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In the Shade of Sayyid Qutb

Peter Colwell ponders religious ideology and secular culture

The attack on Charlie Hebdo in January 2015 and its aftermath raised
once again questions of the extent to which a religious meta-narrative
can exist and flourish in a secular or pluralist context. But the questions
about limits to freedom of speech, the right of religious people not to be
offended and the shape of religious people’s response were not new and
have surfaced many times since the beginnings of the enlightenment,
with the Satanic Verses controversy one of the more recent examples.

At the heart of the Charlie Hebdo incident is a much wider debate as to
the place of Islam both in Western society and the wider global context.
More precisely the matter concerns Islamism - the belief that Islam
offers a political as well as a theological commentary and framework -
enters into dialogue with Western society.

The alleged clash between the West and Islamist ideology is often as-
sumed to begin with the 9/11 attacks on the United States, but its foun-
dations are much older than commonly thought.



In 1949 the Muslim writer Sayyid Qutb (1906-66) was sent to the Unit-
ed States by the Nasser administration in Egypt, with the hope that
exposure to Western culture might dampen his enthusiasm for Islamic
radicalism. In fact it had the precise opposite effect. On the Atlantic sea
crossing he observed with horror the tactics of Christian missionaries
on board, and whilst in the USA he viewed the Christianity which he
encountered with contempt: “Nobody goes to church as often as Ameri-
cans do...yet no-one is as distant as they are from the spiritual aspects of
religion.”

He observed that Churches compete for congregations much in the same
way that theatres competed for audiences. He records his disapproval
when, at a church dance, he observed men and women dancing togeth-
er in close contact! This echoes his revulsion at the conduct of some
women when he first arrived in Cairo as a young man. More broadly

he gained a disdain for aspects of American culture, such as jazz. This
experience was to prove seminal for Qutb.

The Muslim Brotherhood

In 1951, following his return to Egypt, he joined the Muslim Brother-
hood which was to become a major turning point in his thinking. The
Muslim Brotherhood had been founded in 1928 by Hassan al-Banna,
formed to struggle against foreign domination of Islamic lands but in
time it saw its focus shifting to oppose regimes it deemed un-Islamic.
Qutb’s involvement with the Brotherhood was so momentous for him
that he would later comment “I was born in 1951” and would often
refer to his ‘conversion’ to Islam. From this point he began to develop
his own thinking, a blend of classical Islam and aspects of the Euro-
pean fascist movements with which he had become familiar. He was
to become one of the foremost Islamist thinkers whose writings have
become hugely influential with Islamist and Jihadi intellectuals and
activists.

Qutb’s spiritual transformation from moderate to radical has also be-
come a model for the lives of subsequent radicals who see the West as
the primary enemy, and Western allies in the Muslim world as a block to
Islam fulfilling its true destiny.
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We might ponder why it was that Qutb, well-educated, knowledgeable
about Western literature and philosophy, and who as a young man
shared many of the liberal beliefs of Europeans, was to become one of
the most influential anti-Western, Islamist writers? In fact this is ques-
tion that has been asked of so many Islamists who have resorted to
murder in recent decades, and it is in part why Qutb remains a highly
relevant figure for understanding some of the background and ideology
to some of the events, of which Charlie Hebdo is but one. Qutb’s life -
his secular background, exposure to the West, struggles with a secular
Muslim leader and eventual radicalization - make him a seminal figure
for the Islamist movement.

Qutb believed that Western hegemony was coming to an end, not simply
because of a loss of political and military power, but because it had been
deprived of the “life giving values which once enabled it to become the
leader of humanity.” Although Qutb had a high regard for many aspects
of Western culture, particularly in the field of literature, art and philos-
ophy, he rejected modernity because it negated the sovereignty of God.
In his writings he connects the health and influence of a civilization
with morality and high culture. His own view of the past was essentially
a nostalgic one: both in terms of his image of a Western society of high
culture, and of a former Islamic world. At the same time his view of the
contemporary world was one of moral degradation that was doomed to
collapse. A new world leadership would emerge, he believed, that would
preserve all that was good in European culture whilst providing a posi-
tive view of human destiny. Only Islam, he believed, could provide this
new leadership.

A change of world view

Qutb believed that the Qurian was the basis of a totalizing philosophy
that would transform the way in which people viewed the world. Thus
Islam was as much a political ideology as a spiritual religion. However
Qutb did not believe that Islam should be approached in an intellectual
or analytical way but rather be an ‘instinctive way of reality’ In Qutb’s
view it was necessary to engineer a change in the world view of every
Muslim and every Muslim community - a transformation similar to that
experienced by the first Muslim communities of Mecca and Medina.



The West is not innocuous. It was a civilization that was once noble but
had gone astray and should no longer be emulated. It existed in a state
of ignorance (jahiliyya). It was against this that the Prophet Muhammad
struggled, and Qutb saw the struggles of his own lifetime with Arab
nationalism as another such battle with jahiliyya. In fact this is often
described in terms of a cosmic recapitulation of the struggles of the first
Muslim communities under Muhammad’s leadership.

In order for a transformation of the world order to come about Mus-
lims must struggle against the forces of jahiliyya so that Islam might
be the dominant view of reality. This would involve the replacement
of ‘man-made laws” with shariah and the overthrow of political sys-
tems which put such laws in place. This struggle (jihad) is not simply
a means by which Islam would become the dominant view of reality,

but it is also vital if Islam is to survive at all, as the forces of jahiliyya
seek to undermine and destroy Islam. He felt strongly that it was not
only the intention of the West but also of many governments in the
Islamic world, to undermine and destroy Islam. Thus there is an ob-
ligation placed upon all Muslims to engage in jihad against the forces
of jahiliyya. Furthermore it is the responsibility of every Muslim to
protect the true believer and to ensure that they do not stray from the
religion. He further insists that Muslims must be given the freedom
to spread Islam and thus it is justifiable to fight against any system or
regime which obstructs this. Those Muslims who insist that jihad can
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only resort to force as a means of self-defence, he calls “spiritual and
intellectual defeatists”

Forces of ignorance

As far as other faiths are concerned, particularly Judaism and Christiani-
ty, they are equated with these forces of ignorance. When Qutb discusses
particular parts of the Qurian where these two faiths are featured, he sees
Muhammad’s struggles with them as archetypal, and sees a kind of his-
torical recapitulation in each generation where the Muslim community
struggles against the forces of ignorance. For his own time this equated
to the Christian “crusader” West and Israeli Zionism.

Having therefore overcome the forces of jahiliyya the true Islamic
society will emerge. This is a society where humanity lives in harmony
with the divine. Qutb likewise looks to the creation of an Islamic state
but (and of particular interest in the current context of the emergence
of Islamic State in Iraq and Syria) he rejects the recreation of the ancient
caliphate as an unrealistic goal. Such an Islamic State would create true
freedom for the individual, within an Islamic community which is ‘one
body.

Qutb remains a critical figure for understanding some of the current
ideological frameworks in which radicalized Muslims operate and why
debate concerning freedom of speech, interfaith dialogue and social
cohesion are operating in a different intellectual sphere. But whilst we
may see where the areas of debate, or even clash, might be with Western
political secularism, there is also a vigorous debate that is ongoing with-
in Islam itself. What are some of these voices saying?

The renowned Tunisian scholar Mohammed Talbi challenges Qutb’s
view that Islam contains a political theory, denying that Islam has any
intrinsic political principles. He rejects the view that the Quran offers
any political ‘blueprint’ for society and instead suggests that Islam is a
revealed system of belief, piety and worship, with no polity. Meanwhile,
the Indonesian Muslim scholar Nucholish Madjid believes that the
concept of an “Islamic state” is a distortion of a properly proportional
relationship between state and religion. He even goes on to challenge
notions of exclusivism with Islam, suggesting that the meaning of the



word “Islam” (submission) can equally be applied to other faiths too.

Meanwhile Neal Robinson doubts whether jahiliyya is as central

to Islam as Qutb suggests which, he points out, only appears in the
Qur’an four times yet is central to Qutb’s analysis of the relationship
between the Muslim community and ‘the other’. He is critical of
Qutb’s use of the term al-harakat al-islamiyya (the ‘Islamic move-
ment’) which never appears in the Qur’an and points us to Ali Abd
al-Raziq, an Egyptian judge, who in 1925 argued that it was not part
of Mohammed’s mission to found an Islamic state and that the ca-
liphate, far from representing an ‘Islamic golden age’ was in fact the
source of much evil and corruption.

The heart of the matter

These matters go to the very heart of so much that is happening at the
present time. The rise of Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, whilst not an ex-
act manifestation of what Qutb imagined, nonetheless represents much
(and more besides) that he hoped for. Yet contemporary events such as
Charlie Hebdo, whilst illustrating how Qutb’s ideology has become so
powerful and convincing for many who embrace Islamism, nonetheless
uncovers just how much it has travelled away from the more quietist and
less overtly political versions of Islam that were once the norm, and in
many places, still are.

So is it possible for devoutly religious people (of any faith) to deny any
separation between things sacred and things secular, between things
spiritual and things temporal? Bernard Lewis, the London-born, Ameri-
can historian of Islam and the Middle East offers us this observation:

“In pre-western Islam, there were not two powers but one, and the ques-
tion of separation, therefore, could not arise...It was not until the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, and then under the influence of Western
ideas and institutions, that new words were found...to express the idea
of the secular”

An analysis that echoes something of the European Christian story.

Peter Colwell is Deputy General Secretary
of Churches Together in Britain and Ireland



FREETO BELIEVE
National Conference April 1-3rd 2016 High Leigh Conference Centre,

-~
\-ulllllu c\lsc IGANGER

Tolerance not intolerance * Inclusion not exclusion
Radical not timid * Critical not fundamentalist

Prophetic not pietistic

Speakers
Susan Durber - Christian Aid
Lawrence Moore - Director, Windermere Centre,

Andrew Bradstock - Church and Society Secretary, United Reformed Church.

Cost £175

£30 non-refundable deposit asap
and the balance by end of January 2016

Bookings to
Linda Harrison
2 Rembrandt Way
Colchester
(034QS

Elinda.harrison@colchsfc.ac.uk



Relationships, not dogma

Former Church and Society Secretary Peter Brain
considers some of the barriers to dialogue...

It is very rare that people of different faiths - or different understandings
of a shared faith - get down to the point where they seriously discuss
deep differences. Sadly most of what passes for engagement is done in
caricature, such that the old Jewish saw comes to mind: ‘that God you
don’t believe in I don’t believe in either’ This certainly applies in most
supposed encounters between believers and unbelievers where the pre-
vailing superficiality has contributed greatly to the mood of opposition
(or ridicule) across the media, including the so-called social media. In
any specific dialogue the primary respect should be for the other person
and for their beliefs only insofar as the other person who holds them re-
gards them as part of themselves. So my first point is that at the level of
fundamental disagreement a chance encounter or a casual conversation
will not do justice to either party, still less to their beliefs.

The next step is to develop a relationship such that authentic dialogue is
possible. Jonathan Sacks coined the phrase ‘side by side and face to face’
and this has stuck with me as an excellent guide to building any relation-
ship with ‘the other) not just an inter-faith agenda. To begin with part-
nership around a common task (or even enemy) is surely the key. Who
was it said that humanity will only unite when the Martians arrive! Only
partnership side by side in a common agenda will generate trust. And
trust is the pre-requisite of dialogue and respect. [Incidentally - though
not relevant here - this

also explains why ‘Life and
Work’ ecumenism is pos-
sible and ‘Faith and Order’
ecumenism is not!] The kind
of dialogue which breaks
through superficiality and
misrepresentation is built

on partnership. I recall as a
Manchester church leader
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standing ‘side by side’ with leaders of several faiths as we visited a Jewish
cemetery which had been desecrated; such solidarity strengthened our
links and, hopefully, the willingness of faith communities to follow our
example.

Strong or weak tolerance

But supposing there is a real dialogue. I recall David Sheppard’s care-
ful distinction between ‘strong” and ‘weak’ tolerance; he was scathing
about the latter. There are sticking points and there are openings for
re-interpretation and there may even be changes of mind but quite
properly that is rare. What is the aim of such conversations? At their
best there is a common commitment to allowing the other into your
mind and heart. When I was a newly-ordained young minister in
Birmingham I was invited to join an inter-faith discussion group,
extremely rare in the 1960s. I recall that for me the outcome, as well as
listening for the first time to people wise in other faiths, was a sense of
understanding my own faith far better! That is how I have judged the
authenticity of any dialogue since. (Q: Evangelism should be a Hege-
lian enterprise - discuss!)

Incidentally, in the specific case of Charlie Hebdo which has prompted
this issue of ‘Briefing’ there was no interest on either side in engaging

in dialogue, certainly not on the part of the cartoonists (you may gather
‘Je ne suis pas Charlie’). But more generally, authentic dialogue will be
an engagement of persons, of heart and of mind, of attitudes as well as
dogma. It will probably not be in the public arena, in the point-scoring
atmosphere of winning and losing. What matters most to the partici-
pants must be allowed to come across in a way that suits the proponents
best in a context of respect.

I was invited to consider what might be the sticking point(s) for us
Christians. So take, for example, the most distinctive Christian state-
ments of belief, affirmation of the Incarnation or the Blessed Trinity.
First off, self-evidently every statement purporting to describe (let alone
define) God is by definition imperfect, both incomplete and inaccurate.
But we need a little history too. The first Christian centuries were dom-
inated by what we now call ‘classical’ (Graeco-Roman) thought-forms

11



and language. It was inevitable that Christian doctrine would be articu-
lated in such terms in that philosophical context. Terms such as logos,
‘person, ‘nature’ and the rest, undeniably necessary to engage with that
culture, either mean nothing or something very different to us. I recite
the ancient creeds in solidarity with my predecessors, not because they
make sense. [Actually that is how I sing many hymns too!] If I wish to
interpret what I believe as a Christian, I must find fresh language - and
of course many, many Christians have done just that, thank God. Histor-
ically the emergence of agreed credal statements on the Trinity followed
centuries of agonising over the Incarnation. That asymmetry of time and
effort still applies.

The bottom line

One can reflect imaginatively on belief in God as Creator (God beyond
us) and as Spirit (God within us or around us) and find many nodding
heads among people of other faiths. But the worship of Jesus (‘a stum-
bling-block to Jews and foolishness to Greeks’) is as ever the sticking
point, whether as the ‘third person’ in a Trinity or in more contemporary
language. For us Christians that will always be the ‘bottom line’ But my
point here is not to do the Christology but that by the time you reach the
heart of the matter in a genuine dialogue situation, the parties involved
will have surely warmed to the sincerity of each other and will be trying
to stand in each other’s shoes. Then the relationship ‘face to face’ will be
possible and constructive for each party, and the ongoing work ‘side by
side’ be that much more effective.

My sad and rather obvious conclusion is this: fundamentalism of any
kind (including that of the libertarians at Charlie Hebdo) will never
achieve dialogue if by dialogue is meant an encounter seeking to clarify
the truth - and clarify it for all parties. Fundamentalism is essentially
self-righteous. If we wish to give expression to our beliefs then we must
start with relationships not with dogma. Answer the questioner even if
you cannot answer the question. And when it comes to commending the
faith all we can do - and what an ask! - is to live out what we believe and
trust that it will carry weight. At the risk of reverting to preaching mode,
what you are shouts so loud I can’t hear what you say (© Ralph Waldo
Emerson). O

12



A Verse to Keligicm

The way we construct Christianity
Can rive anyone to insanity.
Instead of hierarchies
And other malarkies,

Let’s find the divine in humanity.

When discord and strife are reported
And peaceful existence is thwarted
The Curan and the Bible
Can both become tribal
And weapons of war when distorted.

Competing religions Aren’t needed,
With statements doamatic and creeded.
Life’s too short a smidgeon
To spend on raligian;

"Love your neighpou v must Always be heeded.

Chris AvVis
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Can we trust religion?

Martin Camroux is no longer sure...

When I was minister of a Church in London we were often approached
by black majority churches wanting to use our premises for worship.

If we could we said yes, but sometimes we said, “no”. Once we were
approached by a church which was charismatic in worship style and
theology, fundamentalist, preached prosperity theology, was strongly
anti-gay, had an all male leadership, spoke in tongues and practised
exorcisms. This seemed a step too far. The refusal was not well-received.
“We have been looking on your web-site and it says you are open-mind-
ed and inclusive. How can you reconcile that to saying, no to us?”

The challenge was fundamental. Religious tolerance came out of the En-
lightenment. For years Catholics and Protestants had fought each other
throughout Europe, each convinced that it had the truth, each seeking
the power to impose it.

Eventually people realised that instead of saying, “Religious convictions
are important, therefore everyone should have the correct ones,” you
could draw a different conclusion. “Religious convictions are important;
therefore everyone should have the right to live according to his or her
beliefs.” In other words toler-
ance was born when people
with strong beliefs recognised
that others who disagreed with
them also had strong beliefs
and they too should have, as far
as possible, the right to live by
them.

Today I believe this kind of
tolerance is not enough. I
personally believe that religious
diversity is part of God’s provi-
dential plan and that what God
wants from us, from Christian
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followers of God’s Son, is not only tolerance, but respect for those of
other faith traditions and understanding and respect for their faith. I am
more and more sure that no church has a monopoly on truth, no church
has the right to claim exclusiveness, no church has the right to claim the
total approval of God.

What I do not believe however is that all religious beliefs are equally
valuable, or equally true, so it really doesn’t matter what you believe. For
a start, religions differ on matters of truth — and one must therefore make
choices. Christianity and Islam, for example, have significant congruities
but are fundamentally at odds on the significance of Jesus. Was he, in
some sense, God? Did he die on the cross? One cannot believe both pos-
sibilities. Many fundamentalists deny the doctrine of evolution arguing
for what they call “intelligent design”. This is either true or it is not.

Even more significantly the current repugnant evil of Isis is a reminder
of how dangerous and immoral religion can be. Christianity too has
masqueraded ignorance as knowledge, defended bigotry and promoted
intolerance. Religious believers are too frequently evasive about this.
After the attack on the World Trade Centre a message appeared on the
walls of the Presbyterian College in Montreal in the form of a huge piece
of graffiti which simply said,

RELIGION KILLS

Sadly that is true. From book burning to witch burning to people burn-
ing religion has a chequered history, generating much evil as well as
much good. Pascal may even be right when he says “People never do
evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious con-
viction”

Sometimes the line needs to be drawn. Tolerance does not mean that
you tolerate the intolerable or do not feel anger at the exclusion and
maltreatment of others. Such tolerance slips easily into indifference or
worse. As Ogden Nash says:

“Sometimes with secret pride I sigh, To think how tolerant am I; Then
wonder which is really mine: Tolerance or a rubber spine?”
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Svmying Grasses

Green grasses with grey-brown seed-heads.
Munched by grey-brown donkey;

A forest of different grasses
Spattered with golden buttercup flowers,
Swaying under the gentle breeze,
Quivering and dancing beneath
A blue but cloud-flecked sky
And bathed in warm summer sunshine.

Pigeons coo in distant trees,
Breaking the potent silence
And two crows fly
Toward the distant misty hills;
All is peaceful, quiet and calm,
Yet there is active growth
As trees and grass and insects
Draw nourishment from fertile soil.

New creation, hour by hour;
God, ever active

Beneath the noisy world,

Undergirding all that is,
Gently healing damaged earth

And broken human lives -

Creating and restoring,
With loving skill, His precious world.

Beryl Chatfield



A heady Subject

Brian King offers some personal thoughts on the recent FTB Reading Group

Terry Eagleton’s book Reason, Faith and Revolution was a heady subject
for the Reading Group at Windermere, so we were glad to have David
Peel (former Principal of Northern College) lead us. The book origi-
nated from lectures that Eagleton had delivered, so the style of writing
had a challenging character with some vivid expression. Eagleton is
better known as a professor of literature and does not pretend to be a
theologian. Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens are dealt with
in devastating fashion, their views neatly combined as “Ditchkins” The
books headings are The Scum of theEarth, Revolution Betrayed, Faith
and Reason, Culture and Barbarism.

Many of Ditchkins statements had some truth in them, but they had
more misconceptions of Christian theology and what God is and how
God is often perceived. God is often portrayed as a separate entity and
a mega manufacturer whereas God is what sustains all things in being
by his love, that God is the reason that there is something rather than
nothing; the only image of Him is in human beings.

Then who was Jesus? The book described Jesus as being “a cross between
a hippy and a guerrilla fighter” “appears to do no work” The morality he
preached being “extravagant and reckless”. We had lots to think about.

David Peel picked out parts of the book ‘threads’ for us to think about
and to tease out the meanings, but if we strayed into other matters that
did not matter. The reports from the different groups were fascinating in
their variety and from what emerged. We hope that some of those that
had some deep insights will be reproduced and circulated.

Reason is not enough

The final chapter of the book showed that religious faith does not require
faith in a supreme being. Reason by itself is not enough; it needs love,
faith and trust, orientation.

As this was the first Reading Group that I had attended I found it very
helpful. It involved my re-reading the book twice and many passages
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three and four times, each time and after hearing others’ views more
illuminating. It gave me clarity, development and confirmation of long
held thoughts so it was a good to be with stimulating friends with open
minds.

The following particularly struck me with a better understanding:

1. The Trinity: “God” being indefinable - everywhere, in all people; the
Holy Spirit’s importance to which we need to be open and receptive
avoiding being slaves to scripture; that Jesus was human, a Jew and so
extraordinary with his influence, so providing us with an idea of God
never previously revealed.

2. Pan-entheism - a new word for me that would seem to be an excellent
description that seemed to find general acceptance as against Pantheism.

3. Anawim: another new word for me that describes Jesus’ aims being
unlike the wishy-washy meek and mild image often portrayed,

4. Paul’s “sins of the flesh” not the meaning often accepted, but referring
more to violence, exploitation, etc than
to sexual deviation.

My summary of an early report
mentioned a “climb up Mount
Eagleton” that some found hard go-
ing, but we “enjoyed the sweeping
views across the Ditchkins with
some merriment”.

Altogether a rewarding time, being
together we got a lot more out of
the book than we would have done
reading it by ourselves.

As a result of these few days I feel
happier about my doubts and
convictions and am now better
equipped to articulate my ideas
of what the Christian faith might
be about.
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Go ahead - offend me

David Lawrence offers a personal opinion on the question of religious satire

Satire thrives in the gap that exists between promise and reality. Political
satire feeds on the gap between the glittering promises of the rulers and
the more drab reality of the ruled. It purports to be anti-establishment
and sometimes changes things. More often, it gives its mainly mid-
dle-class audience a smug feeling of having ‘seen through’ politicians
and their wiles - before faithfully trooping out to perform their civic
duty of re-electing the same people to maintain the same system. Laugh-
ing at satire is a poor substitute for genuine political involvement, which
is why the best market for political cartoons is the very politicians they
depict.

But there is another form of satire which is far more hurtful as far as its
targets are concerned, namely religious satire.

Religious red lines

Religious people make absolute claims - all of them, to a greater or
lesser extent. For some, those claims are detailed and factual, such as
that God was born in human form on a particular night in the village of
Bethlehem or that the angel Gabriel dictated God’s words to Mohammed
over a period of years. The more liberal among us may smile indulgently
at what we describe as fundamentalist interpretations but we have our
own red lines. At the very least, most of us hold that good is better than
bad and that in some sense people ‘ought, or maybe even are in some
sense designed, to be good. Among Christians, the red lines around
what is ‘true’ are represented for some by the literal words of the Bible,
for others it is the more limited territory represented by the words of one
or other of the creeds. But even among the most ‘progressive’ Christians,
some of whom appear to make no ‘factual’ claims whatsoever, there are
few who would decline to take part in an act of confession and repen-
tance which recognized that they had ‘fallen short’ of a standard which

is in some mysterious way a given fact of life.

More than that, religious people claim to a greater or lesser extent that
at least some of their absolutes apply not simply to themselves but to
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all others, regardless of whether those others share the same belief. For
some religious people that means that non-believers (and probably
many believers, too) are going to hell. For others it merely means that
not all the definitions of right and wrong are culturally defined - some
are incumbent on all human beings. And if you question that last asser-
tion, ask yourself whether you believe that the statement “child abuse

is wrong” is something that people can take or leave, according to their
own feelings or culture.

Taken together, this makes religion the perfect target for satire. Every
religious person falls short, to some extent, of their personal profession
of what it right and wrong, of what should be done and what shouldn't.
More than that, the vast majority of religious people also fall short of the

( c [tis a very poor comic who cannot make a joke
out the qulf between what religious people proclaim

and the way they live out their lives. ) )

standard they claim is incumbent not just on themselves but on all peo-
ple. Most of us religious people are more or less hypocrites, holding up a
standard of love and humility that we fulfil ourselves only imperfectly.

This is meat and drink to the satirist. Not only are the people who
preach about love often visibly some of the least loving, and those who
praise humility often some of the most self-righteous, the satirist also
knows that it absolutely enrages people outside the faith community to
be told they ‘ought’ to behave in certain ways by people who apparently
cannot see the log in their own eye. It is a very poor comic who cannot
make a joke out of the gulf between what religious people proclaim and
the way they live out their lives.

Should we, as more or less religious people, object? Satire can hurt — and
hurt badly. Do we have a right to object on our own behalf - a right not
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to be offended? Do we have a right to object on behalf of others - a par-
ticular minority, for instance?

I can only offer a personal opinion, though a deeply held one, that we
have no such right. More than that, I believe that religious satire is essen-
tial for the health of society and even for the health of religion.

When it comes to society, the plain historical fact (and the current
reality in many parts of the world) is that when religious claims go
unchallenged and un-ridiculed, they inevitably lead to the undermin-
ing of human rights, beginning with the right to freedom of expression
and ending with the right to life itself. It begins with being careful what
you say, progresses through being careful what you do and ends in
doing what you are told or facing the consequences. Like fire, the great
religions can be wonderful servants to society, but they can equally be
terrifying masters.

Mind the gap

And what of religious communities themselves? When they go unchal-

lenged and un-ridiculed, are they not inevitably in danger of becoming

self-satisfied and self-righteous? Can there be anything more disastrous
for the long-term health of a religious movement than to be unaware of
(or refusing to see) the gulf between what they say and what they do.

It is often precisely at the point that a particular failing becomes a public
joke that the process of dealing with it begins. As a former denomi-
national press officer, how I wish that the gulf between the churches’
profession and the reality of clergy child abuse had long ago been the
subject of the widespread, forensic and vicious satire which would have
stripped away the false mystique which was the foundation of a conspir-
acy of silence across the denominations. Laughter gives both religious
communities and the wider society the permission to look a sacred cow
in the mouth, to mix a metaphor. It is laughter that helps us all to ‘mind
the gap” between profession and performance.

To venture on to dangerous ground, are there many who believe that the
Muslim community could not benefit from pondering what the rest of
society is saying to them in the form of cartoon images associating the
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Prophet with symbols of violence and oppression? Does the blasphemy
consist of such images or the reality to which they refer, which is the fre-
quent perversion of a great religion into a repressive, violent and sectari-
an force for evil, reminiscent of some of the worst excesses in the history
(and present) of Christendom?

Like many religious people, I sometimes find satirical attacks on my
faith and its institutions uncomfortable. I have silently squirmed in my
seat in many a comedy club while the rest of the audience laughed at

our failings and idiosyncrasies. Many’s the time I have wanted to call out
that the comment wasn't fair but satire doesn’t have to be fair, it has to be
funny.

The right to offend religious people is vital if society is to remain free.
And religious people would do well to remember that if what we say is
what we do, the jokes will eventually fall silent.

5 QUIT SQUIRMING!
247\ YOURE OPPRESSING
) OURRELIGIOUS
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ILLUMINATION & TRANSFORMATION

A Free to Believe Retreat at Bishop Woodford House, Fly
September 28 - October 1, 2015
Led by Peter Vamey and Zam Walker

A time to discover the wide horizons of divine love by exploring how we may integrate our creativity
and imagination, with opportunities for contemplative experience and periods of silence. Working with
our creativity accesses different insights within us as a means of illumination and transformation. We
will create a safe space to engage in the creative process, and listen for the invitations and discoveries
that want to emerge.

To sustain and nurture us we will include:
O Guided reflections O Journal writing
O Art work, including making prayer mats and responding to our environment.
O Opportunity for one-to-one sessions O Personal space for reflection
O Exploration of our surroundings, the cathedral and the riverside

O Silence after late evening worship until after breakfast next morning

We hope we may see ourselves in a different and more life-living way, as Richard Rohr suggests in
Falling Upwards, by finding some of the stepping stones in our lives that enable us to grow spiritually.

Peter Varney has worked as a hospital counsellor, chaplain and spiritual director. In retirement he is
exploring the spirituality of art. He is a Quaker and Anglican priest.

Zam Walker is a URC minister in Greenock and a member of the lona Community. Her interests
encompass body theology, assumptions we bring to interpreting life and the bible, and the use of
multimedia in worship and creativity.

All are welcome, wherever you are on your journey. The cost for the four days will be £230 (or £250 for
an ensuite room, if available). If you would like to book please send a deposit of £25 to Tim Richards,
Orchard View, Townsend, Curry Rivel, Langport, Somerset TA 10 OHT richardstim@hotmail.com

PLEASE NOTE THE NUMBER OF PLACES LEFT FORTHIS IS NOW LIMITED
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Freedom of Thought and Expression

When Briefing approached the British Humanist Association for a view on freedom of
expression and the rights of religious people to declare certain subjects off-limits, they
pointed us to the text of the declarationon freedom of thought and expression

made by the World Humanist Conference at its meeting in Oxford in 2014.

All around the world and at all times, it is freedom of thought and free-
dom of expression that have proved the most essential conditions for
human flourishing, but every generation must face new threats to these
fundamental freedoms. Knowing this, we maintain:

The right to freedom of thought and belief is one and the same right

for all. The human right articulated in Article 18 of the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights and elaborated elsewhere is and should be a
single right, indivisible, protecting the dignity and freedom of all people
by protecting their right to their personal beliefs, whatever those beliefs,
religious or non-religious. As Article 7 of the Declaration says, All are
equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal
protection of the law’

The right to believe (or not)

No one anywhere should ever be forced into or out of a belief. Freedom
of thought implies the right to develop, hold, examine and manifest
our beliefs without coercion, and to express opinions and a worldview
whether religious or non-religious, without fear of coercion. It includes
the right to change our views or to reject beliefs previously held, or
previously ascribed. Pressure to conform to ideologies of the state or to
doctrines of religion is a tyranny. Laws that prescribe or criminalise be-
liefs contravene human dignity and must be abolished. Every citizen of
every state has the right to demand the repeal of such laws, and all states
should support those, wherever they are, who demand that their social
freedoms and personal liberty be upheld.

The right to freedom of expression is global in its scope. The human
right articulated in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human
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Rights includes the right to ‘seek, receive and impart information and
ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers. No parochial
nationalism or state insecurity should prevent the global human com-
munity from fulfilling the promise of our new technologies, our mass
media, our social media, and our personal access to transnational
networks. States should invest adequate resources to allow their citizens’
participation in this global conversation.

Aright not to be offended?

There is no right not to be offended, or not to hear contrary opinions.
Respect for people’s freedom of belief does not imply any duty or re-
quirement to respect those beliefs. The expression of opposition to any
beliefs, including in the form of satire, ridicule or condemnation in all
media and forms is vital to critical discourse and any restraint that is
exercised in this expression must be in accordance with article 29 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, namely to protect the rights
and freedoms of others. The best response to the expression of a view we
disagree with is to reply to it.Violence and censorship are never legiti-
mate responses. All laws that criminalise language on grounds of ‘blas-

phemy’ or of offence to beliefs and values impede human freedom and
should be abolished.

States must not restrict thought and expression merely to protect the
government from criticism. States that criminalise criticism of gov-
ernment policies or officials as treasonous or seditious, or as threats to
security, are not “strong governments” championing the best interests
of the public, but censorious bullies exercising tyranny in their own

Three days of talks, debates and workshops about freedom of
thought and expression featuring:
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interests. States should ensure in the law of the land, in their education
systems, and in the conduct of their national life generally, that freedom
of thought and expression are actively promoted and pursued to the real
benefit of every member of society.

Freedom of belief is absolute but the freedom to act on a belief is not.
As responsible members of a community we accept that our freedom
to act must sometimes be restricted, if and only if our actions would
undermine the rights and freedoms of others. Freedom of belief cannot
legitimise overriding the principles of non-discrimination and equality
before the law. These balances can be hard to strike but with a focus on
freedom and human dignity, we believe legislators and judiciaries can
strike them in a progressive manner.

We assert the principles of democracy, human rights, the rule of law, and
secularism as providing the firmest foundation for the development of
open societies where freedom of thought and expression will be protect-
ed and promoted.

We commit ourselves in all our work to uphold and promote existing
rights to freedom of thought and expression within the international
human rights framework and to resist national and international restric-
tions on the right of individuals to think for themselves freely and to
openly express their views without fear.

We urge each of our member organizations and humanists worldwide
to uphold these values in their own lives; to promote in their commu-
nities greater public understanding of the rights to freedom of thought
and freedom of expression for all; to urge their governments to promote
these values; and to join with humanists and others globally in defend-
ing and advancing them to the benefit of all humanity.

c ( There is no right not to be offended
0r not to hear contrary opinions. ) )
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FREE TO BELIEVE
BANKER’S ORDER

To the Manager .......ccoveceeureneceeirncceenecieeneenes Bank
Address:

Bank Account No.:
SortCode:

Annual Donation: £
Starting on the ................... day o of 2015

and annually on the .......c.ccccevvennnee. day of oo
thereafter until notified otherwise.
Please pay the amount indicated on the date specified to:

National Westminster Bank, 36 High Street, Maldon,
Essex, CM9 5PW
Sort code: 60-13-37 Account number: 53754867
For the credit of FREE TO BELIEVE

Name:
Signature : Date:

Address:

Postcode:

Send this form to: The Treasurer, Free to Believe,

145 Whitchurch Road, Tavistock, PL19 9DF



