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HUMANE CHRISTIANITY TALK
INTRODUCTION

Read the Umberto Eco extract. pp.x to xi

I want to start this talk by reminding us of the guilt that the institutional churches, almost all of them, carry from the past, whatever it be: corruption, bitterness, deceit, suppression of the ideas of others, direct persecution of others (which began within only a few years of the ending of pagan persecution), racism, patriarchy, abuse, anti-Semitism. Scarcely a month passes without some scandal from the distant or recent past being aired in the media. It is thought-provoking to note what a huge surge of interest there has been (not entirely unrelated to modern Christian–Moslem tensions) in research into the Crusades. Alongside the expansion of academic studies in the persecution of witches, or the role of the churches under the Nazis, or the work of missionaries in the European colonies, this reminds us that not only should there be no hiding places for the Church’s guilty secrets, there will be no hiding places.

We have begun to repent of our past, of our inhumane Christianity. Consider for example the apologies by Pope John Paul II for past sins of the Roman Catholic Church in respect of Galileo; or the 1995 walk of repentance following the route of the First Crusade; or the apologies by Anglican churches, with others, for the forcible removal, de-culturising and often abuse of the children of the indigenous inhabitants of Canada and Australia; or our shame here in the British Isles at the steady trickle of child sexual abuse cases at the hands of the clergy. But a deep part of the agenda of this book is to remind us that repentance requires a change of thinking and attitudes and behaviour, not just sorrow. Why did all this happen amongst the disciples of Jesus? Were there theological and spiritual reasons for these ‘falls’ from his values, as well as cultural and historical ones, for this inhumane Christianity? How can we try to ensure that it does not happen again?

And lest we think that this is a ‘theological’ matter for internal consumption by the Church, let’s remind ourselves that before the last Billy Graham mission, the organisers conducted some public opinion research about the 6 main reasons why people did not believe in the Christian Faith. The Church was one of these 6. It is a major problem for us as we attempt to commend faith in Jesus. This is a result not just of its present condition – struggling in Western Europe; not very attractive to our eyes when it is flourishing in the USA; and still burdened here in England with visual reminders of its privileged past – but also a result of its past. 

Inside the Church we often, inarticulately, think of ourselves as the “good guys”. We are committed to love and we do practice care for others. And that is true. One of the intriguing things when the sociologists do some work in the area of volunteering is to find how over-represented Christians are in community organisations. That is in part why the government is looking seriously at the role faith organisation can play in community action – despite the sneering of the London liberal intelligentsia. BUT, the way the Church is portrayed by some of the media and some academics is as a reactionary, stupid and oppressive institution that should be helped to fade away. Listen to a quotation from the most recent serious study of the Church in modern Britain:

Many people will be able to identify gains from the decentring of rigid moral codes – such as increased sexual freedom and freedom for diverse sexualities, greater gender equality, and a new tolerance of religious and ethnic difference. One could say, not altogether flippantly, that the decline of Christian certainty in British society since the 1950s has meant that respectability has been supplanted by respect – in which moral criticism of difference has been replaced by toleration and greater freedom to live our lives in the way we choose.

Now there is much in this with which I disagree but my sadness is that the phrase ‘respectability has been supplanted by respect’ rings too true of Victorian Christianity. I do believe that I am part of an institution which has caused huge suffering to many different groups. And the deep sadness is that some of these actions have not just been caused by ‘ordinary’ human greed or lust but have risen directly out of the Church’s own theology.

Let me give you one of the clearest examples. One of the most important books in the history of Western Christianity is ‘The Rule of St.Benedict’. It became the dominant rule for the thousands of monasteries all over Europe and through Cranmer, fed into our own Anglican prayer books. In many ways it is a spiritual treasure, full of gentle wisdom. But at its heart is a passion to convince the monks of their utter sinfulness. The longest chapter in the Rule is ch.7 on ‘humility’. I’ll go through it quickly.

Benedict believed that pride was of the essence of human sinfulness. Self-exaltation was the road to destruction: ‘Brothers, divine Scripture calls to us saying: “Whoever exalts himself shall be humbled and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted.” In saying this, therefore, it shows us that every exaltation is a kind of pride …’
 To combat this, Benedict described twelve ‘degrees’ of humility through which a monk had to pass before reaching the state of liberation we described a bit earlier. These start with the essential fear of God and God’s punishment: ‘The first degree of humility then is that a man keep the fear of God before his eyes …’ and ‘how hell will burn for their sins those that despise Him …’
 Progress requires, of course, the rejection of our own will and of our ‘evil desires’: ‘We are indeed forbidden to do our own will by Scripture … We must be on guard, then, against evil desires, for death lies close by the gate of delight …’
 Degrees 3 and 4 are about obedience within the community: ‘… a man for the love of God subjects himself to his superior in all obedience …’ and ‘… that meeting in this obedience with difficulties and contradictions and even injustice, he should with a quiet mind hold fast to patience, and, enduring, neither tire nor run away …’ 
 Benedict justifies much of this section directly from the example of Jesus. 

Degree 5 is confession to the abbot of sinfulness, especially ‘secret sins’: ‘… he humbly confess and conceal not from the abbot any evil thoughts that enter his heart, and any secret sins that he has committed …’
 Degree 6 is particularly humiliating and feels, frankly, dishonest and unhelpful: ‘The sixth step of humility is that a monk is content with the lowest and most menial treatment, and regards himself as a poor and worthless workman in whatever task he is given …’
 Degree 7 requires the monk not just to say that he is the most sinful, but even more to believe it inwardly: ‘… he should not only in his speech lower declare himself lower and of less account than all others, but should in his own inmost heart believe it …’
 Degree 8 is about obedience to the rule and to superiors again.

Degree 9 is about silence and degree 10 is about restricting laughter: ‘… a monk should do nothing except what is commended …’; ‘a monk should restrain his tongue and keep silence, not speaking until he is questioned …’; ‘… that he be not ready and prompt to laughter …’ 
 Benedict seems to have seen laughter as an activity of the fool – citing Ecclesiasticus 21:20. [Why is it that laughter, one the psychological, physiological and spiritual sources of relief for humankind should be forbidden? Why is it that in classic Christian art, of East or West, depictions of the adult Christ smiling are so rare?
] 

Degree 11 draws 9 and 10 together to produce quietly, seriously and briefly spoken monks: ‘… a monk, when he speaks, do so gently and without laughter, humbly and seriously, in few and sensible words and without clamour …’
 And degree 12 is what I understand to be called ‘the courtesy of the eyes’: the monk is required to go about when working or in the monastery or out in the world, with ‘his head bowed and his eyes downcast, pondering always the guilt of his sins and considering that he is about to be brought before the dread judgement seat of God’.
 It is difficult to read all this – especially this last instruction – without getting the sense that these disciplines run the risk, in all but the wisest and most psychologically and spiritually balanced of hands, of distorting or even crushing the human spirit. Is there a confusion here between ‘self-exaltation’ or pride and proper human dignity, responsibility and maturity? 

For if we read historical accounts of monastic life, or even some quite modern ones, we will find examples of this sort of discipline and of its destructive consequences. You may have seen Karen Armstrong on the TV on one of those late-night religious chat-shows. She has become a prolific if rather angry writer on religion. But her views make much more sense when you read her account of her time as a young nun. She is very clear that she is describing a pre-Vatican II experience and she writes of the remarkable changes in her convent after the Council. But the deep structures of obedience remained embedded in the Order. One of her fellow sisters, suffering from chronic anorexia nervosa quotes the Rule of Ignatius, the founder of the Jesuits: 

‘“Everyone should give himself up into the hands of his superiors”, Rebecca 
quoted St.Ignatius’ Rule of Obedience, her eyes steadily boring into mine, “as 

a dead body allows itself to be treated in any manner whatever”.’
 
In reflection Armstrong writes: 
‘Huddled in her mackintosh she was shivering violently, freezing cold on a 
mild, even warm summer day. Of course she would stay where she was, even 
if it killed her. A nun was meant to die to herself. Rebecca was just taking the 
idea to its logical conclusion.’

We find later examples in the history of the Church of distorted theology producing destructive attitudes to human beings. Most notoriously perhaps are the views of the Protestant Reformers about human sinfulness. Let me put this as starkly as I can, at the risk of some simplification: the more sinfulness is conceived as pride, the more the relationship with God, and subsequently with the Church, will be conceived as a conflict which one side has to win. The result can be an oppressive sense of conflict between God and the human being. This is greatly compounded by the extent to which the human being is seen as having been contaminated by sinfulness. If we follow the strict Calvinist line and believe in the ‘total depravity’ of humankind and of individual human beings, then how can we not want to increase the severity with which human beings should be disciplined for their apparent ‘pride’?

But what, then, if my understanding of ‘pride’ lacks self-awareness, and being in authority over others I do not like what they are doing or saying in criticising me and so I see it as ‘pride’ to be punished ? Here I am on dangerous ground. One man’s pride may be another woman’s dignity. For if we were to replace the word ‘pride’ by

‘dignity’ or ‘responsibility’ then the problem looks very different.

Let’s remind ourselves of the ferocity with which humankind was denounced by the Church for its sinfulness. We can too easily try to forget or soften the completeness of the condemnation that was proclaimed. The Synod of Dort, held in 1618–19 in the Netherlands, was the most decisive gathering of Reformed theologians in the seventeenth century, including senior representatives from the Church of England. The Synod is famous for coining the acronym TULIP: the Total depravity/inability of humankind (we all deserve God’s eternal punishment); Unconditional election (God simply chooses whom He wants to save); Limited atonement (Christ dies only for the elect); Irresistible grace (you can’t resist God); Perseverance of the saints (once God chooses you, you are in for ever).
 Its Canons state of us:

Therefore, all people are conceived in sin and are born children of wrath, unfit for any saving good, inclined to evil, dead in their sins, and slaves to sin; without the grace of the regenerating Holy Spirit they are neither willing nor able to return to God, to reform their distorted nature, or even to dispose themselves to such reform.
 

This was the mainstream view across almost all of Protestant Europe at this time and for many, many years afterwards. This is all set in the cheery context of double predestination, which Calvin clearly taught: 

By predestination we mean the eternal decree of God, by which he determined with himself whatever he wished to happen with regard to every man. All are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal damnation; and accordingly, as each has been created for one or other of these ends, we say that he has been predestined to life or death.

 I can barely express the revulsion that this portrayal of God arouses in me. I think it has justified Christians in treating other human beings with contempt.

We need to begin to move to a more positive vision, but before we do I want to summarise what I see as the key ingredients of ‘inhumane Christianity’. I think inhumane Christianity has five main component elements that often operate exponentially. 
First, there is a denial of the proper goodness of creation, of human createdness, of all that is good about natural human living as made by God. This has been justified by an interrelated understanding of sin and of perfection. So when the Church has taught about sin, it has done so in such a way that much of human life, and especially human desire, has been understood as essentially concupiscence, or sinfully-driven desire, and often located in the ‘flesh’ and even more specifically in sexuality.
 The translation of the Greek word sarx into the English word ‘flesh’, is a topic in itself,
 but its negative use has filtered through even into modern charismatic choruses. Many of us will have sung the chorus with the line, ‘Make my flesh life melt away’. As Nigel Forde comments on this song: ‘God gave me my flesh, and I love it. When I no longer want to hear Bach or birdsong, no longer want to smell wallflowers or bonfires, no longer want to trudge through snow or sit by a blazing fire, drink wine, eat food, soak in a bath, read poetry or write it, then I’ll promise I’ll sing it. But I don’t expect to in this life or expect I’ll need to in the next.’
 Alongside this correlation of sin and embodiment, perfection is often defined as freedom from this world in such a way that it becomes an other-worldly, incorporeal and arguably unnatural account of human living. 

This is linked intimately to the second element: the belief that the essential flaw in humanity is pride and that therefore the key spiritual work is to break the human will.
 Thus both human desire and human will are portrayed in a largely negative light. 

The third element is the Church’s frequent inability to live in a counter-cultural way, in particular when related to the social, economic and political hierarchies of human societies. So the Church colludes with the preservation of unjust social orders and justifies this, explicitly or unconsciously, on the basis of the assault on human desire and human pride among the disadvantaged.

The fourth element enters the picture when the Church – the visible institutional Church – takes to itself inappropriate and unwarranted authority and becomes a master rather than a servant, pretending to be infallible rather than honestly fallible and structurally designed to manage the consequences of fallibility. For someone nurtured in the Evangelical tradition, I have to note that this also applies just as much to our handling of the Bible.

The fifth element is an inappropriate, unrealistic and even illusory supernaturalism that fosters belief in systematic miraculous interventions at the cost not only of truthfulness but also of a commitment to enabling people to develop towards mature human responsibility.

So we create a Church that is hostile to human desires and careless about human dignity, indifferent to a full life in this world but also too closely allied to existing unequal human power structures and authoritarian in its attitudes and practices. We see churches that in theory teach Christian poverty and obedience but in practice enforce submission to unjust structures and promise relief only in the next life or perhaps through a miracle in this life, thereby playing on people’s deepest desires and longings but without enabling them to strive positively for change. A caricature? Perhaps, but we have already found much hard historical evidence to back up this gloomy view. 

 PAUSE
You may be glad to know that the second half of this talk continues some more, I hope, life-giving theology. 

I believe that many of these problems flow from a distorted theological understanding of the significance of Jesus of Nazareth as God incarnate, not least, ironically, a devaluing of his real humanity. A firm hold on this conviction that Jesus is God’s Son in human form, and what that implies for humankind, is the theological engine that is driving my vision of a ‘Humane Christianity’. It has an important correlate: that the consequences of faith in the role of the Son in the work of creation are also crucial for ‘Humane Christianity’. It is these two convictions that I will explore in the rest of this talk. 

The place to start our theology is where the Bible starts – which is with the goodness of creation. Many ancient religions regarded creation, matters, things, flesh, as bad, as something from which spiritual human beings had to escape. But the constant refrain in Genesis 1, ‘and God saw that it was good’, gives the lie to that and for all the complexities of the OT, the Hebrew Scriptures celebrate the goodness of creation and of our place as human beings as ‘the crown of creation’. And there are three really important things to notice here:

First, that human beings are inescapably physical. God made us to be a mixture of physical and spiritual. It was not a mistake. Bodies are good. Therefore as Christians we can never show contempt for the rest of creation or for our own physicality. 

Second, that God is still involved in the work of creation. It is an ongoing project. The world is still developing. And if we read Genesis 1 carefully we catch little theological pointers to the conviction that God so created the world that it continues to develop through mechanisms built into it. This is not an argument about evolution it is an argument about how we understand God’s involvement with His world. We tend to think of God creating the world and then sitting down and resting. The world goes wrong and God leaps up to rescue it. But if the work of creation is still happening – as it it – God is involved in the work of creation and redemption at the same time. We can’t divide up these two sorts of activities. The world God is creating is the world God is saving. Therefore, we of all people should treat the world and all that makes it up with some reverence. And what the Early Church had learned from the NT, from John’s Gospel, but which so often forget, is that the Word made Flesh was also and is always the Word active in creation.
Third, and this is a more distinctively Christian perspective: God has confirmed all this by sending His Son, Christ, to take flesh, to become a real flesh and blood human being, not a pretend one. We could spend many hours on this, but here I want to say  very simply that when God adopted into Himself human nature at the Incarnation, in the minds of some of the greatest theologians of the Church, He was adopting into Himself our physical as well as our spiritual natures. To put it very very crudely, there is a Man in heaven now. Again, that has serious and non-negotiable consequences for the respect with which Christians should treat any other human being: made in the image of God and now intended to be united with God for eternity. 

One of the greatest of the theologians of the Early Church, Irenaeus, wrote I think one of the best summaries of God’s plan ever written:

‘For the glory of God is a living man, and the life of man consists in beholding God: for if the manifestation of God through the creation affords life to all living on earth, much more does that revelation of the Father which comes through the Word give life to those who see God.’

God’s purposes for human beings are life-giving in this world and in the next. How then can we as Christians do anything that counters that ?

But now I am going to sound sadly old-fashioned: the Cross and the Resurrection are central to God’s work as a life-bringer. 
Our most precious symbol of God is an instrument of unjust torture. After Dostoevsky, a facile appeal to the soothing hope of heaven is immoral,
 and so is incredible, but we believe that on the Cross, God endured the reality of human agony, including evil. He shows that He is with us in the mess. But more, we believe that on the cross (and through the empty tomb), ontologically (if not yet and far from fully) God broke the power of evil, dealt with some of the requirements of justice, gave us a glimpse of the glorious future, and showed us that the engine for these achievements is love, expressed by and in an ‘ordinary’ human being. 

I would argue that the Cross is about God absorbing the consequences – evil, punishment, and mortality – of a creation that had the potential to become flawed and that did ‘fall’, becoming ‘warped’. This costly ‘absorbing’ by God of these ‘consequences’ is the atonement. But if we remember that God is always creating and redeeming at the same time, then the Cross is not just about sorting ‘the past’, it is at the same time about shaping the present and the future, about liberating human beings now and for eternity. It is about how God always is towards humankind – ready to bear the cost and welcome us home. God is always the life-bringer.

But, and this is the big point I want to finish with. We often talk about the gap between our convictions about God and how we see and experience God’s action in the world. But I want to say that when God saves this – His – world he does so by becoming part of it ,including its limitations, and in doing this He maintains respect for the dignity of humanity, not least by what we might call self-limitation. God does not overpower us into loving Him and His world. He is our helper more than our master.

There are two elements to this. First there is the point, so obvious when we look honestly at the world, (and normally included in arguments of theodicy), that God often appears at worst absent and at best hidden. Richard Hooker, Elizabeth I‘s greatest theologian, expressed this elegantly:


If therefore it be demanded, why God having power and ability infinite, the 

effects notwithstanding of that power are all so limited as we see they are: the

 reason hereof is the end which he hath proposed, and the law whereby his

 wisdom hath stinted the effects of his power in such sort, that it doth not work

 infinitely, but correspondingly unto the end for which it worketh, even ‘all 
things chrestos [well] in most decent and comely sort’.

Here Hooker is attempting to relate God’s purposes and his means. God desires that all shall be well. But one of the conditions of the world ‘being well’ is that human beings grow into the sorts of persons God hopes we will be. That requires God to step back from constant visible direct intervention. ‘All will be well’, but by growth not by divine dictat. 

Second, Hooker has a rich Patristic soteriology. Through Christ we are given His Spirit, set free from the consequences of our sinfulness, united with him and his life in the Church, his body, and ultimately in the Godhead and ‘deified’: ‘Finally, sith God hath deified our nature, though not by turning it into himself, yet by making it his own inseparable habitation, we cannot now conceive how God should without man either exercise divine power, or receive the glory of divine praise. For man is in both an associate of deity.’
 God and humankind are now inseparable. 

Hooker retains a strong doctrine of revelation. For example, he goes on to argue that Christ also reveals to us things that even our God-given reason could not discern, such as the resurrection of the body
 and he has a classically Protestant doctrine of the perspicuity of Scripture: ‘The main drift of the whole New Testament is that which St. John setteth down as the purpose of his own history; “These things are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is Christ the Son of God, and that in believing ye might have life through his name”.’
  But the overall effect is to reinforce, not denigrate, the sense of the value of humanity.

It is this significance that Hooker gives to humble human reason that makes him, for me, a theologian of human dignity. Rather than lots of quotations, let me give you one of my favourites. Hooker is discussing the authority of Scripture, which he regarded as infallible, but he comments: ‘For our belief in the Trinity, the co-eternity of the Son of God with his Father, the proceeding of the Spirit from the Father and the Son, the duty of baptising infants: these with such other principal points, the necessity whereof is by none denied, are notwithstanding in Scripture no where to be found by express literal mention, only deduced they are out of Scripture by collection.’
 Note here that Hooker is not wanting to undermine the authority of the Bible but he is pointing out how many crucial beliefs of the Church have to be derived from the Bible by a process of reasoned thought and argument, not simply read off the page. If we study the life of the early Church we see what a complex process this reasoned argument was.
 But is this an accident, or is it sinful? No. Hooker responds to precisely this point:

So I trust that to mention what the Scripture of God leaveth unto the Church’s discretion in some things, is not in any thing to impair the honour which the Church of God yieldeth to the sacred Scripture’s perfection … it is no more disgrace for Scripture to have left a number of other things free to be ordered at the discretion of the Church, than for nature to have left it unto the wit of man to devise his own attire.
 

Here is a marvellous vision of the integrated world that God has created and which is part of his way of redemption. Just as God has left it to human beings to work out how to clothe themselves – a metaphor for growing into proper responsibility for our welfare – so even in areas of the truth about God himself and about the Christ-like life and – for Hooker in particular – about how the Church is to be run, God requires us to work at it for ourselves. He does not always give us the answers on a plate. God’s own truth is revealed by the process of reasoned human reflection on God’s revelation, which itself comes to us in a range of ways. God has made us so that we can, need and ought to discern his purposes: by prayer; study of Scripture; reasoned discussion; listening to the wisdom and traditions of the past, Christian and non-Christian; all working together. This is giving a high value to human responsibility, maturity and dignity.
 Therefore, we too must treat all human beings, inside and outside the Church, with the same dignity with which God treats them.  

If we as a Church were to adopt some of these values and work them through more thoroughly into how we actually live as Church, then we would commend faith in Jesus more effectively in our humanist world but more importantly, we would be closer to being in reality and not just in rhetoric, the disciples of Jesus.

What might this look like ? I do not want and cannot offer a blue-print but here are a few ideas:

· We live the Christian life for positive reasons – we are ‘saved for’ not ‘saved from’. Therefore we do not live out of a spirituality of fear but rather a spirituality of gift and most profoundly, of love. 

· We enjoy the good gifts of God’s creation, including sensual pleasure. We don’t do this naively (about our own propensity to sin) and above all we don’t do this selfishly. If we are immersed in love then the needs of others will weigh on us as a debt of love. Therefore there will still be self-discipline and self-sacrifice, but out of a different motive. Justice and compassion will be out core values.
· We reverence God’s good gifts to us, especially His creation and human beings within it. We can be at the fore-front of care for the environment and striving for human welfare and human rights.

· But we will not neglect the spiritual aspect of human life. God created and saves us as complete human beings – body, mind and spirit. Our life will be with God for eternity. Therefore however much we throw ourselves into redeeming this world, we will not be tied to this. We will not despair when we fail because God’s good purposes and justice will win through. That is what belief in the Cross and Resurrection means. Therefore prayer and worship are not irrelevant luxuries, but part of the essence of what it is to be human.

Let me end with the closing phrases of the book and its final prayer. I want to finish by returning to sayings from three very different sources. First that profound vision of hope from Julian of Norwich: ‘all shall be well’. The Incarnation, Cross and Resurrection show us the future. In Jesus we have God’s guarantee that the best of Humanity will be saved for ever. Second, to quote the much maligned Paul again:

‘For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness”, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.’  2.Cor.4:6. It is into our hearts that God the creator has shone through Jesus of Nazareth. (The reference is in part to Paul’s own conversion but has a wider sense of God’s mode of revelation to all of us.) Creation and revelation and salvation are inseparable. And what is revealed to human hearts ? It is a human face full of the divine glory which is revealed in and to human beings that are like fragile and humble clay pots. This is ‘Humane Christianity’. Thirdly and finally, why does God do all this ? So that, in the words of the Shorter Catechism of the Westminster Confession, we may ‘glorify God and enjoy Him forever’ because God is always the life-bringer.
And finally a Prayer of the Franciscans (slightly adapted).

We adore You, most loving Friend and Master, Jesus Christ,

Here and in all Your churches

Throughout the world,

And we bless You

Because by Your holy cross,

You have redeemed the world.

May the life-giving cross

Be the source of all our joy and peace.

Amen. 

.

� Callum G. Brown, The Death of Christian Britain (London, Routledge, 2001), p.2


� Rule of St.Benedict, ch. 7. Benedict is quoting Luke 14:11.The Rule of St. Benedict (trans. J. McCann, London, Sheed & Ward, 1976) (hereafter RB). Another accessible version with commentary is E. de Waal, A Life-Giving Way (London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1995). Benedict is quoting Luke 14:11.


� RB, p. 17.


� RB, p. 18.


� RB, p. 19.


� RB, p. 20.


� de Waal, Life-Giving Way, p. 49.


� RB, p. 20.


� RB, p. 21. 


� In researching the front cover for this book many of us spent much time, fruitlessly, trying to find such a picture.


� RB, p. 21.


� RB, p. 21.


� K. Armstrong, Beginning the World (London, Pan, 1984), p. 41.


� Armstrong, Beginning, p. 41.


� See T. Hart (ed.), The Dictionary of Historical Theology (Carlisle, Paternoster Press, 2000), p. 478.


� Synod of Dort, Article 3.


� J. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (trans. J. Beveridge. London, James Clarke, 1949), Bk 3, ch. 21, section, 5, p. 206. While this looks like a classic piece of inhumane Christianity, we should note that predestination was not as dominant a part of Calvin's theology and spirituality as it became amongst his successors.


�Augustine hugely and tragically compounded this by connecting sexual intercourse and reproduction with the passing on of ‘original sin’. The complexity of Augustine’s thinking is well-expressed in G. Bonner, St. Augustine of Hippo. Life and Controversies (Canterbury Press, Norwich, 1986), p. 378. ‘It is from, and by, concupiscence that the guilt of Original Sin is conveyed from the parents to the child. Concupiscence itself is not Original Sin; it is a wound and vice of human nature, making it a slave to the devil; can be the occasion of sin, even in the baptized; and is the means whereby Original Sin is transmitted. It is an infection which conveys an inherited legal liability’ (my italics). Bonner also crisply explains Augustine’s (and Jerome’s) mistranslation of Romans 5:12 which drove him to stress that human guilt was transmitted seminally (literally) from Adam rather than being an issue of repeated human falling. For a gentle defence of Augustine and an illuminating placement of him in his context, which does much to undermine modern ‘demonising’ of him, see C. Harrison, Augustine. Christian Truth and Fractured Humanity (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000).


� See the crucial discussion in J. D. G. Dunn: The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 1998, pp. 51–73) for an extensive and insightful review of the range of meanings of soma, ‘embodiment’, and sarx, ‘flesh’, in Paul’s writing. Briefly, Dunn argues for the continued translation of sarx by ‘flesh’ because it is a technical term for Paul (p. 70), but stresses that whereas sarx encompasses a range of meaning tending towards the negative – human physicality, mortality and frailty vulnerable to the pressures of sin – soma gives potential for a positive celebration of our embodied createdness. He writes: ‘we could say that Paul’s distinction between soma and sarx made possible a positive affirmation of human createdness and creation and of the interdependence of humanity within its created environment’ (p. 73). I am indebted to conversation with my colleague Dr Mark Bonnington on this point.


� In J. Fife, To Be Honest (London, Darton, Longman & Todd, 1993), p. x. I am indebted to my colleague the Revd Charles Read for this reference.


� Strictly speaking, the sin in Genesis 3 is disobedience, not pride as such. Hence metaphors of ‘rebellion’ in much Christian evangelism. But the root cause of this ‘rebellion’ is often portrayed as pride, or a human unwillingness to remain in an appropriately creaturely, humble, situation with respect to God’s authority. Hence the language of pride is the most apt. But, more broadly, if we read the Genesis narrative not as a paradigmatic Fall – Genesis 3 – followed by examples of its consequences in ‘real’ life, but rather as one (if crucial) account of what it is to be ‘sinful’, but amplified by other insights into human sinfulness, then we find ourselves with a range of interpretations: the jealousy and resentment leading Cain to violence (Genesis 4); the marriage of the ‘sons of God’ to the daughters of men suggesting a crossing of God-given boundaries and a rivalry with God, which resulted in evil and especially violence (Genesis 6); the Tower of Babel suggesting arrogance and competition with God (Genesis 11). 


� Adversus Haeresis  4. xx. 7, p. 490.


� So Ivan Karamazov tells the story of the little boy torn apart by a general’s hounds and asks Alyosha his brother, the hermit, whether the suffering of children is worth the harmony that will come at the end of time: ‘And if the sufferings of children go to make up the sum of sufferings which is necessary for the purchase of truth, then I say beforehand that the entire truth is not worth such a price … We cannot afford to pay so much for admission. And therefore I hasten to return my ticket of admission … This I am doing. It is not God that I do not accept Alyosha. I merely most respectfully return him the ticket.’ When Alyosha tries to counter by pointing to the suffering atonement of Christ – ‘he can forgive everything, everyone and everything and for everything because he gave his innocent blood for all and for everything’ – Ivan responds with the story of the Grand Inquisitor. F. Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov (first pub.1880. London, Penguin, 1982), pp. 284ff.


� R. Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, Laws bk 1. ii.3, p. 152.The quotation is from Wisdom 8:1.. Currently the most straightforward way to read Hooker is to find a second-hand Everyman edition of Books I–V of the Laws, first published in the 1590s. The outstanding critical edition is the recent Folger Edition. My quotations are normally taken from the Everyman edn, but checked against the Folger edn. 


� See Laws 5.liv.5, p. 216. See also 5.lvi.7 and 11, pp. 229 and 232.


� Laws 1.xii.2, p. 211.


� Laws 1.xiv.4 p. 217.


� Laws 1.xiv.2, p. 216. The point of citing this reference is not that these points of doctrine are ones that all Christians today would regard as necessary but that they were so seen in the sixteenth century.


� I think that, contrary to popular opinion, the most disturbing element of theological training for Evangelicals is not biblical criticism but this dawning awareness of how the Church had to wrestle to discern both the canon of the New Testament and further, how to express such fundamental beliefs as the divinity and humanity of Christ, when Scripture did not speak with an unqualified clarity, as in the debate with Arianism. See B. Lohse, A Short History of Christian Doctrine (rev. edn, Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1985), chs. 2 and 3, or G. White, The Mother Church Your Mother Never Told You Of (London, SCM Press, 1993), chs. 2, 5 and 7.


� Laws 3.iv.1, p. 303.


� Hooker stretches sixteenth-century Protestant theology a long way. At times he sounds very clear cut: ‘It is our wisdom, and our comfort; we care for no knowledge in the world but this, that man hath sinned, and God hath suffered; that God hath made himself the sin of men, and that men are made the righteousness of God’ (Justification, p. 21). But he strains to be inclusive. He writes of the pagan Gentiles: ‘In this which they confessed, that lieth covered which we believe; in the rudiments of their knowledge concerning God, the foundation of our faith concerning Christ lieth secretly wrapt up, and is virtually contained …’ (Ibid. p. 43). He rather backs away from the radicalness of this position but it is an indicator of how he was trying to tie together his valuing of common human wisdom with Christian revelation and salvation.





