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The Jim Wallis Interview, May 2004
How do you see the churches creating an impact now that the Iraq war has taken place and the country struggles to establish peace?

It is clear now that the American controlled occupation simply isn’t working, which is what many of us in the churches were concerned about and warned against. It is not Christian to say “I told you so”, and the suffering is too great to engage in that kind of recrimination, but now I think churches will have to help the US. We said they shouldn’t go in, now we have to help them get out. Until this is internationalised, until the UN is genuinely in control of the situation, until it is returned to the Iraqis we are not going to succeed there. We’re going to see more chaos, instability and suffering. The churches must lead on the difficult process of making peace.

In the USA, churches are thriving and influencial. With the ‘meltdown’ in church attendance in the UK, where so you see the church failing?

You have a different cultural situation here in England. A different church state reality, and a different history, I think there always a need for a clear vibrant church voice. God is personal, but never private, I think there is no church in the world that is growing that doesn’t have a personal God. God has to be personal to the lives of all the believers or it doesn’t make any sense. And yet God is never private, so we need both the dynamic personal relationship and the faith must make sense prophetically in the public arena. That is the combination for the church becoming strong and growing and making a difference in its society, so I try to speak to both those questions. How the church can be both vibrant and deeply relevant to the personal lives of its members and at the same time be their prophetic public voice.  Our society desperately need to be healed from wealth, violence, the addiction to values that are contrary to the kingdom, and I think those values are hurting people’s lives. So when we become prophetic to those questions, we also engage in healing people’s lives. When we become relevant to people’s lives, the church will grow again.

What is your view on the role of faith in delivering services on behalf of government agencies? What is the role of faith in a ‘social economy’?

Political leaders have figured out that the churches are often the best delivery systems for services and even for government programmes. They have figured out that the churches have capacity, constituency, are present in so many places, and that is a good thing. And I think it can be done with integrity on all sides as long as the churches don’t lose their prophetic voice. We are not just social service providers, we are prophetic interrogators for why so many people are hungry or homeless. We have to keep asking the “Why” question not just keep pulling bodies out of the river, but send people upstream to see who or what is throwing them in. I think that our prophetic role has to be guarded so we can have partnerships with governments. That is a good thing but only when we maintain our prophetic voice. That is very crucial.

What should the church’s approach be to working with different faiths?

We live in a very pluralistic context now, more so in the UK, though US society is also moving that way. There are more Muslims in the U.S. now than there are Presbyterians. I was pleased that the First Christian church in Fort Worth, Texas where I spoke recently had a midweek visit from the an Iman to talk about Islam and 300 attended. So I think that the notion of conversation and dialogue should not be a threat to Christians. We should be able to be who we are without being fearful of dialogue with other faiths. I have Jewish friends who say, “I want you to be the best Christian you can be and I’ll be the best Jew that I can be and that way we will have our conversation and our relationship.” We had a big action in the Rotunda of the US capital a couple of years ago - a protest of government policy towards the neglect and abuse of the poor. We prayed and we sang and we were put in the DC jail. About 50 clergy, catholics, men and women... It was a very powerful day. A Rabbi joined us and he and Tony Campolo, a Baptist minister, sat in jail for four hours having a discussion about Christology. Who was Jesus Christ? I think jail is a good place for inter-faith conversation.  You are already demonstrating your faith and the prophetic action that you take. And then you go to jail and talk about your faith. I’d rather see more Christians arrested in the battle for justice and having their ecumenical conversations with other faith leaders whilst in jail!

The CRC convention theme is global / local, how can churches keep a global perspective whilst struggling with concerns on falling numbers?

I have been over here in the UK for several visits talking to your leaders of church and state about 2005 in terms of global poverty. There’s the G8 here, you’re also chairing the EU, the 20th anniversary of the millennium development goals. It’s a big year. The focus is going to be on justice and rightly so. There is a deep connection between the struggle for global poverty reduction and the poverty that is still painfully present in the wealthy nations around the margins. People are left out and left behind. There’s a connection between the struggles over racism and immigration. Over here that means to become a global community outside our neighbourhood’s boundaries. It is always a question of connecting global struggles and local ones and I think the church should be able to do that, because what institution in the world is more global and local at the same time than we are. I can’t think of one. So it means in part just listening to our brothers and sisters around the world.  When the Bishop of Jerusalem says to us that the road to peace, the road to conquering terrorism, doesn’t lead through Baghdad, but through Jerusalem, we should pay attention to him. How can the churches globally be a critical part of finding a solution in the middle east and how they resolve their influx of Muslim immigrants - these are all connected. I find that a vital personal but active public faith is needed every part of the world that I have ever been to.  I think that connecting those struggles is critical. Conflict resolution between gangs in violent neighbourhoods is not so altogether different than diplomacy on a world stage. They can’t have peace without war – nations and leaders will often behave like gangs.  How do you get gangs together is often connected to how you get rival factions together around the world … 

But the key is the identity - our identity as a global community with the body of Christ and the local incarnation of that. 
Interview with Gillian Murray of Churches Regional Commission for Yorkshire and the Humber, May 2004.

