Strangers and Hospitality

A few weeks ago I received an unusual but perhaps not surprising request.  An Imam asked if he could use the Church Hall to allow the local Muslim Community to pray together.  I consulted the PCC; I consulted the Bishop of Bradford and all three of us were agreed that we would like to respond positively.  We agreed in principle subject to reaching a satisfactory agreement about practical matters.

Today the PCC meets again to consider the proposed agreement and so I want to say something about why I believe it is right to respond positively. And in doing this we need to be aware that the PCC is a charity governed by law and its first purpose is 

‘promoting in the parish the whole mission of the Church, pastoral, evangelistic, social and ecumenical’




Parochial Church Councils (Powers) Measure 1956
That is its purpose and that is the purpose for which it must use the Parish Hall.

So, why should we allow Muslims to use our hall for their prayers?

The first answer is that we want to be hospitable;  we want to welcome members of this community into our space; we want to strengthen this community’s sense of identity.  I would regard this as the pastoral mission of the church.

The author of the letter to the Hebrews was very clear about the importance of hospitality:


Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that 
some have entertained angels without knowing it. 








Hebrews 13:2

It is not just hospitality that is important: it is showing it to strangers.  This New Testament writer was very clearly following in the tradition of Moses who wrote,

When a stranger resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the stranger as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.








Leviticus 19:33-25 

And so was Jesus:

 
I was a stranger, and you invited me in.
Matthew 25:35
In many ways the Muslim people who have moved into this community in the last twenty years are the strangers among us. 

And of course we welcome many other groups into the hall.  For as long as we can remember we have hosted Slimming World and various groups from the Scout and Guide movement; we currently welcome the Workers Educational Association to run adult education classes; in my time we have had dance classes, Zumba, drama, martial arts.  None of these is the direct mission of the church but they contribute to our care for the people of this parish.

And the Muslim people of our parish are our pastoral concern.  It matters to us that they have nowhere local to worship. In fact they are in exactly the same position as we were a few generations ago.  For many years people have migrated from Bradford into this part of Pudsey – many of you did that. And in the last century, as Christians moved away from the old established cities and villages they needed somewhere new to worship.  They built wooden huts and as they outgrew the wooden huts they acquired more substantial buildings.  

And now Muslim people are following in our footsteps.  Forty years ago they rented the hall at St Margaret’s; and now as many of them move into this parish they want to be able to worship here, in their own community.  They do not want to go back to Bradford because Bradford is no longer home, just as many years ago our own spiritual forbearers did not want to return to Bradford or travel to the longer established churches in Pudsey or Calverley. 

But there is more to this than hospitality to our immediate neighbours.  There is a wider social and political purpose.  There is a tension between Islam and the West– and for practical purposes Muslims see the west as Christian.  It was dramatically ratcheted up in 2001 in the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Centre.  George Bush followed this, rather carelessly with a call for a ‘crusade’ on terror – a phrase which evoked old memories of a time when both Christian and Muslims beloved they were called to wage a holy war on each other. There are still Muslim radicals who believe they have a religious duty to wage war on Christians, Jews and secularists.  At the same time there are right wing extremists among the white British community who foster Islamophobia and intolerance. And they take steps to identify themselves with Christianity:  for example the Emblem of the English Defence League displayed on its website is a cross with the motto. 


‘In Hoc Signo Vinces’ - In this sign conquer 

– the motto of the Emperor Constantine when he converted to Christianity. The British National Party has been known to make sure its candidates are photographed with churches spires in the background.  

So you will see there are violent and intolerant people on both sides who are working very hard to foster conflict between Christianity and Islam.  

And sometimes they succeed.  Many of you will recall the Bradford riots of 2001, encouraged by these kinds of extreme and intolerant people. This is on our doorstep.

In this context, when violent and intolerant people are taking the name of Christ in vain, the Church has a duty to extend a hand of welcome to our Muslim neigbours, not just out of pastoral concern but out of a desire for the greater good of society.  It is part of our social mission.

But there is one part of the PCCs purpose which you might think Muslim prayer cannot forward.  In fact your instinct might be that permitting Muslim prayer in the Parish Hall might even contradict or subvert our evangelistic mission.  But I believe that would be a mistaken conclusion. 

Let us consider how God will make his truth known. In the Book of Acts we read how the apostles were very active in Jerusalem preaching the gospel of Jesus, so much so that the High Priest and the Council wanted to execute them – just as they had done Jesus. But one of their number, Gamaleil, urges caution:

Fellow Israelites, consider carefully what you propose to do to these men. For some time ago Theudas rose up, claiming to be somebody, and a number of men, about four hundred, joined him; but he was killed, and all who followed him were dispersed and disappeared. After him Judas the Galilean rose up at the time of the census and got people to follow him; he also perished, and all who followed him were scattered. So in the present case, I tell you, keep away from these men and let them alone; because if this plan or this undertaking is of human origin, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them—in that case you may even be found fighting against God!” 








Acts 5:35-39

If Christianity is true, argued, Gamaliel, it will triumph.  Let God look after himself.  There is no need to be defensive, no need to be afraid of other faiths if we believe that our own faith really is the true revelation.  

But of course we still want to share our faith with Muslims and others. And if we claim the privilege of being able to share our faith with them then we must be willing to let them share our faith with us. There can be no imposition.  The days of imperialism are long gone. But as things stand in this parish there is very little sharing in either direction.  We know our Muslim neighbours scarcely at all. If we are ever going to share faith we have to get to know them.  And allowing them to worship in our space is an opportunity to do this.

This was how Paul did mission in Athens.  He began where the Greeks were:

Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way. For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar 
with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you 
worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 









Acts 17: 22-23

Paul could not have spoken to the Greeks unless he had first taken the time to get to know what they believed. And he began the conversation not by telling them where they were mistaken but by telling them where he thought they were right.

And Bishop Toby, who has great experience of these matters is very clear that we should use this opportunity to the maximum. It should not be a simple commercial arrangement – they pay for the hall and there our relationship ends.  It should be an opportunity for the leaders of the Muslim and Christian communities to meet regularly and get to know each other.  In fact there is a national organization which exists to promote this – it is known as church mosque twinning.  We each make ourselves open, vulnerable to the other.

So, I firmly believe that allowing our Parish Hall to be used for Muslim prayer makes a positive contribution to the mission of the church – pastoral, social and evangelistic.  

But there is one other very practical point to be made.  At the time when we propose to let the hall, it is currently empty.  The Muslim community will pay to use the hall that would otherwise be empty. Is it any kind of proper Christian stewardship to leave a valuable asset unused and to deny the church council income that it needs to further its own purposes?
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