Sermon 5 June 2011, AGM

Subject: Charter of Compassion, Matthew 7

Dear Parishioners, dear friends of the Swiss Church 

The other day I went to a talk by Karen Armstrong at the Southbank Centre. I do not know if you have come across one of her many books about religion or the most recent one called “Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life”. Her idea of committing to a compassionate life is very fascinating. So far, 72,200 people have joined the charter on her website. If so many people in this world follow Karen’s idea of a compassionate life it could possibly make a difference towards more peace and tolerance in this world, in particular among people from different religions. So what is it all about? 

Karen Armstrong and her friends have written a charter of compassion, which they published on the net and in her book in 2008. The idea behind it is to bring together voices from all religions, all nations, all backgrounds, and to remind the world that we already share the core principles of compassion. It is indeed very interesting if you look at the Scriptures of the main religions of this world that there is something that all of them have in common: the appeal to be compassionate to other human beings. Even though the Media does not always give us a peaceful image of other religions and cultures, and some people certainly do not practice their religion in a peaceful way, if we have a closer look at their scriptures we will find similar messages of compassion and love as are found in the Bible. Let me read to you again what it says in the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 7:

11 If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him! 12 Therefore, whatever you want men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets.

This passage includes what is called the Golden Rule. The origin of this phrase can be tracked down to Hellenistic Judaism, where it was expressed in a slightly different form, and from there one can go even further to find it in the Ancient Greek traditions. At the time of Jesus this phrase was being used like a sort of minimal ethical standard. The difference between the teaching in the Torah and the one in the Bible is that in Judaism the teaching is formulated in a negative way: “What you don’t want others to do to you, don’t do to others” we heard this passage in the reading of Leviticus. This phrase was called the essence of the whole Torah by the liberal Rabbi Hillel. A similar version of the Golden Rule can also be found in the Islamic Scriptures. Karen Armstrong even claims that it lies at the heart of all religious, ethical and spiritual traditions. Emmanuel Kant was another very prominent advocate of the Golden Rule. So it seems that this is a kind of core message about how we human beings should live together.

I know that it might seem to be a fairly simple principle and maybe you are thinking that you are applying it anyway in your life without even paying much attention to it. But I am now going to give two examples, which show that is much more challenging to live according to the Golden Rule than one might think at first glance.

One recent example has been the killing of Osama bin Laden. He was the FBI's most wanted man, and when they finally got hold of him they killed him straight away. Many people claimed that finally justice had been done and thousands of people even cheered on the streets in the USA to celebrate his death. Others like the human rights organization Amnesty International, who celebrated their 50th anniversary this May, were more skeptical. On their website it says:

“Amnesty International believes that US forces should have attempted to capture Osama bin Laden alive in order to bring him to trial if he was unarmed and posing no immediate threat.” Osama bin Laden claimed responsibility for acts of terrorism amounting to crimes against humanity and has inspired others to commit similar acts.  Perpetrators of such acts must be brought to justice in a manner consistent with international law.”
Thinking of a compassionate attitude I completely agree with this statement. Surely it could not have been an easy decision at all for the President of the United States and those surrounding him to take, it was indeed an exceptional situation. Osama bin Laden was for many Western people the very symbol of Evil incarnate. He was responsible for the loss of 3,000 people’s lives, which is a terrible thing, but the Media has also contributed a lot to creating such a picture of hatred in people’s minds. As a Christian I would like to question such opinions in the light of my faith. If this faith is influenced in a major way by what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, then we must have doubts whether it was right to kill Osama bin Laden and the five people surrounding him, and to injure two women. At least we must have major doubts whether it is right to call this act justice as some people did. This would certainly never be called an act of justice in the sense of the Sermon on the Mount, where we are asked to love even our enemies. 

But I do not think it is as simple as that. There are many reasons why it might have been the best solution to do it the way the American Government chose to do it. And one can never understand all of the reasons behind another person’s act. 

If we think for example of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who despite or maybe because of his strong faith came to the conclusion that it would be the best thing to kill Adolf Hiltler in order to save millions of lives, and as a result of this lost his own life. Bonhoeffer’s conclusion might seem absolutely right at hindsight but did it seem so at the time? 

Here the first part of the reading from Matthew comes into play, where it says we should never judge others. This is probably the hardest part, because we are always in danger of judging others. But in these moments it is worth thinking of the charter of compassion and try to feel compassionate towards others, be it our neighbour, our colleagues, Barak Obama or even bin Laden. If we, who are practicing the Christian religion, do not manage to be compassionate, who else can we expect to be full of compassion towards others?

Amen

