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January and February are busy months for funerals. In the last fortnight I’ve officiated at two, both of Air Force men who fought the Nazis. The first was my Uncle Jim, aged 86, who spent his whole career in the RAF, and died in Bournemouth. The second was a parishioner who had been a navigator with a Lancaster bomber crew during the war.

The Sun’s photo of Prince Harry in the uniform of Rommel’s Afrika Korps wearing a swastika armband therefore didn’t strike me as very amusing, however hilarious the glittering party animals with whom he consorts may have found it. 

Harry’s swastika debacle epitomises the crisis of values in our society: a society which lives comfortably and lacks respect for anything; which fails to understand the sacrifices and sufferings others have made to conquer evil. And in so doing, itself cedes to great evils.

The last few weeks we had first the wax effigies of David and Victoria Beckham (presumably not their fault) as Mary and Joseph in the crib scene at Madame Tussaud’s. Thankfully, some hearty soul succeeded in damaging the display beyond repair, at least in the short term.

Then the Sikhs in Birmingham successfully protested against a play showing a rape scene in a gudwara.

Some newspapers think nothing of parodying the Almighty in cartoons. In programmes like Dead Ringers we see comedy scenes with, for example, Jesus and the apostles at the Last Supper. And goodness knows how many films and programmes abuse the sacred name of the Saviour as a casual swear word.


Fortunately, I didn’t see the broadcast of “Jerry Springer the Opera.” Anything with “Jerry Springer” in the title is an immediate turn-off. Granted it was a parody of the voyeuristic Springer technique of putting deeply troubled individuals on camera and encouraging them to spout venom at each other.

The BBC received 4,000 advance complaints about both the bad language and the blasphemous treatment of Jesus. Nevertheless it insisted upon pushing ahead with a programme offensive to many – even more so in Christmastide.

The secular liberal elite who control our media and communications are fond of pontificating about tolerance and dialogue. However, they prove remarkably deaf to reasoned dialogue when a large number of Christians express opinions contrary to their own. 

Is dialogue admissible only when it confirms their own secular prejudices? Since otherwise they appear to ignore it and to scorn the deep religious convictions of many of their viewers.

Having ignored all peaceful means of protest, might they not have borne some of the blame if demonstrations had later turned violent? It would not be surprising if protestors resorted to gestures more dramatic than burning their licences.

As State Broadcaster, the BBC levy their £121 poll tax (licence fee) upon anyone who wants to watch live UK TV, even if they view only Sky or ITV. Who now dares to claim that the BBC still takes seriously its original Reithian mission of improving the morals of society?  


Mark Thompson, the new BBC Director General, said that he did not find the Springer programme “blasphemous.” Perhaps a little review of what blasphemy involves would be timely.

The term comes from two Greek components:  blaptein, "to injure", and pheme, "reputation" i.e. gross irreverence towards any person or thing worthy of exalted esteem. The Latin blasphemare is used to designate abusive language directed either against a people at large or against individuals.

In the theological context: “Blasphemy is an injury against God expressed in words or signs. In its gravest form it is the deliberate and intentional insult and scorn attacking the divine honour and sanctity (diabolical blasphemy) ….Forms of speech, expressions, actions which are blasphemous in their meaning or implication, are sins of the same nature as direct and intentional blasphemy, to the extent that one is aware of the insult they imply and acts freely, even though he does not have blasphemous intent.” (Häring – The Law of Christ 2.205)

Blasphemy is forbidden by the Second Commandment of the Decalogue: “You shall not utter the name of Yahweh, your God, to misuse it, for Yahweh will not leave unpunished the man who utters His name to misuse it.” (Ex 20:7, Deut 5:11)  The Catechism reminds us that this also forbids all false, rash, unjust, and unnecessary oaths, cursing, and profane words. 

When London’s Cambridge Theatre and the BBC show a musical which portrays God the Son as a fat, diapered man who sings he’s “a little bit gay,” do not their actions satisfy this definition of blasphemy? The BBC had been warned by many Christians that it was so. They took no notice. The highly public nature of the scandal multiplies the gravity of the sin manifold.

Who is to judge what constitutes blasphemy? A sense of the sacredness of God and His Name is part of the virtue of religion. 

The gift of a name belongs to the order of trust and intimacy. God confides His Name to those who will believe in Him and serve Him. He reveals Himself to them in His personal mystery. The Lord’s Name therefore is holy, and demands respect.

The Catechism continues: “Man must therefore not abuse the Lord’s name. “He must keep it in silent, loving adoration. He will not introduce it into his own speech except to bless, praise and glorify it.”

Because blasphemy is a sin against the virtue of religion, it is only those who share that virtue who can properly judge what is blasphemous. We do not ask perjurers to judge liars, nor thieves to preside over trials of burglars, nor fornicators to arbitrate in cases of adultery.

Therefore irreligious men, those who do not realise that God is omnipresent and who lack a lived understanding of the virtue of religion and the sanctity of God’s Holy Name, are not fit to make any judgement about what constitutes blasphemy, even though they be High Court Judges.

Cardinal Newman described a Christian’s reverential feelings in this way: “Are these feelings of fear and awe Christian feelings or not? . . . I say this, then, which I think no one can reasonably dispute. They are the class of feelings we should have - yes, have to an intense degree - if we literally had the sight of Almighty God; therefore they are the class of feelings which we shall have, if we realize His presence. In proportion as we believe that He is present, we shall have them; and not to have them, is not to realize, not to believe that He is present.” [Parochial and Plain Sermons V.2]

In this sense, it is only those who share God’s life who can judge what is blasphemous. “Blasphemy is in its entire nature a dreadful mortal sin. It is a grave sin regardless of the motive which occasions it, be it impatience, outburst of temper, or hatred and scorn for God. Habitual blasphemy is the language of hell and a sign of reprobation.” (Häring)

The devil hates human beings because he envies their prospect of heaven. Those who curse God and others are imitating the evil spirit.

The Old Testament considered blasphemy a most serious offence “The man that curseth His God shall bear his sin: And he that blasphemeth the name of the Lord, dying let him die: all the multitude shall stone him, whether he be a native or a stranger.” (Lev. 24:15-16).

Christian societies too had severe punishments for the crime of blasphemy. It was no laughing matter. 

The Constitutions of the Byzantine Emperor Justinian (538 AD) prescribed the death penalty for blasphemers, so that the City and the Empire would not suffer punishment for their sin.  The Visigoths punished anyone blaspheming the name of Christ or expressing contempt of the Trinity with a hundred lashes and perpetual imprisonment. .

Medieval canon law was slightly more lenient. Besides fines and imposed fasts, the convicted blasphemer had to stand at church door during seven Sunday Masses, on the last occasion barefoot and disrobed with a rope about his neck. 

Pius V imposed fines on blasphemers, and for a third offence, lifelong exile. Those who could not pay the fines were flogged and, the third time, sent to the galleys.

These older societies understood a truth which we have today forgotten. A society which ceases to respect God and what is sacred, soon loses respect for human beings “made in the image and likeness of God.” Forgetting that God is Father of us all, we rapidly lose the perception that we are brothers and sisters to one another. 

In this way, sins against the Christian religion, against what 42 million people in the UK (71% of the population) hold sacred, strike at the very foundations of peaceful co-existence. The fact that 15.5% of the population (2001 census) declare they have no religion, and a mere 10,300 declare themselves atheists, does not give them the right to insult what is sacred to the vast majority.

Let us pray that the evangelical organisation Christian Voice are successful in bringing a blasphemy prosecution against the BBC, as some reparation for this insult to the Saviour.

