

  [image: frn_fig_001]




  What people are saying about




  Open for Liberation




  Tim Gee’s book is a call to action. Rooted in scripture, he takes us on a compelling journey, reading expressions of liberation, justice and protest through the lens of the poetry, praise and narrative of the Bible. Unafraid to name where scripture has been used to hurt or abuse the vulnerable, Gee paints a vivid picture of a contemplative-activist reading “social change theologically” and asking “How does the Bible read us?” How are we compelled to act for justice? In a world sorely in need of fearless compassionate leadership this compact book spills over with extraordinary inspiration. Open for Liberation shines a light on the core practices of what it means to live as a “voice-walker”: to “let our lives speak.”




  Ruth Harvey, Leader, The Iona Community




  Tim Gee opened himself up to a spiritual walk through scripture – which sounds lovely, doesn’t it? That journey, though, challenged long-held assumptions alive and well at the end of centuries of colonial patriarchy. It revealed in Jesus the incarnation of a God of love who opted not for the sentimentality of warm feelings, but for the rebuilding of a world invested in privilege; the dismantling of a world that wields power unjustly based on race, gender, class, or sexual identity; and the redistribution of wealth based on an equity inherent in the godly light with which we are all endowed by our Creator. Read this book with your own open heart and mind and you will see with new eyes the God always before us, known in and as love.




  John C. Dorhauer, General Minister and President, United Church of Christ




  Open for Liberation is a stimulating and challenging read. It will be a challenge to those whose view of the Bible is as literal truth, to activists who might regard the Bible as irrelevant, and to those for whom the violence within it is a block to positive reading. Challenging his own reservations and confronting its apparent internal contradictions, Tim Gee’s exploration of the Bible reveals his discovery of its beauty, power and truth, and its relevance to all the concerns of our day, from gender and ethnic identity to climate change. Open for Liberation provokes the reader to look again, and to find in the Bible a reminder of the spiritual grounding of our action and a radical message for our time.




  Jennifer Kavanagh, Author of Practical Mystics etc.




  This book reveals the progressive, inclusive message of the Bible again – a message of good news and liberation for all those who are marginalised, oppressed and seeking justice.




  Ruth Wilde, National Coordinator, Inclusive Church
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Introduction





  In some progressive movements it has become countercultural to talk about faith. It hasn’t always been this way. Many of the great changemakers of history spoke the language of religion and reached their decisions through prayer. Now, though, to make a faith-based case in a meeting about social change can be to break an unspoken rule; that faith and social change should be separated. The mirror of this is in those churches – and there are many – where it is frowned upon to talk about taking public action, which is too often seen as a distraction from the perceived purposes of the community. Even worse, some congregations do engage in social change work, but in a way that serves to perpetuate inequality instead of challenging it. Those that do this, I believe, have either misunderstood or broken with the foundations of our faith.




  Christianity in its origins was a movement of the marginalised and the oppressed. It consisted principally of colonised peoples from the Middle East and Africa, suffering under military occupation. Disabled people were central to the movement’s growth. The leaders were largely from working-class backgrounds and included both women and men. With time, as it extended to nearby Samaria, it began to resemble an interfaith alliance.




  In Jesus we meet a teacher, public speaker and organiser. In modern terms we’d describe him as anti-racist. He’s a person who challenges unequal gender norms and aﬃ rms sexual diversity. His long walks in nature and words about plants and animals suggest a connection with – and care for – ecology. He also teaches his students to be nonviolent, in defiance of the culture of both his time and ours.




  Nowadays people debate whether Jesus is best understood as a religious teacher or as an activist or reformer. It’s unlikely this would have made much sense in Jesus’ time, as there wouldn’t have been such a distinction. Well-known religious texts spoke of the coming of a liberator who would free the country from tyranny. The word that has come to us for this from Hebrew is ‘messiah’ and from the same word in Greek we have ‘Christ’. Today ‘liberator’, ‘messiah’ and ‘Christ’ conjure very different images, but in those times much less so.




  Translating concepts between languages is always hard. In the case of the Bible we have the added complication of reaching across different thought-worlds and cultures, separated by millennia. In biblical times, the English language in which I am writing, did not exist, and wouldn’t exist for many centuries. Nevertheless, we can still connect, through the spirit that inspires work for justice, which many people involved in social movements today experience too.




  One of the people who helped shape my perspective is Scott ish activist and former Iona Community peace worker Helen Steven, whose 2005 lecture on activism and prayer remains a source of inspiration. In it she relays her conviction that “we can view Jesus’ whole ministry as a life lived in deliberate opposition to the domination of his time. It was not enough to show compassion for the poor and dispossessed, the whole system of oppression which left people in poverty and despair had to be challenged.”




  I also love reading South African anti-apartheid leader Desmond Tutu, whose ideas are well summarised in his oft-repeated view that “the Bible is the most radical and revolutionary book there is and were a book to be banned by those who rule unjustly then it should have been the Bible.” One of his teachers was Black theology pioneer James Cone, who makes central to his understanding the observation that “God did not become a universal human being but an oppressed Jew, thereby disclosing to us that both human nature and divine nature are inseparable from oppression and liberation.” Yet these perspectives are not those that are most heard. It often feels as if Christianity has been commandeered for the purposes of winning support for war, racism, sexism and homophobia, all of which goes against the most basic teachings of Jesus. Along with many others, for many years I was put off by all this. Now I believe that a necessary part of the task of liberating humanity from oppression will involve liberating Christianity from those who believe that oppression is consistent with faith.




  I first seriously engaged with the Bible when I was 19 during a study visit to Palestine. I took it with me as a kind of travel book, on the basis that it was set around there. On my first night in Jericho I opened up the first of the four accounts of Jesus’ life. What I found was something real and relevant: a country under occupation, a movement resisting injustice and debating how best to do so, young people asking how to be good in a system where those in power are engaged in violence, and a critique of war and inequality still applicable today. All this came as a surprise as it seemed very different to what I’d heard people saying it was about.




  Another experience, seven years later, transformed my engagement again. I was on a speaking tour with my first book Counterpower, during which I att ended Quaker Meeting in Philadelphia. They met in silence, only speaking if moved. I found myself meditating on love, the love of family, then of friends then strangers, then I felt a loving force flowing through myself, through everyone in the room, then through everyone in the whole world.




  After that, my idea of God shifted from an abstract and confusing concept to a present and tangible feeling. “God is love” became no longer merely a slogan associated with church leaflets on street corners but an experienced truth. So too what the Gospel of John calls the Light, became like a torch which lit up the pages of books about faith. I saw that the scriptures had multiple words for the sense that I felt in that moment, and which I was learning to be able to tune into: the spirit, the word, the truth within, the grace, the wisdom, the seed, the revelation. But at last, I felt comfortable describing this connection as the experience of communion with God. This felt like a whole new language, leading to a reflection on religion. If I hear a group of people conversing in, say, Italian, I don’t deny that Italian exists or question its validity just because I don’t understand it. I recognise that they are speaking a language I don’t, but that with practice I might be able to learn.




  Thinking about the analogy of music also helps me. Our ears are trained to recognise whole notes and half notes, and that music is made up from these components. But in fact, there is infinite variety in between – quarter notes, sixteenth notes – all sorts. If I open my mouth to sing them, I am unable, even though I know that in theory they are there. Learning about faith has been about trying to see and hear those things that I screened out previously.




  One thing that very quickly became clear, was that in my studies of changemakers through history, I had focussed so much on the strategy and tactics they used, that I had overlooked their perspectives on faith. At the same time, I became aware of how so many Christians seem to ignore or disregard what the Bible has to say about social change.




  Today when I open the Bible, I find myself transported into the scene – at times in the crowd at great public meetings, at times in the public gallery doing court support, organising, debating, hoping, despairing. All of the things that form my life as a person committ ed to making change, I find there in a previous form. I also frequently find myself challenged – we all fall short of the example Jesus set. I’m most challenged by the sections so often pulled out and used out of context, to build support for practices that entrench inequality.




  At this point it’s worth pausing to reflect on what the Bible is. It’s unlikely that many of the authors of its books imagined that one day they would be joined into one. It’s bett er thought of as a library, as in the Latin bibliotheca, echoed in the words for library found in Spanish, French, Italian, German, Dutch, Danish, Norwegian and Swedish among other languages. Within this library are many genres of writing: poetry, history, mythology, memoir, fable, biography, novellas, song lyrics, philosophy, lett ers and legal documents such as land claims. Parts of it even read very much like a construction manual (if you’re wondering what I’m talking about, try reading Exodus 37–39).




  If we expect every word to be literally true, then we will be sorely disappointed. None of the books in this library are either science or natural history. That didn’t stop one Bishop from counting up all the dates in it and proclaiming the world’s start date as 4004 BCE. Now, though, scientists think that the world is around four billion years old.




  We also need to hold in mind that these are texts that have been translated and retranslated over centuries, changing their interpretations as they go, so much so that even versions of the same words can seem to have different meanings according to which translation you use. Add to this the consideration that there’s a strong likelihood that parts have been added and removed through time. Furthermore, the books’ authors disagree with one another, in specifics and fundamentals, so much so that it’s hard to agree with them all at once. Put together there’s a strong biblical case against what gets called biblical literalism.




  On the other hand, if we treat the Bible like a visit to a library or a museum of ancient texts, then we free ourselves to engage with different insights, perspectives, understandings and experiences. In such a context we would expect inconsistencies between different versions of the same events – and might be surprised at how similar the different versions are. We don’t need to agree with every word we read, every song lyric we hear or every exhibit we see, but by listening and reading widely we can find our way through to a deeper truth within.




  And through all this there is a common theme. Popular writer Karen Armstrong tells the story of first-century Rabbi and scholar Hillel (who as it happens was grandfather to Saul/Paul’s teacher Gamaliel) who was challenged to recite the entire Torah while standing on one leg. He stood on one leg and replied “what is hateful to yourself do not do to your fellow man. That is the whole of the Torah and the remainder is but commentary. Go study it”. Similarly, Jesus taught that the commandments to love God and love your neighbour as yourself summarised all scripture. So strong is this theme that the fifth-century theologian Augustine of Hippo taught that if any part of the Bible seems to go against this rule, “we must meditate on what we read until an interpretation be found that tends to establish the reign of charity”.




  Writer and mystic Richard Rohr recommends a process for this: Begin by offering a prayer for guidance (I find Psalm 1 helpful) or alternatively take a moment of stillness and try to listen for a deeper voice than your own. Next read, and listen for what that voice is saying. If what comes leads to love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, trustfulness, gentleness and self-control then trust it as coming from the spirit. However, if it leads to any sense of superiority, self-satisfaction, desire for revenge, need for victory or tendency towards exclusion, then this is the ego at work.




  Most of all we need to avoid interpretations that entrench inequality. In the words of contextual theologian Anthony Reddie: “racism, sexism, patriarchy, homophobia, ageism, classism, among other things all intrinsically deny the love of God because their perpetrators fail to love the wisdom of God that has given them opportunities to love their neighbour.” What I take from this is that if our faith ever seems to be justifying violence or discrimination then we haven’t thought about it enough.




  Thankfully there is a way for us to engage in this thought that doesn’t require us to have all of the answers. Liberation theologians often speak of praxis – that is a process that all can engage in of action and reflection, action and reflection, repeated infinite times. It was through this kind of thought that this book began. I’d recently moved to working part-time, and was spending my non-work days walking with a pocket Bible tucked into my bag. I walked a bit, read a bit, walked a bit, read a bit, then wrote things down when I got home. Then came the 2020 lockdown during which I started typing things up, leading to the text that follows.




  Like all writing, this book is a work in progress. When we speak of believing in science what we mean is that we trust in a process of constant experimentation, leading to insights on an underlying truth, which will always be limited and improvable. As Thomas Merton advised of his writings, the purpose of a book of meditations is not to tell you what to think, as it may be that God wants you to end up somewhere else.




  And here I should offer some kind of disclaimer. I don’t have all the answers. The process of reading the Bible in its totality has emphasised to me how much I have to learn. On occasion I’ve noticed that very smooth, agreeable, eloquent presentations about the Bible can have the effect of leading me to doubt, as I ask myself “if someone else already has all the answers, then why would I search myself?” My hope then is that what follows will be sufficiently clumsy, objectionable and inelegant to prompt questions, as it is precisely in the gaps, incompleteness, apparent contradictions and challenges to our beliefs that we find openings to divine insight.




  I believe that we each have a measure of the Light. That means anyone who connects with and thinks about God is “doing theology”, anyone who shares the fruits of their discernment is giving ministry and anyone who then takes action on it is acting in a prophetic way. My aim is to recognise and foster this by sharing what has arisen in me, as a prompt to see what emerges through you.
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