Entertaining Angels?
One of the distinctive (but not unique) things about British culture is the way in which we treat our political leaders. Many can find the scorn of Jeremy Paxman and John Humphries unacceptable and are amazed by the way that programmes like Have I Got News for You or The News Quiz ridicule our senior politicians. More common, particularly in liberal democracies, is our ability to turn moaning about our politicians into a national pastime.  Perhaps all this is good for our democracy.  Some count it fun.  But is it good for us? Does it just breed cynicism?

The coalition government has made two major policy decisions which will affect all our communities. First is the Big Society with its policy of decentralisation and localism.  The second is the decision to cut the economic deficit by immediate severe ‘front loaded’ spending cuts.  Whatever we think about these measures, they are starting to take effect.

The Localism Bill has a number of threads but the general theme is to pass power from Whitehall to local communities. This shift in policy is already having an effect even before the bill is enacted, especially in the area of planning. (For more information about the Localism Bill see www.faithinderbyshire.org/big-society/localism.)  Our local communities will be expected to take responsibility and to shoulder more of the burden.

At the same time the cuts are really beginning to bite deep. A voluntary sector partnership that I chair will be making all three of its workers redundant because of the cuts. This in turn wears down those who are left to carry on the work; dealing with greater need with fewer people while many continue to fear for their own jobs. One chief executive of a local charity was so fed up at the thought of axing much of the work that she had painstakingly built up, that she has resigned and become a self-employed plumber. Similar cuts are taking place throughout the statutory sector: local authorities, health, education, and law and order.  

But the impact of the cuts can be even greater on the lives of people who depend on the services. However carefully (or otherwise) such cuts are made they will inevitably affect the poor and disadvantaged in society most, simply because they are the people who rely on the services most.

So what should we, the church, be doing? In the name of Christ we need to be noticing those who are being left behind in society, just as Jesus did. There may be times when protest is appropriate, standing up to the authorities when they ‘load burdens’ on the poorest (Luke 11.46).  There will be times too, when we feed the hungry and heal the sick.  Compassionate listening is the start of such action, as Paul said ‘mourn with those who mourn’ (Romans 12:15). But we also need to turn our concern into action in the name of Christ as we care for those who are being hit hardest in our communities.

There is a lot of debate about merits (or otherwise) of the government’s Big Society project (see www.faithinderbyshire.org/big-society) but at its best it is a challenge to communities like churches to get involved in caring and making a difference.  Will we accept the challenge?

Perhaps the writer to the Hebrews would have put it this way; 

“Keep on loving each other …﻿ Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels …﻿ Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow-prisoners, and those who are ill-treated as if you yourselves were suffering … those who have been made redundant as if you have lost your job and those who have lost services they depend on as if you have had the ground taken from under your feet.” (see Hebrews 13:1-3)
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