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ARCHBISHOP  ROWAN WILLIAMS PLEADS FOR A CHRISTIAN HUMANISM

The Archbishop of Canterbury, the Most Revd Dr Rowan Williams is listening to those on all sides of the debate over the possibility of woman becoming bishops, he told a gathering at the Conference of European Churches General Assembly meeting this week in Trondheim, Norway.

Speaking to an informal gathering in the daily Torg, a place for listening and learning from each other, the archbishop said: ”I cannot find any theological objection to women becoming bishops if women are priests. The question is in what way and at what pace is that appropriate? We have to maintain integrity. Theologically yes, but in practical terms I wait to see what is possible and listen to those on all sides.”

Archbishop Rowan Williams was consecrated the 104th Archbishop of Canterbury in February this year on the retirement of the Most Revd George Carey. Now aged 53, he was born in Swansea, Wales. As Archbishop of Canterbury, he is primate of the Church of England and the leader of the worldwide Anglican Communion.

In the gathering chaired by the Revd Margunn Sandal of the Norwegian Church Academies, Dr Williams said: “The Church is the place where two faces are seen clearly, the face of God and the face of humanity. The Church exists so that we know what a human being can be in the face of God. It exists so the world should not forget that humanity exists.”

“The Church has to understand how people can become open and vulnerable to God. Sometimes traditional ways of worship offer that. What matters most to me is that churches should be a place of depth, not breadth or success, where people can find they were created in the image of the three-fold God and loved into new life by the incarnate God.  Without the Church we should see less than humanity.”

”Churches need to earn the right to be heard, we need people with skills and expertise but with a prophetic edge. For instance dealing with questions of the environment and ecology in a way that is serious. We must make opportunities for encounter with decision makers and provide a safe space for those people to explore moral questions.”

The two great totalitarian systems of the twentieth century were both rebellions against humanity as well as God, he reflected.

“We have had a century when humanity has been insulted and obscured more than ever before. That is why I don’t feel hopeful that we can rely on humanist enlightenment in Europe,” Dr Williams 

explained. “ We need more than ever before a Christian humanism which explains why humanity is made in the image of God and that requires patience of each other.” 

He looked to the future role of the Church in an evolving Europe. “Questions about humanity will not be answered by politicians alone. It is unavoidable that politicians prepare policies with an eye to the next election.” He said that without communities, like Churches, that don’t have an eye to the long term perspective, humanity of Europe would shrink.

“I want to see churches in Europe that are passionate about patience and respects towards human rights. And can look with puzzled amazement and gratitude at what it means to be human,” he said.

He referred to the rapidly changing pattern of religious practice in Europe. People are more mobile and have more expectations. They are looking to other places than the church to worship. He had encountered young people at festivals and pilgrimages so deeply moved and shaken by experience but found they do not then go back to regular worship in their local parishes.

The archbishop saw a danger of religion becoming consumerist : a church full of people who all like the same sort of thing would be dull and destructive. One of the strengths of the traditional church is that you find yourself bound up with people you may not otherwise be close to. Young people’s passion for communication needs to be brought into the Church.

The archbishop spoke of a test for the church’s integrity: can it identify dehumanising effects of the global economy. He pointed to the Jubilee 2000 campaign which had huge importance in helping ordinary folk discern what is their discipleship towards the poor. There’s an educational task to be done on international debt but it can be done if the church is honest and faithful and can identify where oppression by trading systems takes place.

For more information :

http://www.cecassembly.no
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