Citizens of this Land
Today’s extra reading is taken from a newspaper article by George Monbiot.

 A national consensus seems to be emerging: what we need in Britain is a renewed sense of patriotism. . .

When confronted with a conflict between the interests of your country and those of another, patriotism, by definition, demands that you choose your own.  Internationalism, by contrast, means choosing the option that delivers most good or least harm to people, regardless of where they live.  It tells us that someone living in Kinshasa is of no less worth than someone living in Kirkwall.

I don’t hate Britain, and I am not ashamed of my nationality, but I have no idea why I should love this country more than any other.  There are some things I like about it and some things I don’t and the same goes for everywhere else I’ve visited.  To become a patriot is to lie to yourself, to tell yourself that whatever good you may perceive abroad your own country is, on balance, better than the others.  It is impossible to reconcile this with either the evidence of your own eyes or a belief in the equality of mankind. . .  The second world war, which demanded that the British closed ranks, could not have happened if Hitler hadn’t exploited the national allegiance of the Germans.  The world will be a happier place when we stop putting our own countries first.

Anyone who has read a newspaper, or watched the television news this past week, with the accounts of the Israeli invasion of Palestine and the shooting down of a civilian airliner over Ukraine, apparently by pro-Russian separatist rebels in Ukraine, has been brought face to face with questions about the meaning of nationality and the nation, about racial and ethnic identity.  And of course these questions are also in our minds as we approach our own independence referendum.
Questions about nationality and the nation are questions about what it means to be human.  We who profess our belief in a Gospel of brotherhood, of justice and peace, who believe that we must love our neighbours as ourselves, must ask ourselves what it means to be a nation and must learn how to live in harmony with all who inhabit our nation as well as living at peace with other nations.

Questions about national identity, about national freedom, were vital, everyday questions for Jesus of Nazareth and the people of first century Palestine.  They were ruled by a ruthless foreign enemy.  Within Palestine, Jews and Samaritans lived together uneasily, each despising the other for their religious differences.  On one occasion recorded in the Gospels, Jesus himself had to accept a rebuke from a Samaritan woman for his instinctive prejudice against her.  Perhaps it was after that incident that he first told the parable in which a Samaritan came to the aid of a wounded Jew ignored by the religious leaders of his own people.  It was, then, in a land where questions of national, religious and ethnic identity were an everyday concern that Jesus preached his Gospel, teaching that we are all the children of God, called to love our neighbours and to love our enemies.
What, then, do we as Christians have to say about questions of national identity, of ethnic identity, of patriotism?  My generation was, for the most part, still brought up to believe that patriotism is a virtue.  Devotion to king and country were part, it seemed, of being a good Christian.  When in 1934, the young men of Oxford University approved the motion that “this house would not fight for king and country” respectable citizens were outraged.  It was your Christian duty, so we continued to be told fifteen, twenty years later, to be willing to fight for your king and country.  Such a thought had already been called into question for those who fought in the trenches of the 1914-18 war, when they found that their German counterparts wore cap badges bearing the motto “Gott mit uns”, God is with us. Soldiers on both sides had been sent out to fight by their governments with the assurance that God was on their side.
The truth is, we get confused between patriotism, nationalism and imperialism.  

Most people feel more or less patriotic without really thinking about it.  It is natural to love the land of your birth: to feel at home with the scenery and climate that are familiar to you, to be at ease with people who speak the same language and share the same customs.

For us, it seems obvious that this is the same thing as loyalty to a nation.  Scotland’s frontier with England has remained unchanged since the middle ages, and Britain’s frontier was provided by nature when she surrounded us with water.  For many people in other parts of the world, however, the homeland which they instinctively love is not the same as the nation within whose frontiers they live.  Alsace, for example, which is now part of France, was, early in the last century, part of Germany.  Germany and Italy have only existed as united countries since 1870.  National frontiers in Africa are mostly straight lines drawn on a map by the European imperial powers dividing up Africa between them in the nineteenth century.  They drew their lines through the middle of natural regions, mixing in one so-called nation many different peoples who had previously had their own identity and their own patriotism, frequently shared with others on the other side of the newly imposed frontiers.
This was also what happened after the 1914-18 war. The victorious allies created, often without reference to history or local patriotism, the various “nations” of the Balkans, a process which came back to haunt us with the break up of Yugoslavia.  Iraq, too, was an artificial creation after the 1914-18 war, whose legacy is still with us.   The Kurdish minority in northern Iraq are the result of the arbitrary division of Kurdistan between Turkey, Syria, Iran and Iraq.

So in the rest of the world, nationality and patriotism are a lot more complicated than they seem to us.

Sometimes, of course, natural patriotism can lead to an understandable and proper nationalism.  If one land, one people, has been conquered by another resentment is almost inevitable.  Usually the conquerors try to change the way of life of the conquered, often imposing their own language and customs and religion.  That the defeated should rebel against this is understandable and right.  That was what our ancestors did when they sent proud Edward’s army homeward to think again.
But nationalist sentiment is potentially very dangerous.  It can lead you to think that your nation is better than all others.  It can lead to imperialist adventures, when nations go out to assume control over other nations. I was taught at school to admire those who sailed to Australia or other far-off places, planted a British flag and announced, “I claim this land in the name of King George!”  What would you think, I wonder, if I walked into your garden, planted a Whitsonian flag, and announced, “I claim this land in the name of me!”?

We don’t do that kind of thing any more; but the idea that one nation is superior to all others is still very strong, as we are reminded each summer by the flag-waving that accompanies “Land of Hope and Glory” at the last night of the London Proms.   There are also all those newspapers who attack everything to with the European Union, not on practical grounds, but because, they say, British is best, and we’re not going to have anything to do with a bunch of Frogs, Krauts, Eyties or whatever.
Worse still is the poisonous doctrine of racial purity and racial and ethnic prejudice which still so often disfigures the life of our nation.  It was an attitude chillingly expressed in a letter that was widely circulated a few years ago: Notice is hereby given that all non-whites must permanently leave the British Isles before the year is out.  Jews and non-whites who remain after 1999 has ended will be exterminated.  Such outpourings of a sick mind are, of course, not to be taken seriously; and needless to say, there is no evidence that any campaign of extermination was actually attempted as the new millennium began.  We cannot forget, however, two young men now imprisoned for life who murdered a black boy apparently just because he was black, nor, in fact, three Asians convicted of murdering a white man simply because he was white.

Now that we in Scotland have resumed control of our own affairs, and while many of us still want to become completely separate from England, there are clear warnings of what must not be allowed to happen.  Scotland is a multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, multi-faith land.  From its beginnings in 1999, our new parliament has set itself to be a parliament for all who live within the boundaries of Scotland, whether they or their parents were born here, or in Ireland, or in England, or in the West Indies, or East Africa, or Pakistan, India or Bangladesh, China or Hong Kong or wherever.  It is surely right that those who have a vote in the independence referendum will be those who live in Scotland now, whatever their origin.   
And there are, after all, loyal and patriotic Americans, Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders and others whose ancestors came from Scotland.  And Scotland today includes those who themselves, or whose parents or grandparents, were born elsewhere but are now loyal Scots.  We have no need to define Scottishness as being anti-English or anti-European or anti-anything.  You can be happy to be Scottish while still expecting others to be happy in their Englishness or Frenchness or whatever.   (Interesting aside: the spellcheck on my computer recognised Englishness as a word, but not Scottishness or Frenchness!)

We can, if we choose, make St Andrew’s Day a national holiday.  If we do, however, it must be a celebration, not of some imagined superiority, but of all that we think is best in our society, much of which we will, no doubt, share with people of other nationalities.   Let it remind us that we want Scotland to be a home for all who live here, where there is equal justice for all, where we respect each other, valuing difference and diversity as an enriching experience.  Let it inspire us to build a land where we can breathe free, a land whose towns and cities are friendly and peaceful places to live, a land whose natural beauty is preserved, a land where no creature need fear cruelty, a land we can all enjoy.
This is, of course, what people of other lands will also want for their homelands.  Love of country is natural, if it is kept in proportion; but it is not a virtue, especially if it degenerates into an aggressive nationalism.  The real virtue is in being prepared to fight, if fighting is unavoidable, not for king and country, but for justice and peace – which is exactly what those Oxford undergraduates I mentioned willingly agreed to do in 1939.  It is in loving our neighbour wherever he or she may be found, preferring the parable of the good Samaritan to racism and national pride.

