A CHRISTIAN FAITH IN TRUST FOR THE MIND OF ISLAM WITH THE CENTRAL “SIGNS” OF THE INCARNATION AND THE CROSS AS EXPRESSED

 IN THE VIRGIN BIRTH AND THE EMPTY TOMB

THE SUMMONS TO THEOLOGICAL LEADERSHIP by Bp. Kenneth Cragg

Perhaps I could share some thoughts with you about the meaning of the two great events in Christian faith - the Incarnation and the Resurrection - and how these two, as it were, symbolize the faith in terms of the virgin birth and the empty tomb.  Often we are reminded to think of these in qualitative terms, as actualities, as events, which truly happened.  How do we pass from that attitude of that approach, which some would describe as credulity?   How do we pass from credulity to confidence?   Is it that the human mind is myth poetic, used to thinking in terms of making a myth, not as a mess as something that never happened, but as a way of physicalising an event we believe in.   The problem passes from this physicality, if you can call it that, this sense of something that has historicity and actuality.  As we often ask simply “What really happened?” As we pass from a credulity ng that is something which is better described as confidence.  We have to reach for the meaning that is present in, what I am calling now, the actuality of the real reality in historic terms, the historicity.  If we want to be simply literal we can have a credulity about an actuality or we can pass from that and because of that and by help of that into a confidence concerning that situation and what, in fact, it represents and symbolizes and expresses, so that we are not merely credulous but we are also confident about what we can only describe as the significance of what we think of in these literal terms. 
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 This is the way I think in which the theology, as it were, is made possible myth poetic thinking in terms of what is represented by a symbol or an event and the important thing is to pass from, what some would call, mere credulity into confidence, confidence in what those two realities, which we are now acknowledging, symbolize, namely a virgin birth and an empty tomb and these two together are the way in which the Christian faith as it were represents to itself the meaning in which it is confident.

He is not here, He is risen, behold the handmaid of the Lord beats up to me according to his word so that the human womb and the actual tomb have been the locust, if you like,  the location, the divine engagement with the human situation and in this way we come to a confidence that is more than mere credulity.  But in the mercy of God we only do so to reach the significance by virtue of the sign, which conveys it to us.  So if this line of thought makes sense, we are more than believers in what requires a credulity, we are confident in a significance which by these means we have learnt to understand.  I hope this line of thought makes sense because there are those out in this world who think our faith is, as it were, an invention, born out of desire.  An invention of our imagination.  What I am trying to say is it’s reality is the theme of our confidence, a confidence which is possible for us so that we are not literalist, believing simply in what the world would describe as the credulous but we are alive to the significance which that physicality has made accessible to us in the only form in which it could be made so by the mercy and the desire of God.

Our human souls not least in the realm of reality but to some extent also in the realm of science is the myth poetic, it thinks in terms of a story, and the story goes with some aspect of science as well as theology. This storyline, if you like, shows us by the mercy of God  the significance as the story gathers.  We hold this very much in mind with so much of literature and the connection between literature and theology is obviously very strong.    
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We have it in the form of a story and that is what inspired Dickens or Shakespeare as a dramatist or whoever it may be.  Thomas Hardy will tell a story in order to signify what he sees as the hidden malignity of the physical universe, its hostility to human well being, which is of course, in his pessimism, contrary to the Christian understanding of the human creation, which is benign and this is surely one reason why so much of the teaching of Jesus was parabolic.  

He brought home a view of things by telling a story.  A certain man planted a vineyard and let it out to a husbandman and went into a foreign country.  Now these absentee landlords were a frequent feature of the gospel situation and to think of God as an absentee landlord is just a measure of how real the entrustment is.  It is a genuine “Over to you, you humans” about the world and your power over it and your power in it.  The thought of the absentee landlord as applied to God measures the reality of the human trust with the good earth.  So there is a kind of threefold sequence - creation, leading to creaturehood in possession and control of it.  And that creaturehood is so great a privilege and so risky an enterprise as to lead to the third dimension which is prophethood, and prophethood is to guide the creaturehood in the custody of the creation and that is the meaning of the parable of the gospel which incidentally is also present in the Qur’an.  A creation entrusted into creaturehood and that creaturehood guided, directed by prophethood.   And then we come to the desire of the husbandman to refuse  the fruits of the vineyard.  Then I will send unto them my son and that is the only way in which the Lord of the vineyard can assert his sovereignty and his Lordship and it is precisely that Lordship which is being called into question by the treatment of the messengers, “Some they killed and some they put to death”, is a verse in the Qur’an itself, echoing this parable. “Some you said were liars and some you put to death”.  
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So that is the ultimate challenge which in terms of people like Nietszche, who want to take over the vineyard.  And that desire, as it were to be without God, you get this dimension in Nietszche, when humans say “Evil be thou my good”.  What Nietszche calls the reversal of values, so that the very sovereignty of God is being defied by the custodians, who want to displace God by their own power.  Is that not also found in story form in Shakespeare’s drama of Richard III, where he is wanting, as it were, to be master of all things without reference to God?  The ultimate Nietszche defiance of divine sovereignty.  Displacing the Lordship of God with the sovereignty of man and that is, is it not, the ultimate form of what we call the “Secular”.  It is important to realize that the Secular is legitimate, it is the gift of God in terms of human power over creation but the Secular is also to acknowledge the destiny of the sacred just as the sacred is the consecration of the Secular but this has to happen by the decision, the  engagement of  human will, the secular has the destiny of the sacred and the sacred has the hallowing of the secular and this is how I think we should understand the nature of the gospel and the vocation of our humanity.  This hallowing of the secular by warrant of the sacred is the ultimate meaning of that final call of Islam or surrender and there is no surrender which has not implied a capacity to repel and that capacity is over-written by the will to submit and so we have submission as the ultimate truth of the very term Islam as it is enshrined in the Holy Qur’an as I understand it.  And the very fact of this literal revelation the word that is written, not the word that is incarnate.  But the divine flame in and on the human is being made from heaven in the meaning of calligraphy and of recitation and those are the two ways in which Islam, as a religion, responds to the initiative  of God by the recitation of the text and the calligraphic inscribing of the text which is the ultimate form of Islamic art.
