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An open letter,

Many commentators suggest that we live in a society, and indeed a world, which has become more aggressive, divided and less tolerant of others. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and subsequent war between those nations, along with the events of October 7th 2023, and the resulting Israeli action in Palestine against Hamas have both resulted in military conflicts occurring on the borders of Europe, bringing such conflicts to much closer attention than previously to those further afar. We see, increasing intolerance of people who are “other” whether they be asylum seekers, refugees, or people from other countries, cultures and faiths who live and work in our communities. The use of social media to post comments anonymously, including subsequent reactions and responses to these, combined with their algorithms, that amplify and widely distribute such negative, angry reactions, leading to even greater intolerance of anyone who is “other”. Rather than furthering such divisions, we each and all have duty to seek their integration into our communities.

The same social media platforms have created an environment in which our young people are made more anxious, see material which they should not and find themselves going down deep rabbit holes of inappropriate content leading to increased anxiety, self -harm, and all manner of psychological damage.

Whilst political opinion, debate and rhetoric are all part of our democratic institutions, used inappropriately and without caution they can simply fuel and aggravate the same divisions and aggression.

The tragic events on the 15th of December this year in Bondi Beach during Hanukkah brought antisemitism and the intolerance of others very much to the fore as we also saw in the September Manchester Synagogue massacre. Following the event at Bondi Beach the eight days of Hanukkah has seen more people Jew and non-Jew coming together to light the Hanukkah candles. During that time we have also seen solidarity with the Jewish community from other religious leaders in Sydney lighting candles in their own churches and religious settings.

Equally, there is no place for Islamophobia or any other form of religious hatred.

This time of year sees light at the centre of many religious festivals of various other faiths including the Hindu and Sikh Diwali. Pagans celebrate the winter solstice and the coming of lengthening days. As Christians during the four Sundays of Advent we light the candles of Hope, Peace, Joy and Love as we prepare to celebrate the birth of Christ, the light of the world, that overcomes all darkness that we may have the light of life.

I would ask as we take down our Christmas decorations, pack away the Christmas tree lights and candles until next year that we retain one candle (preferably a battery one for safety reasons) to place in our homes and churches in a prominent place visible to all such as a window to stay alight until next Advent as a symbol of our commitment to the Advent message of hope for a peaceful, joyful and loving local community and wider world. We should invite all in our community, whatever their faith or none, to join us in this. I would also ask that we spread the word and ask all those in the north-east of Scotland, in Scotland, England, Europe and gradually everywhere to do the same. Whilst this does not require the agreement of religious faith leaders that support would be welcome spread the word, to tell the story of Hope, Peace, Joy and Love to anyone who will listen. Let us make this “spark become a flame”, a message from ordinary folk that we all desire communities of Hope, Peace, Joy and Love and an end to division, intolerance, hatred.

Yours in Christ


Clifford

