An Appreciation of Rowan Williams’ Lecture on ‘Religion & Law’ by Rev
Dick Wolff, Collinwood Road URC. Feb 10th 2008

This is a pastoral address. When our Christian leaders are vilified in the press we have a
responsibility to listen to what they have said and respect their office, even if we disagree.
We should not allow our opinions to be formed by troublemakers.

The response to Archbishop Rowan Williams’s recent lecture to lawyers and judges has
brought out the worst in our society. Ignorant and malicious journalists have twisted his
words to stir up anti-Islamic feeling, and it’s plain from much of the comment that many
commentators have not even bothered to read what he said. Even the BBC journalists
have failed the basic test. Copies of my address, in which | attempt to put over what he is
saying (but also give you my personal take on it) are available after the service, but don’t
just take it from me. Try to read the archbishop’s (pretty indigestible) address yourself —
copies of that are available, and they are easily available to those who have web access on
the archbishop’s excellent website, which I check out regularly.

We are starting to see some backtracking now. Journalists in the so-called ‘quality
papers’ have started acknowledging that he is a competent thinker talking a lot of sense,
and instead have blamed him for not realising that they are a malicious rabble and treating
them as such. Madeleine Bunting, in the Guardian, writes

What Williams did was defy all media convention — it was a rebellion against the spin
and public relations mediation of public life; . . there has to be a measure of awe for
someone so recklessly prepared to buck the system and continue to be what he is — a big
mind and a big heart but without a political bone in his body.

The Guardian, Feb 9th 2008, p.36

Funny, that — sounds almost like a description of Jesus, who, tempted by Satan in the
wilderness, rejected the political way!

In my address later I am going to try to give you the gist of what the archbishop actually
said — and didn’t say. He could have said the whole thing without any reference to Islam
at all, and is probably now wishing that he hadn’t. What he is concerned about is how
you run a society in which there are large groups of people who, whilst being for the most
part happy to be part of it, also have religious faith and feel that they also want everyone’s
lives to be shaped by their deeply-held religious convictions about what is right and
wrong. We here fit into that category, | hope. For the most part, fortunately, our
Christian convictions about what is right and wrong coincide with the ‘law of the land’.
That is true for people of other faiths, too.

But first we are going to turn to the Bible — to the New Testament. You will realise
when you hear these readings that there is absolutely nothing new in all this. The first
story tells of a rabbi from Galilee, name of Jesus, whose interpretation of Jewish Law had
greatly upset the authorities in the Jewish Temple. They want him done away with, but
they are living under a foreign law — Roman law — in a land occupied by the Romans.
When it comes to purely Jewish affairs the Romans allow them to have their own Jewish
courts, but those Jewish courts don’t have the power to inflict the death sentence. Only
Roman courts have that authority. So the Jewish court brings him to the Roman court to
persuade the governor to put him to death.



Next we hear the Apostle Paul writing to the Christian Church at Corinth — a Roman
town, governed by Roman law. Paul is shocked that these Christians are falling out with
each other and taking each other to court. Even worse, they are taking each other to the
pagan, Roman court to get justice. Paul tells them that they should be ashamed of
themselves. As a Christian Church, they should be the ones teaching the Romans about
justice, not the other way round.

But then, in our third reading, the same Paul has fallen foul of the same Jewish law courts
in Jerusalem and has narrowly escaped being stoned to death. He ends up under house
arrest by the Roman governor, having been rescued from the Jewish mob by the Roman
police.

Readings:
[1 Corinthians 6 : 1 - 7]

When any of you has a grievance against another, do you dare to take it to court before the
unrighteous, instead of taking it before the saints? Do you not know that the saints will judge the
world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases?

Do you not know that we are to judge angels — to say nothing of ordinary matters? If you have
ordinary cases, then, do you appoint as judges those who have no standing in the church?

I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to decide between one
believer and another, but a believer goes to court against a believer--and before unbelievers at that?

In fact, to have lawsuits at all with one another is already a defeat for you. Why not rather be
wronged? Why not rather be defrauded?

[John 18 : 28 - 36]

Then they took Jesus from Caiaphas to Pilate’s headquarters. It was early in the morning. They
themselves did not enter the headquarters, so as to avoid ritual defilement and to be able to eat the
Passover. So Pilate went out to them and said, “What accusation do you bring against this man?”
They answered, “If this man were not a criminal, we would not have handed him over to you.”

Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and judge him according to your law.” The Jews replied,
“We are not permitted to put anyone to death.” (This was to fulfill what Jesus had said when he
indicated the kind of death he was to die.)

Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, “Are you the King of the
Jews?” Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” Pilate
replied, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me.
What have you done?” Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were
from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But
as it is, my kingdom is not from here.”

[Luke 23:1-7]

Then the assembly rose as a body and brought Jesus before Pilate. They began to accuse him, saying,
“We found this man perverting our nation, forbidding us to pay taxes to the emperor, and saying that
he himself is the Messiah, a king.” Then Pilate asked him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” He
answered, ““You say so.” Then Pilate said to the chief priests and the crowds, “I find no basis for an
accusation against this man.”

But they were insistent and said, “He stirs up the people by teaching throughout all Judea, from
Galilee where he began even to this place.” When Pilate heard this, he asked whether the man was a
Galilean. And when he learned that he was under Herod’s jurisdiction, he sent him off to Herod, who
was himself in Jerusalem at that time.



[Acts 25 : 6b - 12]

[The governor Festus] took his seat on the tribunal and ordered Paul to be brought. When he arrived,
the Jews who had gone down from Jerusalem surrounded him, bringing many serious charges against
him, which they could not prove.

Paul said in his defence, “I have in no way committed an offense against the law of the Jews, or
against the temple, or against the emperor.” But Festus, wishing to do the Jews a favour, asked Paul,
“Do you wish to go up to Jerusalem and be tried there before me on these charges?”

Paul said, “I am appealing to the € mp e rtribunal; shis is where | should be tried. | have done no
wrong to the Jews, as you very well know. Now if | am in the wrong and have committed something
for which | deserve to die, | am not trying to escape death; but if there is nothing to their charges
against me, no one can turn me over to them. I appeal to the emperor.”

Then Festus, after he had conferred with his council, replied, “You have appealed to the emperor; to
the emperor you will go.”

Rowan Williams’s lecture (copies of which are available) is almost entirely theoretical,
and contains hardly any practical examples. I’m going to try to deal with the questions he
raises and illustrate his answers by using practical examples.

|l s there only 6éone | aw of the | andé,

When it comes to criminal law, Rowan Williams is clear, there is only one ‘law of the
land’. No other law could have the power to exact punishment. What he means by
‘punishment’ here is (in this country) imprisonment.

It is this ‘law of the land’ alone that holds everything together, and it must apply equally
to everybody.

But i sndt he suggesting that areas of
apply?

‘No’. He’s certainly not advocating that.

Is he suggesting that there are other law coust separate from the state law courts,

that can exact punishments?

When it comes to civil law (not criminal law) — disputes over contracts, marriage and
divorce, employment law and so on — the law of the land applies of course, but alongside
it there are already many, many other (what Williams calls) ‘jurisdictions’. There are
many other (what you might call) supplementary ‘law courts’.

For example, with the full approval of the ‘law of the land’, the British Medical
Association polices doctors — a doctor can be ‘struck off” (I’d say that was a punishment,
wouldn’t you?) — and many other professional associations can discipline their members
likewise.

The Church of England has its own ecclesiastical courts — in fact when my Anglican
priest colleague in Coventry got the sack he tried appealing to them. He got much rougher
justice than he would have done in an ordinary employment tribunal under the ‘law of the
land’. But when it comes to its priests-in-charge, the Church of England has its own little
legal ‘no-go’ area : to be an Anglican priest-in-charge you sign away your rights to
employment justice under the ‘law of the land” — that little ritual takes place at every

and



Anglican induction as the priest swears allegiance to the bishop. (A vicar has protection
under ‘freehold’ but increasingly the bishops are squeezing them out of that protection.

The URC has its own disciplinary procedures, which are recognised within state law.
John Wilkinson’s appeal to be reinstated as a minister was heard by one (I don’t know
what the outcome was).

The Jewish Community has for years had the Beth Din — a Jewish court heavily used by
Jews in settling marital and financial disputes, saving a lot of taxpayers’ money in the
process.

So the suggestion that there should be recognised Muslim tribunals that Muslims can use
if they want to is absolutely not radical at all, which is why the lawyers and judges
haven’t got excited. In fact it’s been going on for some time. Some of these courts are
very good. Some are absolutely not. But there’s no nationally-respected Muslim
authority controlling them, which is a worry. When it comes to settling marriage
breakdown disputes, the best of them do a much better job than the state’s own courts.
Any of you that have watched loved ones sorting out divorces through our courts may
well have wished there were a better way. Under our legal system, for every winner there
has to be a loser. Jewish and Muslim arbitration methods, based on preserving the dignity
of the parties, have a lot to teach us. But undoubtedly there are some of these ‘courts’
which are oppressive and fundamentalist (just like some of the unofficial schools, the
madrassas). Instead of empowering them further (as the gutter press claim, knowing full
well it’s not what he’s saying at all), Williams has suggested a way of dealing with them
without worsening tensions and creating ‘martyrs’.

Rowan Williams has attracted the fury of two main camps, one of which is the
conservative right wing and especially the religious Christian right wing. They have
attacked him for wanting to give any sort of credibility to Islamic law. It’s basically
accusing him of being ‘politically correct’ and sucking up to Muslims. There’s a word
for that — Islamophobia. ‘There’s only one law, and that’s British law’ they say.

But these are the very Christians who actively object to some ‘laws of the land’ , and try
to get round them when it suits them.

I was looking for a practical example and there it was on page 32 of this weekend’s Times
— 17 pages after a column by Matthew Parris over the lurid headline “Williams is
dangerous. He must be resisted.” This article’s headline is

Bishop ordered to have equality training over gay discrimination.

A Church of England bishop who lost a discrimination case against a gay Christian has
been ordered to undergo equal opportunities training.

Cardiff Employment Tribunal ruled that the Bishop of Hereford, the Rt Rev Anthony
Priddis, had discriminated against John Reaney, 42, by blocking his appointment as a
church youth worker because of his sexuality.

The Times, 9th Feb 2008, p.32

The diocese had to stump up over £47,000 and the bishop had to submit to the ‘law of the
land’ and do his training.

When it comes to discrimination against gay and lesbian people some Christians, it
seems, think they are above the ‘law of the land’ or want to be exempt from it. On



grounds of religious conviction, of course : “we know God’s mind better than the British
legal system.” So why aren’t they supporting their archbishop?

Christian religious convictions are, in some cases, given special consideration. A Roman
Catholic surgeon can refuse to carry out abortions without fear of getting passed over for
promotion, because the state recognises that the Roman Catholic Church has a solid and
unshakeable position against abortion. When conscription was brought in during the war,
conscientious objectors who could demonstrate that they had been Quakers for years
avoided imprisonment, because they clearly weren’t just trying a ruse to get out of
military service — you can’t be a Quaker unless you’re a signed-up pacifist.

The Bishop of Hereford can have no such grounds for an appeal to religious conscience
— noone could say that Church of England is so unanimous in opposition to same-
sexuality that ‘you can’t be Anglican and gay’.

But this is another reason why, Rowan Williams says, there need to be recognised
religious-legal authorities helping the courts along, and it’s a reason that’s become even
more important since the government — without the support of any Christian body that |
know of — introduced its Religious Discrimination Act. The government has created its
own problem : because who has the authority to say what religious discrimination is?
Only religious people, surely?

The one concrete example Rowan Williams does give is of a Muslim woman working in
Marks & Spencers who refused to handle books of Bible stories on principle, and got the
sack for it. She claimed religious discrimination. But how would a secular British law
court know whether it was unreasonable to ask a Muslim to handle a book of Bible
stories? As Pilate asks : “Am | a Jew?” Only a nationally-recognised authoritative
Islamic tribunal of some sort would have the authority to officially state the obvious : of
course there’s no Muslim rule to stop her handling a book of Bible stories if she was
asked — she’s just trying it on.

So conservative Islamophobes are up in arms. The other camp that are up in arms about
Rowan Williams’s lecture are the ones who don’t care two hoots about religious
discrimination — because all religion is a divisive tool of oppression. ‘Thank God we’ve
got a non-religious law of the land to protect us from religious bigotry. Why on earth
would we want to give more power to jumped-up religious so-called authorities’. This is
the argument of the Matthew Parris | referred to earlier who thinks Rowan Williams is
dangerous. He thinks we all are.

Rowan Williams’ answer to that is not far from the response Jesus provokes from Pilate.
“What is truth?” asks Pilate, and actually that’s a serious and honest answer. ‘The truth’,
for a Roman procurator, is ‘what works’ : what holds an empire full of warring tribes
together in some sort of unity. That’s all that matters. Politics is ‘the art of the possible’.
Leave questions of ‘truth’ to others. “And that”, says Rowan Williams, “is the job of the
secular law of our State — not to get fancy ideas above its station but to create a safe
space where different groups, all with their claims to ultimate Truth, can work together
for the common good”. But it won’t do that very well, he says, if it thinks it alone has
access to the truth and treats religion and religious people as if they have nothing to say,
nothing to contribute. He doesn’t go quite as far as Paul when he tells those Corinthian
Christians “You’re the ones to whom God has given the authority to teach the Roman



magistrate what justice is.” Nor as far as Jesus, who tells Pilate “You would have no
authority if it weren’t granted you by God” — although he doesn’t fall far short of it.

All in all, his lecture is a masterly (if indigestible) piece of work. It was done by someone
(as Madeleine Bunting, the Guardian columnist, wrote) with an awesome lack of interest
in his own self-preservation and no interest in playing the media game. His lecture has
tricked all the conservative Christians and liberal anti-religious intellectuals into revealing
their hidden Islamophobic colours as they attack him — him, the ‘safe’ target. They
wouldn’t have dared spell it out directly. It’s exposed our journalists for the rabble that
they are. “You’ve deserved our wrath” they’re saying “because you knew we were
despicable, and you didn’t defend yourself against us”. By way of a back-handed
compliment, Andrew Brown in the Guardian writes :

How could one speech have united against him the liberals, the conservatives, most
Muslims (he’s wrong there), most Christians (he’s wrong there), all secularists, all the
political parties, everyone who only read the headlines . . could any common idiot have
written it?

Guardian Feb 9th, p.5

You can see what I’m saying, I hope. In this sorry spectacle, the Holy Week story is
being acted out. He’s become the lightning conductor for all that’s shameful and
oppressive in our society. He may pay a price, but that’s how God works, as Rowan
Williams knows only too well.



