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October, 2003

a letter to the Church in Redfern - part 1:
 a meditation provoked by part of Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians …

(and, at times, a slight rewriting of what Paul wrote in order to relate Paul’s words more explicitly and directly to Redfern and to today’s Church and Her needs.)
 …there cannot be more than one gospel … some troublemakers among you want to change the Good News of Christ… let me warn you that if anyone preaches a version of the Good News different from the one we have already preached to you – and, in the present situation, that means also from the one Ted preached to you - whether it be ourselves or an angel from heaven, he is to be condemned. (Galatians 1: 7-8)…   

…the fact is my brothers and sisters, and I want you to realise this, the Good News I preach is not a human message that I was given by men - it is something I learnt only through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 
(Galatians 1:11-12) 

what is the revelation of Christ of which Paul, and all the New Testament, speaks?

Paul is always at pains to point out that the Good News he preached was not given to him by any man, but was a revelation of Jesus Christ. He does not say a revelation from or by Jesus, as he would have if it were a set of teachings which could expressed/ contained in a group of clearly defined propositions.
For Paul, everything he was about, first and foremost, was an experience of the Christ of God present in, and one with, Jesus of Nazareth, as he, Paul himself, had experienced him risen beyond death. It is a new way of seeing life, a new way of seeing God … a new way of living in life, of living in God.
That too, was the way Jesus had set out to form his disciples in faith. Sure! He preached his Sermon on the Mount, but always he was seeking to open all who heard him to a new way of existing, a new way of being … a way of trusting their God … even into being prepared to walk on water … if called to do so. 

Everything Jesus did and taught was directed to opening the ears of his hearers to hear God in a different way (not to hear different things  about God … but actually to hear God) … to open their eyes so that they might see life with, in, a different Light … that Light which only God can give.

That too is why Jesus eventually turned to speaking only in parables. Henceforth, only those whose ears His Father had already opened to hear would hear and understand; only those to whom His Father had given His Light would see … (or rather, that should be, only those who were prepared to allow - and to beg - His Father to give them His Light would see.) That truth had to be rammed home. It was central to all Jesus was and taught … as it was to everything which Paul later became and to all he wrote. While all the time, in the eyes of those who were ever so confident that they already had all the answers, to them Jesus henceforth would only be speaking in riddles.

What turned Saul into Paul was an experience of the freedom, the joy, the love, the acceptance of God present in Jesus …and in the whole of God’s creation. It was an experience which, later, as he reflected on his experience on the road to Damascus, Paul saw Jesus had made accessible for all of us through his acceptance of his death in the way he did, in total trust in His Father.

… and what the revelation of Christ is not …

Paul’s preaching was not a set of teachings about God or about Christ which Paul sought to pass on. Nor was it primarily a series of practices or ethical prescriptions whereby another might be able to arrive at that experience by his/ her own efforts. Nor was it a way of organising life or the Church whereby that experience of Christ might be controlled/ systematised/ reserved to some select group within the Church. Certainly, as Paul knew so well, the gift of Christ’s Spirit was not something reserved exclusively nor primarily to those in some prior, (institutional) leadership positions in the Church.
  
instead  … 

All Paul’s preaching was directed to urging those who heard him to allow themselves to be open to the Spirit so that they might be able to receive from Her the experience of the Christ of God present, living within and among them … that they (we, too) may come to know that “Unknown God” who always had lived among them … as He/ She still lives … unknown … in and among us. He/ She always will. But, even then, in a very real sense, He/ She will also always remain “Unknown”. Our faith commitment is to a Never Ending Journey
If we are speaking of an Infinite Reality - and That surely is what in faith we claim to trust in, and to believe of God - no creature, not ever Jesus, can ever exhaust Its possibilities. Moreover, the only road by which we may enter into and come to know God in Christ, is the one which begins in our real acceptance that we do not yet know “Who is”, and, that we cannot know Him/ Her by any power of our own. 
How often, however, have so many among us preferred to close our ears to His Voice … chosen to shut our eyes to Her Light … and, going our own way, have chosen to trust in our own powers of mind or will to find our way into His/ Her “kingdom”... or, trusting too much in the “answers” we have received extrinsically from others, we have never allowed ourselves to enter into ourselves to find, really to know, there the presence, the love, and the wisdom … the Answer …which is the God “Who Is”.   
metanoia … “conversion of heart”,  towards  which everything was directed which John the Baptist, Jesus, Paul, and all the apostles said and did, was not merely a matter of passing on some new rational insights or laws about life or about God. It was - it still is - an experience which involves the whole person, psychologically, spiritually, emotionally, and eventually too “rationally” as new insights are born in people as they live in faith; … the latter, rational insights, however, being only one among the many fruits born of the “conversion” of/ in our hearts.

christian faith is an existential experience and reality 
I would like to paraphrase the section of Galatians 2 which follows the verse already quoted, and, with some presumption, apply it to Ted (and even to myself), and to what is now happening among you:

Though we too were born Roman Catholic … we acknowledge that what makes a man or woman righteous (free, alive in God) is not obedience to the Law (or to the prescriptions of the Church), but living in faith in God as we have come to experience that faith in the Christ of God which Jesus revealed to us, through his life and, teaching, his death and his continuing presence among us through/ in his resurrection. (vv.15 ff.)
I cannot repeat this strongly, or often, enough: for Paul (and for Ted), “living in faith in God in Christ” is an existential reality.
 An experience consequent upon having handed our lives, our “selves”(including our self-consciousness) over to God in Christ so that we now experience our selves also in the Christ, in the Self of God. 

For something to be “revealed” to a person in the sense in which that word is used by Paul, is not a matter of teaching that person a particular thing or statements about life or about Christ (as one might teach a child that a particular galaxy is so many light years away from the earth). Rather it means that a person’s heart and mind is opened up, from the inside as it were, so that he/ she begins to see/ experience  the presence of God, the reality hidden in Jesus of Nazareth present in life and in the world … 

… and then, He opened their minds to understand the scriptures …(Luke 24:45) 
Believing in God in Christ means embarking on a journey into the heart of that galaxy about whose existence others may have told us in our childhood, but which it is now ours to experience for ourselves as we enter into our never-ending faith-journey into the heart of God. 
But, (no matter how great may be our intelligence … no matter how powerful our will or our self-discipline) nothing we can do can build the “space-craft” needed to make such a journey. That voyage can be made only when we allow ourselves to be carried on eagle wings …in the breath of the Spirit … as She takes us there. As only She can take us!     

the difference between propositional faith and existential faith

One may intellectually assent to the proposition that “God exists” without necessarily thereby believing in God - that is, without entrusting ourselves to God, handing everything in our lives over to God. 

To believe in God involves (as it were) jumping into God; it involves a total handing over of one’s life to whatever that Reality might be ... no matter where it might take us … even onto Calvary. 

The result of giving one’s life over to God in this way is that we begin to experience all of life in a different way. Believing in and into God is the beginning of a totally new life, something we subsequently grow into gradually. In much the same way as, over the years, a child grows into his/ her awareness of what it means to be alive and to be human, learning “to let go of the sides of the cot”; learning to run free from the play-pens within which we were once deposited for our protection, gradually discovering thereby all the wonderful abilities that life carries hidden within us … falling over too … and picking ourselves up … and starting to run again. 

So too is it in the life of faith.

Alcoholics Anonymous knows what this is all about. Strange! how so many self-proclaimed Christians never seem able to let go of themselves into God in this way … so great is their fear of life … and of God … so great their fear, thereby, too, of ever handing over the self-control of their lives to that Unknown Other! 

removing the cataracts from the eyes of the blind man
The only analogy I can think of at the moment for the difference between those who intellectually assent to the proposition that “God exists” and those who, as I term it, “really believe in God”, is that before someone really believes in God, he/ she is like a person who, sure! Is walking around, but who is almost completely blind. They have to be told where various obstacles might be which could trip them up as they move. When, by grace of a good surgeon, such people suddenly are able to see clearly, then they can see/ sense for themselves where they have to go. No longer do they have to be told everything, guided by another’s hand or voice. Instead, now they can run without fear of falling. They can see, and rejoice in all the life, the colours, the freedom, the goodness they can now see for themselves in the eyes and faces of everyone, and in everything else around them … rejoicing too, even in their weakness and their failures. 

God is Light … but our eyes have to be open if we are to see by Its Light

So it is with the gift of living faith, when, by grace of the God “Who is” both a great and loving Father and Mother, and a patient and powerful “surgeon”, the cataracts are peeled from our eyes, at last allowing our eyes to be able to receive into themselves the Light that is God, then we begin to see everything  … then, in that Light we begin to see things as God does. We live in a world bathed in the Light which is God ... even if, sometimes that Light is so great that, for us, for a time, It is only darkness ...

This is the way the Apocalypse describes God being present in the New Jerusalem – a Light centered in and flowing out of the person of Jesus in whom the Christ of God most centrally entered into this creation.

Jesus lived in that Light. He was the Light.(John 1,9). He directed all he was to open our eyes to that same Light … as did Paul and Peter, and his other immediate disciples after him. 
But, … 
… he was in the world, but the world did not know him. 
He came to his own, and his own people did not accept him. (John 1: 10-11).

And so it still is today… 
As He Himself did say: 

There is none so blind as those who claim they can already see …

(that, by their own powers, or by virtue of the history of their tribe/ their Church/ their particular religious congregation or association ... whatever …or by virtue of the rules they follow, the statements about God and Christ they trumpet) … 

…that they can already see.

… and so it seems to me still to be the case for some who have come among you at Redfern .. and, the case too, it would seem, for those who sent them!

the words we weave about our experience …
Certainly we can try to express in words our experience of what it means for us now that we are able to see. But, really, who can tell another, what the dawning sun rising out of the ocean looks like, if they have never even seen that light? Who can tell another, what an apple tastes like if he/ she has never tasted one? 

To paraphrase and adapt Augustine of Hippo: 

“If you have been a lover, you will understand; but if you have never known what really loving and being loved by another is, is there any point in trying to explain to you what the grace of God, and really living in faith, is all about?”

Nevertheless, every lover does try to tell others of their love … in words, in poetry, in music, in painting, in loving actions … in the silence of just being there with the one they love. (The last mentioned being probably the most significant of all; as Jesus indicated when Martha complained of Mary doing nothing, but just being there … listening to the one she loved.) 

... the theologies too which we create!
One may even try to express what our living faith experience might mean in relation to, compared with, all the other experiences of our lives. We may also try to understand and to express that experience in philosophical/ theological terms so that we might be able to relate what we are experiencing more easily to other “world-views”; showing where and how our experience of God in Christ links into, completes, challenges those other “world-views” … and they ours. 

But, in the end, none of these activities are important - not centrally. The further removed they are from the primary experience of living in faith, the less meaning-full they become.

But, for how much of our tradition did we not put our primary focus on those abstract metaphysical propositions about love, about life, about God!  As long as people, as we baptised them, were prepared to express a formula of words with which we were happy … then that was OK … now, you are “Christians.”  

But, were we? 

Would Jesus recognise us and what we have been doing to the song he sung on Calvary … what we have been doing to the song he had been trying to sing since the beginning in all creation ... singing in all those “others” too,  long before we “Christians” arrived to convert them? 

To judge by what has been happening in Redfern, it seems now there are some who, stridently, determinedly sing their song rather than allow the Christ already amongst you to sing His/ Her song. 

No wonder, now, discord, disharmony is all one hears.

nevertheless, there is a place for theology

There is a place for theology, even the deep metaphysical theology I seem destined to write. But, compared to the reality of being, living, loving in Christ, all our theologising is worthless … all the mighty theological syntheses … just so much straw. Something Aquinas also saw towards the end. 

What is centrally important is the experience of the Christ present in everyone and all things that are …and the love which flows out from that experience towards all and everything which is.

On the other hand, if our philosophical/ theological reflections truly grow out of our own experience of living in God in Christ, then even those very intellectual games can become important – even at times necessary. 

For, through them, we can begin to see where, how, why the understanding of Christ we may have received from our “tutors” itself might need to be challenged … not only by the insight which our faith in Christ has brought to birth within us … but also, where and why and how our received understanding of Christ needs also to be challenged by the insights of those who live in/ through other “world-views” which already exist around us, or which today are still being newly-born among us... 

… for they too – just as all that is – they too, live and find their being in Christ.

More than at any time ever in our history, today we have to acknowledge that …

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:

Deals out that being indoors each one dwells; 

Selves - goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,

…

Crying, What I do is me: for that I came.

the just man justices;

Kéeps gráce: that keeps all his goings graces;

Acts in God’s eye what in God’s eye he is - 

Christ …
… and, we have to listen to and to learn from that … 
…Christ (who) plays in ten thousand places,

 Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his

To the Father through the features of men’s faces.

“Read the signs of the times,” John XXIII urged us so often. 

Unfortunately, in our tradition, more often than not, those other religious and other “world-views” seem to have been judged as existing for no other purpose except to be condemned by us … at least that is the impression we have so often created … so great has been our pride, as if believing that we already possessed a total picture of what it might yet mean to live in … to believe in God in Christ. 

making up the things lacking in the sufferings - and the insight - of Jesus

But, what of Paul’s urging that, though the Christ of God had died and risen in Jesus, and had thereby opened the way for all creation to enter into the fullness of the kingdom of God, nevertheless, it still remains our responsibility “to make up the things lacking in the sufferings of Jesus”?

Is it not true that new insight into the eternal, infinite Reality and Truth of God is born within us through our sufferings - everyone’s sufferings - entered into in the Spirit … lived through in Her? 
… and when do we most suffer? … 
When do we suffer most? Whenever any of the many skins are broken, in which, until then, we have surrounded ourselves (cocooned, protected ourselves from the rest of life around us.) 
sloughing off the old skins …

We need our skins. But like the snake, we always need to know when is the right time for them to be sloughed off. Refuse to do that, and …like the snake … we die.   
Given our human tendency towards obtuseness, and given our preference for the comfort of living within our received “skins/ answers” rather than facing the pain of the questions for ourselves, too often too many of us are not prepared to allow ourselves be opened to new insight - or to new freedom in life and in God (and new responsibility too) - until Suffering herself decides to take over … and we are forced to face the question. 

(Which I believe is part of the truth hidden in the words the writers Luke, 24: 47-49 and John 20: 20-23 place in the mouth of Jesus in their accounts of two of his post-resurrection appearances to the apostles. We will look at that huge question in its own right later.)

inclusiveness … being accepted for who we are now … at this moment …
From my several visits with you, and my many and long conversations with Ted, that is what I understand Redfern was all about … opening ourselves to see the Christ in everyone .. . opening ourselves to accept the humility and the pain of having to face new questions …which seeing Christ in that way, inevitably, will bring with it … but, in the process, allowing a fire to be lit within us … a fire, which  I hope will remain burning in all of us, for a long, long time still to come. 

First and foremost, in my experience, Redfern was a place, or rather a group, in which each person was allowed to be there, and to be accepted as he/ she was, warts and all. But especially, the outcasts …those most rejected by the world … those who most often are rejected by the Church too … rejected too, sadly, by many of its priests and its bishops.

Why do you think so many aborigines came so readily to Redfern? They weren’t concerned about theology, nor liturgy. But, they were concerned about God and Christ – even if at times they expressed their faith in ways different from the way we did. They were concerned too with loving and being loved … and they knew when they were loved. 
They also knew, and still do, when they weren’t, and aren’t, being loved … and when their love was being rejected  - as it is now, at least, by some among you.

Why do you think so many artists, painters, sculptors, writers were drawn to Redfern? Was it because they, and all those others who, each Sunday, were prepared to drive for miles … “Don’t miss Mass at Redfern” as Dermot Dorgan’s well-loved song so well expressed all that was happening there, and why it could happen there, and, only rarely, elsewhere … all sensed that there in Ted they had met a person who, like them, touched (and tried to live within) the creative, creating Centre of all that is. 

For they knew that that is where the experience of the Gospel, the Good News of God in Christ, first begins. 

the primary purpose for the existence of any “parish”

That is the primary purpose for the existence of any “parish”. 

A parish is not primarily about its parish priest - nor is it something over which its priest - or his deacon - can rule as some latter-day Louis XIV - absolute, despotic. 

A parish priest’s role … a bishop’s too, surely … has to be primarily that of a person of true humility  ... a person from whom flows this very love and experience of the Christ present in all that is; a person, around whom the community can come together in love as it tries to express its total, real, inclusiveness of all people and all things in Christ. Admittedly stumbling and at times and with all the mutual tensions any truly human, truly creative, creating community life in God involves.  

 … and the rainbow flag …

That God creates in multiplicity and diversity is what I understand enshrining the rainbow flag in your Church represented …inclusiveness … a sign of your living faith in the first article of our Creed ... that faith which believes that all things are in Christ. Just as the pelican stabbing its own breast to feed its young - all its young - was painted on the walls in the catacombs to sustain the early christians in hope, so, I had expected the rainbow  flag would long remain on your walls as a sign to people that here in this place, now, they will be loved, accepted, embraced as they are  … just as Jesus loved the woman kneeling kissing his feet, wiping them with her hair
  … just as the lepers ran to him in joy and hope … while “respectable” people (and most of the scribes and Pharisees, the clergy of their day), drew their cloaks around them lest they be touched, contaminated by these “lesser”, “sin-filled” people. 

But, today, I hear the “holy ones” go further; even warning these “others” off from the environs of their holy place, their Church, their synagogue  - determined it will remain respectable, middle-class … and theirs to rule … and in which to make the rules. 

And now, they go yet further, removing even the rainbow flag from your Church - and that without consultation with any of you … despite the fact that, years ago, you, as a community, had discussed whether - and then decided that - for very good theological reasons, the flag should be hung in your Church … a permanent sign of welcome to any who might feel they were being excluded from the Church by others.

Perhaps your present parish priest was “under orders” from his archbishop in doing what he did. 

If so, I wonder whether either he or his archbishop have ever really meditated upon Peter and John’s reply when they had been given a warning by the Sanhedrin (in their day, the equivalent of archbishops in today’s Church, or perhaps more likely the College of Cardinals), and told that “on no account were they to make statements or to teach in the name of Jesus”. 
Remember the reply the two apostles gave the Sanhedrin …
You must judge whether in God’s eyes it is right to listen to you and not to God.
 We cannot promise to stop proclaiming what we have seen and heard.

If the parish priest, or his archbishop (if the initiative to remove the flag really began with the latter) have read that section of the Acts (all chapter 4 merits being read in this regard), have either of them ever really understood it? Even more importantly, have they ever understood that teaching in the name of Jesus might require that a person should have no fear to be seen publicly to love, to embrace others in the Name of Christ, and to welcome them into their hearts, into their arms, into their community … no matter who they might be. 

When Peter and John returned to the community that day after having been warned by the Sanhedrin, they, together with the community, began a prayer to God:

Master, it is you who made heaven and earth and sea, and everything in them …
Surely everything in heaven and earth and sea must include even those who might be regarded as the lepers of our day. And who are they … ? Not a difficult question to answer. But, one each of us should answer for him/ herself. 
the power of symbols 
The Church has always known the power of symbols and of symbolic actions. Our entire sacramental system is built around them. 

Who of those who experienced it will ever forget the sight of Paul VI in St Peter’s Basilica, coped in all the rich regalia of his papal office (as it was when he had inherited it), crowned with his triple tiara; and then seeing him take from his head that medieval symbol of absolute and universal power with which history had encrusted the simple faith in God in Christ which once had been Peter’s; and then, place it on the High Altar of  St Peter’s, asking as he did so, that it be sold and the monies given to the poor. That one action of Paul VI expressed to me, more powerfully, more profoundly than any theological documents promulgated by the Council ever did, the new course which the Spirit of God, through Her Council, was charting for the Ship of Peter.
 

Contrariwise, removing the rainbow flag from your Church, one of the more potent symbolic actions of the newcomers to Redfern (along with the removal of Mum Shirl’s portrait from the place of honour in the Church it had held till then
), just as clearly has now demonstrated how determined they are not to follow the course which the Spirit mapped out for Her Church all those years ago in Rome.

Even so, being deprived of the symbols of one’s faith need not destroy one’s faith. Not, unless we let it!  No! If our faith in Christ is truly a living faith, the Church in Redfern can never, will never be theirs … if “being theirs” means that “others” - any “others” - will be excluded from it.

The newcomers do not seem to understand any of this. The rainbow flag is not a challenge (no matter how determined some are to see it in that light) to how well or how badly the Church authorities and theologians might or might not be able to understand the diversities of human sexuality and the morality proper to each. (Those “theological” matters are secondary, very secondary in the divine scheme of things; matters which could – and should – be worked out in other places.) The rainbow flag is a sign of Christ and His all-embracing love.

******

To return to our reflections on the section from Galatians:

each one of us has to be converted in our heart  … 
We too had to become (real) believers in God… we too had to hand our lives over totally to the Christ of God, no less than had you. And now, as a result of that living faith, we know that it is such faith in Christ which is what justifies us, rather than fidelity to the Law (rather too than any prescriptions of the Church or of any parish priest). No one can be justified by keeping the Law (vv. 15-16). 
(And similarly, none of us can be justified by giving any absolute or final pre-eminence to the commands of anyone, man, woman, priest, or archbishop … 
A fortiori, none of us can ever be excused - justified - in doing so if their commands run counter to the Good News of Christ present among you, which Paul … Ted too … have preached to you.) 
If I, or you, were to return to that position (to that preference for exclusiveness which we have already abandoned), we would be admitting we had been doing something wrong over recent years (wrong in trying to believe in God in Christ as totally as we have been until now; (v.18)  …that is, we would be saying that it was wrong for us to have believed and to have lived as we have; wrong for us to be trying to be inclusive, and in trying to see and to embrace the Christ who lives in everyone who is [cf John 1: 9] 
But, that precisely is what those who have come among you would now seem determined you should do.)
I live now not with my own life but with the life of that Christ who lives in me (v.20) …  I know - you do too … we cannot bring ourselves to give up God’s gift. (We must not allow ourselves to be brought to (bullied into) giving up that gift of God (v.21).) For, if the Law (or the prescriptions or structures of the Church, or the commands of a parish priest, or the rules of the Neo-Catechumenate) can justify us, there is no point in the death of Christ. (v.21).

Each one of us has to be converted in our heart  … 
Each of us has to be converted … not primarily in our heads … and certainly not to some renewed obedience to our “tutors” (more over-arching and far reaching than ever previously demanded) ... we have to be converted to obedience to the God “Who is”, “Who lives” within us.  

Any truly meaningful “head-trip” comes later, much, much later as each of us reflects on his/ her experience in Christ and the journey to which it has opened him or her. If one begins too much in the head (and that usually means, not out of our own experience, but beginning from someone else’s understanding and theological explanation of their experience of living their life in faith), there is always a grave danger that one’s faith will forever stay locked there .. in the head .. in words … and remain, thereby, forever arid, lifeless. 

obedience to our “tutors” … or, obedience to the life of Christ within us?

If our “tutors” have been so determined to train us to obedience to them, rather than to obedience to the life of Christ within us … if they have failed to encourage us to run free of the play–pens with in which initially they enclosed us … (possibly because the tutors themselves have never learnt to run, to walk outside their own play-pens; never known what it means to risk themselves into God, as Peter did that night as he stepped out of the boat to follow Christ across the storm-tossed waters; never known what it is to fall and to fear ... and to be picked up .. not by fear … but, by God’s own love …and by the love of others for us); … if we then, in our turn, have never known what it is to have grown beyond the limitations of such a tutelage … then, we too will end up like them, strange psychological spiritual misfits, forever hiding from life … and, despite, all protestations to the contrary, we will never really believe or know what it is to live in the infinite, totally prodigal Love which is God which the Christ in Jesus reveals to us. 
sectarians … 

Seeking to cut their adherents off from the realities, the joys, and the pains of life around them … the mistakes and sins of life too … such religious “sectarians” do much to bring into disrepute the real name and nature of God … and the name of all true religion too. Well nigh everyone whom eventually they manage to entice into their web end up, it would seem, being effectively cut off from their own true selves, at the same time as they are cut off from ever really knowing the God “Who is” living within them. 

… but, conversion in our heart is something which only God can give us … only in His/ Her Light can our blindness be cured …only in His/ Her time, too!
Whenever I come across people like that, I am tempted to revamp an old joke from my school days. (I am sure you will recall the original which in those days was directed at all of us who saw  the Roman Catholic faith as being exclusively the only  true Church within which anyone could find salvation) … : 

An atheist had died and was being shown around heaven by Jesus and Mary and Joseph. His first surprise, after realising he was still alive, was that he could not see God anywhere. He was delighted to see that there were Buddhists and Hindus, Shintoists and Animists there, Protestants and Greek Orthodox, Muslims and Jews, atheists too all playing together in the gardens of heaven. But, where was God? 
“Haven’t you noticed,” Mary said, “how different, how clear the Light is here?” 
“Yes!” replied the atheist. “It seems to shine right through everyone and everything.” 
“It does,” replied Mary; “for, That is God.”

“That also is why you, who called yourself an atheist, can see all these things so clearly now. While you were on earth, you never let any “thing” or even any statement about life or God put blinkers on your eyes, or chains around your heart. You just accepted that life was a mystery much, much bigger than you, or anything you could know, create or control. You just got on with living life, loving life, and loving those around you as well as you could.” 

Over in one area were a series of highly-walled compounds. “Who is in there?” asked the newly arrived atheist. 
“Oh!” replied Mary, “that is where all the religious fundamentalists are. Each particular persuasion has its own compound. In life (on earth) they believed they were the only ones who could be saved. So, even here, they have to be put into their own separate compounds. Otherwise they would never know any happiness at all.” 
“But, walled up in those tiny compounds, aren’t they missing out on so much? Also, there seems to be not as much light shining out of those places as there is everywhere else.”  
“I’m afraid you are right. We all hope and pray that some day the sound of all that is happening here, the happiness in everyone’s laughter, will make at least some of them try to push open a crack in their palisades to allow some of the Light from this side to get through into where they are. Then, at least some of them eventually might stage a break-out for themselves. Then they will be much happier than they are now. We will be too! A few have ‘leapt over the wall’. But, I fear, there are still a lot who are too frightened to follow their example …” 
******

There are still many other thoughts which have been provoked by what has been happening to you at Redfern, but they will have to wait on God’s time, and my strength before they can be completed.
 

ENDNOTES TO PART 1
� A couple of years ago, after I had written something else along these lines, I sent a copy to one of the senior ecclesiastics in this country, offering to meet with him, if he so wished, so that we might be able to talk, face to face, of these matters and of our different understandings of what the faith of Jesus was all about. He declined the invitation - politely - but firmly: “The differences between our positions are too great to make any attempt at dialogue fruitful.” I guess for him, I, too, was just “speaking in riddles”. In my reply I expressed a hope that at least another form of dialogue, our mutual dialogue in the God “Who Is” in prayer, ultimately would still prove fruitful. Since then I have respected the bishop’s wishes, and, from my side, have sought no further dialogue. Though, if he were willing, I would still welcome it. Should he ever read these pages, he will know to whom I am speaking. After all, none of us should fear the gulfs, the chasms which, from time to time, emerge between people(s); nor the chaos of seriously conflicting, seemingly contradictory viewpoints. Is not the voice of God most clearly heard in the silent darkness of the Void; Her creating Spirit breathing most powerfully in the meaninglessness of apparent chaos? The first words of Genesis would seem to say as much. Or, as another tradition expresses it: “Confusion is good … confusion is a sign of growth.”  


� Cf all the warnings the New Testament writers give about avoiding the leaven of the scribes and Pharisees, those very people who exercised the received institutional religious leadership roles at the time of Jesus and of all who first came to believe in God in Christ through him.


… where true leadership in God ultimately lies …


In saying this, however, I am not denying that, as in any human situation or group, the human agencies through whom external order is maintained and leadership exercised have to be present also in every faith community. In fatin communities, however, people in such organisational/ institutional leadership roles do not always, or necessarily, occupy the primary, nor any exclusively central, in faith, nor necessarily are they always the ones who posess the clearest or deepest insights into what living faith in Christ here and now might demand of any one person or of the community as a whole. No matter who or where we are, the head of the Church always remains the Christ of God, present in and acting through all the multiplex charisms/ gifts His Spirit is breathing into Her creation and into her Church. As is quite evident from the whole New Testament story, the Spirit, for Her own purposes, did (still does) act more powerfully in and through some individuals than She did (does) in others. A truth to which Saul-Paul’s very existence as an apostle of Jesus Christ alongside Peter and the rest of the apostolic group gives ample, and enduring, testimony.


� … Nevertheless, I am always wary of those who seek to place too much (central or primary) emphasis on the emotional content of the “conversion” experience ... just as I am wary of those who place their primary emphasis too exclusively on its “rational” aspect or content while ignoring all else that is involved. Any claimants to some special  “faith” experience, but whose proponents are at the same time loath to allow their claims to be subjected to clear strong rational analysis/ critique always need to be treated with care ... and suspicion. In the same way, as those who refuse to allow themselves seriously to dialogue with (and to be challenged by, and, when necessary, to allow their own “world-views” to be enlarged by … even sometimes to be shattered by) others whose views on life, on God, on Christ … may differ from their own. If our god is God, and if every thing and everyone, and everyone’s understanding of God  ... all exist in God …, then surely each of us has to be open to hear, to see God wherever He/ She might be present, no matter through whom He/ She may be speaking. 


� See  Ted’s account of his conversion to what Christ really is all about (recounted at the beginning of the first of this series of essays). 


� As Kingfishers catch fire…by Gerard Manley Hopkins.


� “How sensual can one get!” … To discuss the “sensuality”of Christ and of living in Christ, however, will have to be an essay for another time. After all, all things that exist, including our human sensuality, exist only because they exist in the Word of God … that is, they exist in Christ …   


� There was something equally symbolic in what happened subsequently. That evening Cardinal Spellman went to Paul VI with the argument that, if it was the poor about whom the pope was concerned, then he should give him (Spellman) the papal tiara. He would send it on tour of the United States  - along with the white soutane of  Pius XII which he already possessed. (Both, were on permanent display near the entrance within Spellman’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue when last I visted there.) That way, he argued, much more money would be raised for the poor than merely selling the papal tiara on the open market could ever realize. Sadly, Paul VI agreed. Perhaps he realized that the bishops and cardinals of the world had not understood the meaning of his gesture. Perhaps they did not want to understand it. I was told that Paul had hoped that, on the next day after his profoundly symbolic renunciation of the High Medieval conception of the papacy, the bishops in the Council would have followed his example, and have stripped themselves of their gold, bejeweled episcopal  rings and pectoral crosses, and have thrown them into baskets so that they too could be sold and given to the poor. But that was too big an “ask”. At least, at that time. Many clerics, like most men of power, grow accustomed to (and come to like) the accoutrements, the perks and privileges of office.  I wonder if the present sorry state to which the Church has now been reduced, and the dis-respect and suspicion which the very title “priest” now evokes in so many places, means that, at last, the time is ripe for Paul VI’s dream to be realized. At least, out of it all, Cardinal Spellman got what he had always wanted  - a papal tiara and a white soutane. His only  regret: they were only second-hand. The hopes he had manifested often enough over the years for the reality behind the trappings never materialised … not for him.


� Mum Shirl was one of the most courageous and most loved elders among the Aborigines in Sydney.  After her death, as a sign of the reverence in which she was held, her portrait was hung on the wall behind the altar in the Redfern Church. To many, especially of the aborigines of this country, but more widely as well, she is already acknowledged as one of the very holy ones of God … in other words, a saint. (And as we all should know, sanctity is recognized, first and foremost, in heart to heart, soul to soul encounter, as those around a person themselves come to sense the presence of the Spirit in him/ her and their actions - something to which only those who have lived in day to day contact with the person concerned are most immediately able to experience and to judge.) 


� After giving an early draft of this essay to a few people to read, I was urged to delete this section about the rainbow flag: 


“In the eyes of everyone that symbol speaks only about homosexuals.  Three, five years ago people may have been prepared to hear what you were saying, even if they read it as referring exclusively or primarily to  homosexuals. But today, that no longer is the case. In light of what has been happening all around the western world, today there is a powerful back-lash against homosexuals and the excessive freedoms they have demanded for themselves. And, because of their  professedly celibate lives, there is a suspicion of all Catholic clergy (no matter how unwarranted that may be in individual, or many, cases).  It would be a pity, if your references to the rainbow flag made it impossible for your readers to be open to everything else which you are saying.” 


I cannot accede to their wish. Nor can I agree with certain presuppositions which (at least to me) seem to underlie it.


The “rainbow flag” is not an exclusively “gay” icon, no matter how many in Australia may choose to see it that way.  It is true that in Australia, that flag has been adopted by many in the “gay” world as a symbol of all that they are seeking … viz. that all people be accepted … in their difference. That certainly is how Desmond Tutu understands the use of the rainbow flag in post-apartheid South Africa … a symbol of reconciliation, of acceptance of all races, of all colours ... of all “differences”. 


Some, however, seem to believe that accepting each other in our differences automatically precludes a person’s right, and duty, to challenge another whenever one may feel that that other is overstepping the bounds of common human decency; or making it difficult, or even at times impossible, to maintain that fundamental unity of vision and values which every human society needs if its is to survive.  


But, that would be to gravely misunderstand what “accepting people in their differences” is all about. In the same way as our national dream of a multicultural Australia, also, is often misunderstood, as when it is interpreted as demanding of us not to challenge another’s customs or traditions - or they ours. In fact, when either side feels the behaviour of one runs seriously counter to what the other considers to be fundamental personal and social  values, honest, and where necessary strong, dialogue, and mutual challenge has to be the basis for the healthy interaction and growth of those on either side  of the “difference” or of the cultural divide.


We should never forget that the many hues which emerge through the summer storm-clouds to create the rainbow, it is the one light which is being refracted differently out of which all of them are born.





However, the objection raised against inclusion of discussion of the rainbow flag’s symbolism, highlights one matter that does need to be taken very seriously. 


The question of homosexuality is one of the human “differences” which, more than any other these days, seems to be generating the most vocal and divisive tensions within, and between, the various Christian Churches, and between our own culture and other world cultures. It is also true that, in the minds of some, responsibility for the scandals surrounding clergy of our tradition must be laid, at least in part, at the feet of those, in our society and in our Church, whom they judge to have overseen/ encouraged, even to have abetted the “loosening” of traditional values in relation to human sexuality. (Some even go so far as to blame “good Pope John” and the changes instigated through the Second Vatican Council for all this.) 


All these things have led to a significant back-lash against what earlier were seen as “politically correct” attitudes towards homosexuality and related matters.


However, none of those realities singly - nor all of them together - can be sufficient reason for down-playing the need for inclusiveness and for the acceptance of difference in our Church, and in relation to matters of human sexuality generally. To go down that road in fact would be merely to pander to the latest change in direction in which the winds of political correctness have decided to blow. To do so, would be to deny the fundamental truth of the road I have already had to chart in my own life, which I, and the people around Ted in Redfern also, know, from hard-won experience to be true in Christ (not just because of some, cold, abstract theologizing deduced from certain abstract definitions of what might, or might not, constitute a complete human being). 


Nevertheless, these matters do constitute very good reasons why another essay should be attempted (as soon as time and energy in God allow it): one which looks at the theology of sexual diversity and reflects on some of the ethical insights human sexual diversity might generate … as well some of the still-unresolved problems which have followed in the wake of the sexual revolution in our culture.


� Other  essays (already begun, but yet to be completed) which have grown out of, and which relate back to what has been written to date in this “Letter to Redfern”, and which I hope soon to complete, are:


1 … a meditation on Mark 16:15-16. “And he said to them, ‘Go out into the whole world; proclaim the Good News to all creation. He who believes and is baptised will be saved; he who believes not will be condemned’”…


we have a choice … the primacy of “the priesthood of Christ” ( and that means ultimately, the primacy of the priesthood of all believers”) … or, “ the idolatry of the ordained ministry”?


2 …a meditation on John 20: 21-23 Peace be with you …As the Father sent me so am I sending you …Receive the Holy Spirit. For those whose sins you forgive, they are forgiven; for those whose sins you retain, they are retained …Luke 24: 45-49 He then opened their minds to understand the scriptures… So you see how it is written that the Christ would suffer and on the third day rise form the dead, and that in his name, repentance for the forgiveness of sin would be preached to all nations … You are witnesses to this … Stay in the city , until you are clothed with the power from on high … 


what is sin? … what is forgiveness? … what is the “purpose” (the meaning, the mission ) of being a christian? 


3 … the nature and purpose of creation … the nature and purpose of theology …


… the nature and purpose of the Church ….”


“…that you may have life … and have it more abundantly...”


4 … “the significance of ‘inculturation’ … especially when … ‘the times … they are a’changin’”.


5 … a theology of sexual diversity  … and  ... the sensuality of Christ.
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