FAITH SHRINK-WRAPPED

Secretary of State Jim Murphy's lecture this week looks like a fairly blatant attempt to align the Labour Party with a 'religious' or 'faith' vote.  He talks about listening – but his words ignore the reality that members of churches and faith groups support many political parties.  His argument also does a grave disservice to faith by suggesting that it can be 'shrink-wrapped' to fit the manifesto of his or any political party.

Faith group leaders in turn do a disservice to faith by identifying a specific 'faith agenda' – a shopping list of social and moral issues which becomes a currency in which political support might be traded.  There are of course key issues about which faith groups share concern – 'end of life' issues would be an obvious example.  Faith groups must continue their dialogue with government and politicians about these and many other similar issues.  But Jim Murphy's lecture cries out for a wider and grander vision of what faith means and what it has to offer in creating a society with values and vision.

Much of the lecture expresses the view that 'fairness' is a key component of faith.  But faith is about much more than fairness.  Fairness says that, 'I'll allow you to have your due if I have mine'.  Faith is about justice – in particular justice for the poor.  Faith says, 'I cannot rest while the poor and the defenceless are the victims of injustice.'  Faith is about love and sacrifice – not about splitting the difference in the interests of fairness.

It's all very well to make such grand statements – but what might the agenda be if there is to be a real debate between faith groups and political parties.  In a world where political debate seems to have become almost entirely tactical – where it's hard to discern any real separation of values and vision between political parties – we have the potential to offer a wider vision and to discuss what that might mean in practical politics.

I have to confess that I was simply astonished by the five key principles which Jim Murphy identified.  They express the flat-footed values of fairness.  They are the politics of the supermarket check-out.  They are regressive, inviting us to revisit outdated nationalisms, to pursue those whom we deem to be work-shy, to close our borders to the poor of the world on the basis of a 'firm and fair' immigration policy.  What about some bigger visions – a new vision of how peace can be built, how creation can be honoured, how the poor can be fed, how the weak can be protected, how an inclusive and tolerant society can be built.

To engage in serious dialogue with politicians is what churches and faith groups must do.  If that is what Jim Murphy is hoping for, I shall be delighted and honoured to join in that debate.  But I hope he will understand that I feel that my faith has been diminished – shrink-wrapped – by his picture of it.

