
68 Us-ness and Them-ness 
 
In many parts of the world these days, questions are being asked about national 
identities. What exactly constitutes a "nation"? When should a group of people be 
allowed to be a nation in their own right? Can a nation be strong if within its 
borders there are inhabitants made up of markedly different groups? 
 
The issue comes down to a choice for any particular group of people, who, for 
whatever reasons, regard themselves as "us". Should they be independent, that 
is, be small, "pure", and in charge of their own affairs? Or should they join in with 
other peoples - "them" - thus losing some sovereignty and independence but 
gaining the advantages of being part of a larger grouping? 
 
In the United Kingdom for example, we have debates about Scottish 
independence, the long-term future of Northern Ireland, the level of immigration, 
and the whole relationship between Britain and the European Union. Russia has 
just annexed the Crimea, and may yet invade eastern Ukraine - her justification 
being to protect the minority Russian speakers of those regions. India shortly has 
a General Election: 800 million are entitled to vote, representing a whole range of 
language groups, cultures and religions - no wonder national unity can be hard to 
uphold. Several African nations, coping in many cases with borders imposed in 
colonial times, struggle to retain a sense of nationhood. South Sudan for example 
has recently split from Sudan, on ethnic and religious grounds; there is the 
vicious campaign by the Islamist Boko Haram for dominance in northern Nigeria; 
and Somalia and the Central African Republic are further places of dreadful 
ethnic and religious conflicts. 
 
The best scriptural precedent for these questions of nationhood concerns the 
children of Israel. The world is very different today of course, yet, as always, the 
Lord has provided in his holy Word pointers and guidelines still valid for today. 
 
Israel was an unashamed "theocracy" - God ruled, God appointed the leaders, 
and God said what was to happen. The divinely-appointed leaders - such as 
Moses or Joshua, the priests, the Levites, the judges, the kings and the prophets 
- were to be true in themselves to Almighty God and to His various covenants 
with His chosen people. The people for their part were to accept, trust, respect 
and obey those leaders, as truly "God's chosen people".  
 
The Israelites were to be generous to the needy and to outsiders, to those who 
are variously termed in Scripture "sojourners", "strangers" or "aliens", as well as 
to the "fatherless" and the "widows".  Equally, there was never to be doubt over 
who the people of Israel were - God's chosen people, the people of the covenant, 
a "peculiar" people. Yes, they were to treat outsiders generously, but at no time 
was the vital identity of the chosen people to be blurred, diminished or weakened, 
notably by over-involvement with, or over-dependence on, the surrounding 
nations. 
 
The people of Israel thus knew who they were - knowing the one true God, 
sharing and rehearsing their heritage and history, and recognising that, when all 



was said and done, they were all of one family, language and destiny. They were 
indeed an "us", but their "us-ness" came under strain whenever they forgot their 
particular identity. 
 
Little has occurred since biblical times to alter these God-given fundamentals of 
nationhood, which the people of Israel were given, and were then expected to put 
into practice as a "visual aid" for everyone else. There is no attempt in these 
Weekly Reflections to give trite solutions to deep-seated political problems of our 
day, but we can at least see from Scripture the main way-markers along the path 
to sensible nationhood. 
 
A common heritage, language, territory and ethnic cohesion all play their part in 
that important feeling of the "us-ness" of nationhood. Perhaps most crucial of all 
is a shared Faith, acting as the spiritual glue at the heart of a nation, holding the 
various strands of the nation together, in both good times and bad. So many of 
today's conflicts spring from a clash of mutually-exclusive Faiths within nations - 
no wonder trouble is never far away.  
 
Nationhood is still about that delicate balance seen in scriptural Israel, between 
"us-ness" - the preservation of national identity  - and "them-ness" - the 
preservation of a God-bidden opennness and generosity towards others.  If and 
when that balance is tipped too far one way or the other, things can go wrong, 
and quickly. 
 
Leading any nation has always been an awesome responsibility, particularly so in 
these days of instant news, social media, and popular protest. How we need to 
pray for our leaders! - for their humility and godliness, and for a desire to do what 
is right, under Almighty God, without fear or favour, for all the people committed 
to their charge. Such national leaders are rare, but we all have a part to play in 
supporting them in their vital God-given work of buiding stable nations, at peace 
within themselves and with everyone else. 
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