instance, whether the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father or Father and the Son? Some of you might think ‘silly’ is too strong a word, but I am sure those who are engaged in mission with the mind of Christ would repeat ‘absolutely silly’! There have been several such silly things that hamper the unity and mission of the Church today. We should take seriously the ironies created by conflicting perceptions. For instance, Joan of Arc was burned as heretic in 1481 and canonized as a saint in 1909. An Indian parallel could be the great missionary C.F. Andrews who was judged as an ‘atheist of the empire’ by orthodoxy but called as ‘Friend of the Poor’ who reflected Jesus of Nazareth while walking on the dusty roads of North India.

Going further back to the time of Jesus, he appeared to be a heretic to the religious orthodoxy of his time. His disciples were also regarded as heretics. The Roman Empire accused the Christians of being atheists because they refused to have any association with the imperial cult of Rome. Therefore, moving away from the traditional divide between orthodoxy and heresy we have to ask the question, what is holy and creative heresy and what is unholy and destructive heresy. God is the supreme heretic, holy and creative. Nobody can dictate his ways and movements. He does not allow himself to be domesticated by human-made structures. His truth cannot be encapsulated by human doctrines. 

The Agonising Picture of an Unholy and Destructive Heresy

I have worked with Roman Catholic colleagues in Bible translation and interfaith dialogue. I have on many occasions passively smoked the puff coming from the mouth of some holy fathers! We have prayed together but when at their Holy Communion was punctuated by a pre-sharing notice that non-Catholics were not welcome, my heart was bleeding. In my anger sometimes I quote what Martin Luther King, a Baptist preacher and martyr of civil rights movement in America declared: “Either we Catholics, Orthodox and Protestants come together as brothers and sisters or we die as fools”. We seem to have chosen to die as fools. It is more foolish not to realise we are fools. There is increasing unity among the evil forces as reflected in unjust trade laws, oppressive foreign policies, immoral wars, and a manipulative media. We remain divided and desperately try all other ways than coming together as one force in the name of Christ.

Following the ‘Decade of Evangelism’ (1991-2000) which passed quietly in the UK, we talk about mission shaped churches and fresh expressions of the church but we do not have the faith to move mountains, to come together as one church for the sake of the one who died for us. You can imagine four or more churches around the corner from each other, each one is declining in membership and struggling to survive, yet we do not have the faith and will to come together in that area so that people of other faiths will see the dramatic acts of faith that will have great appeal to their conscience. In the name of diversity we cover up our lack of faith and will to come together and develop the habit of worshipping and working together. In the name of respect we uncritically remain statuesque. We confuse faith and mistake it for our faithful adherence to a particular tradition and practice. While we are not able to take a single step further, what face do we have to call people from outside for discipleship?

Dignity of difference is fine; celebration of diversity is fine. But if we are not able to distinguish between diversity and contradictions ours is a shattered rainbow. Christ who is present everywhere is not divided but his visible body is mutilated. If we are serious about the fact that the Church is the expansion of incarnation is it not true the body of Christ is ruthlessly split asunder? We hear of stories of pet dogs savaging their masters’ dearest children. It looks terribly barbaric indeed. Is it not true the way we treat Christ’s body? Even in talking about spirituality we do not fail to claim our denominational identity. Hence we say Catholic spirituality, Anglican spirituality, Methodist spirituality, Reformed spirituality and so on. Any spirituality that is not centred around following the Jesus of Nazareth and the power of the crucified Lord, then it is not Christian spirituality. For Christians, spirituality is not like jelly and ice cream slipping smoothly into our throats. With the combination of sub-cultures, traditions, individual gifts and graces we seem to provide yet another brand in the supermarket of spiritualities which include aromatherapy and yoga. In the name of revival and renewal we add happy-clappy songs and sounds but without the substance of love that can move us to embrace people of other denominations and sects.

We have polarising labels such as evangelical and ecumenical without any interest to know their meanings and expressions. Bishop Samuel Amirtham (Ref. Samuel Amirtham’s Living Theology, 2007) shares his experience of moving with the key leaders of ecumenical movement although his ministry and particularly with colleagues who worked with him in the WCC. He says he has never met someone in the ecumenical movement who does not have the passion to share the gospel, the gospel of God’s love in Jesus Christ. And we know the diversity within the so-called evangelicals and attempts to establish unity among them. While we ourselves are confused we export unhealthy and unnecessary labels around the world.

Call for a Heresy, Holy and Creative

Our documents on faith and order, written and rewritten, argued and tested, corrected and amended, have created heaps of files which no one would dare to read and form an opinion on. But those who are propelled by love and a passion for sharing God’s love are rightly tempted to burn the heaps and start over again. Detailed codes of law and ritual manuals may be necessary to maintain and continue a tradition and the structures of power inextricably connected with them. But in a context of conflicting claims it is important to go to the essence of the matter. Moses asked the Israelites to observe God’s just commandments and lead a fascinating community life so that the neighbouring communities would exclaim over their wisdom and close relationship with God. Micah likewise gives the gist of requirement from God: only to act justly, to love loyalty, and to walk humbly with your God’ (Mic. 6:8). Jesus summarised the law and commandments in the twin commandment of loving God with one’s whole being and love one’s neighbour as oneself (Mk. 12:29-31), and Paul says that all the commandments are summed up in the one rule, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ and adds ‘therefore love is the fulfilment of law’ (Rom. 13:8-10). But we fear simple summary because the more complicated are our church doctrines and rituals, the better is our ground to maintain expertise and power.

I want to pay tribute to those who worked for the formation of the CSI. Their passion and focus was being effective witnesses in a land of divisions and conflicts. The mission partners allowed themselves to be re-baptised into the Jordan of Indian realities. I am so grateful that they went for a bare minimum of basic and broad principles such as two Testaments, two sacraments and episcopacy locally adopted. Those who know the history would realise that 28 years of negotiation was too long and the reason was obstacles thrown from outside. It was not insignificant that the south Indian Church achieved its selfhood in the same year of Indian independence. The constitutional basis of the CSI gives freedom in Spirit to its members for interpreting the scripture with contextual relevance. Sixty years on we have so much to celebrate as members of the CSI and citizens of a great nation. In the political arena of India coalition government seems to be the order of the day, but the way different parties work together on the basis of common minimum programme is fascinating. Moreover, for a country of more than one billion people of different cultures and languages and the largest democracy in the world there is a Hindu President, Muslim Vice-President, Sikh Prime Minister and Christian consultant. Sometime we wonder that what is happening in a mutlifaith secular context is not possible in the Church of the tiny British Isles.

While we celebrate sixty years of national freedom and formation of CSI, the first united church of its kind, we should ask how far the church has kept pace with the development of the country in various spheres. There is no solid reason to deny the observation that the majority of Protestant Christians in India are conservatives and fundamentalists. The vibrancy of piety is not balanced by critical thinking and integrated with maturity. Fundamentalist groups from the West create missionary competition and confusion everywhere, including India.

The Protestant principles of salvation by scripture alone, grace alone and faith alone need a shaking reminder in India and elsewhere. Instead of accepting that they are accepted by grace and moving into maturity and mission, most church groups try hard to move and change God. There are prayer meetings, vigils and fasting in order to persuade the ‘rock-minded’ God, as if God is the only problem to solve! It seems to be an insult to God when people ask God to do everything for them while failing to do what they and their society should do. It is no exaggeration to say that what has developed there is a cult of Jesu-Baal with prosperity, protection, progeny and promotion as the primary goals of religion. Jesus is a bargain in the multi-religious market of gods and goddesses. Fundamental biblical ideas such as participating in God’s mission in mending the creation and humanising the world appear to be strange. God’s love is expressed in sound and style but not in the substance of promoting justice, peace and love. There is no doubt that if the Church appears to be a fascinating community in life and clear in its communication it will make a dent on the consciousness of the multifaith and secular nation.

The Indian church tries to evangelise the village poor and the tribal societies, but one major field seems to be untouched. That is the field of governance and administration, where power and authority is supposed to be exercised in Christ’s way. Litigation and ugly campaigns in elections mar the image of the Church. The vibrant piety hardly touches this area. Truth and reconciliation is the most important area where institutions like UTC can play a creative role. The Churches must respect and support theological education, not to produce prestigious degree holders but to produce ministers with dedication and integrity. At present, those theologians who promote social justice, new forms of worship, new translations of the Bible and new patterns of ministry are either ignored or judged as heretics. Truly committed theologians are the greatest victims of a conservative and fundamentalist Church. However, theological communities have great challenges in inspiring and educating churches by setting models of unity and leadership. They should not act as theological relay stations of western academic theology, but as exchange booths of mutual sharing of theological insights emerging from active participation in mission. Popularity and financial benefits might continue to tempt theologians, but if their ultimate loyalty is to God in Christ and are able to communicate the truth in love they need not fear.

As far as the mainline Churches in the UK are concerned, the CSI or CNI is no more a heretical Church but a close partner. I cannot help sharing the anguish of those founders of the CSI who sincerely hoped that within the pledge period of 30 years from 1947, their Mother Churches in Britain would also become one like the CSI. It has been such a historic disappointment.  I am sure if that happened the impact of changes witnessed in the UK in the areas of worship, mission and administration would have been remarkably great on the CSI and other churches. Sadly, the ecumenical winter seems to be unending in Britain. For example the Methodist-Anglican Covenant was signed six years ago. Last year the President of the Methodist Conference deplored that in most places he visited there was no sign of new ways working in the light of the Covenant. Nobody knows how many more documents to be written and how many more meetings to be organised in order to achieve the desired organic unity!

Of course there is no dearth of profound ideas on unity in this country of great theologians and philosophers. We all know that the ultimate unity is to have a share in the unity of the Triune communion of God along with all other disciples of Jesus. The question is whether visible organic unity can be bypassed in this spiritual journey. If incarnation was the Word made an organic living flesh, any vision of unity if it does not find human expression, is it not an unholy heresy that militates against incarnation? When we do not have faith to move towards the incarnational unity of the church we bring in new models of unity such as conciliar unity and local unity to save our face and to continue to be respectable. Before he prayed that ‘all may be one’ Jesus prayed that his disciples may be consecrated by truth as he consecrated himself with that truth. If there is no truth higher than Jesus, the crucified and risen, there can be nothing that can hold one back from moving to unity in the name of truth.

May we be Consecrated to be Holy and Creative
Once again we are coming to the seat of mercy and to receive the body and blood of the one who says, ‘I am the way, the life and the truth’. Instead of asking questions about the past, the Father is accepting as we are. God is creatively heretical because even in our brokenness he accepts us and he embraces us when we come with layers of dirt. The Spirit can be the consuming fire and but now she is consecrating us to have communion with the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit, as well as with all those who have followed Christ. Though we are many, we are one body, because we all share one bread. The body of Christ is broken to share and unite, not to withhold and exclude. If this does not happen the body is in fact not broken in grace but bruised and shattered violently. The joy of celebrating this foretaste of the Kingdom is overshadowed and that is why we come with sad faces and sober minds because we might still go on our old ways. Or we go with a new determination to try our best to heal the wounded body of Christ. Perhaps this is the final test for our heretic movement either to be unholy or holy, destructive or creative. The prayer of Jesus echoes: ‘in perfect unity, love and glory, Father let them be one as we are one so that the world will know that you sent me’.

