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From the Borderlands

The death of Pope John Paul II and 
the speedy election of Benedict XVI 
brings the Christian Churches to a 

new kind of borderland.

The world media, almost without exception, were deeply 
respectful of the person and achievements of Pope John 
Paul II.  Indeed the BBC earned, in some quarters, the 
nickname ‘Vatican Radio’.  The Economist opined: ‘We 
shall not see his like again’.  His subtle participation in the 
processes leading to the break-up of the Soviet empire and 
his skilful use of the contemporary media have ensured 
the centrality of the Catholic Church’s contribution to the 
shaping of the future of the world.  And all the churches 
(or so-called ‘churches’) have benefited.

This edition of the Borderlands includes, fittingly, the 
daily diary of Bishop John Flack, the Representative  
of the Archbishop of Canterbury to the Holy See, 
covering the astonishing days in April 2005 when (so it 
was reported) 2,000 members of the world’s press, and 
millions of mourners, made their way to Rome.

Then, as the cardinals prepared to meet, the speculation 
grew to fever pitch.  We were assured there was no 
favourite candidate; indeed we were repeatedly told 
that it was the kiss of death to enter the Conclave as 
the favourite candidate.  In the lists which were drawn 
up by journalists, and which make interesting reading 
subsequently, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger’s name was 
often mentioned, usually with the caveat that he was too 
old, or too conservative to be a likely choice.

At this point the tone of the secular press was interesting.  
Their appreciation of the impact of Pope John Paul 
ensured that they did not treat the Papacy as an antiquated, 
irrelevant institution, out of touch with the modern world.  
On the other hand, the leader writers were sure that 
something new was needed, a new attitude to married or 
women priests (to solve the crisis in vocations), and a new 
attitude to the use of condoms (and other contraceptive 
techniques), especially in the dire circumstances of 
HIV/AIDS–ravaged Africa. Such developments were not 
foreseeable in the last years of Pope John Paul II.  Might 
they not now figure in the perspective of his successor?  
A borderland indeed.

It is understandable that the Vatican should envelop the 
entire process of election in a cloak of secrecy.  The 
reasons are no doubt similar to those which the Church 
of England finds persuasive in its election of bishops 
and archbishops.  It is perhaps unedifying (though other 
churches survive it) to know the names of all those who 
received support, or to discover that the victor only 
triumphed because two more popular candidates stymied 
each other.

Historians of the papacy assure us that the Conclaves 
held in Renaissance times were hot-beds of intrigue, 
and that the favourite place for hatching plots was the 
lavatory block.  Eamon Duffy writes:

In the 1484 Conclave which elected Innocent 
VII (1484-92) there were a record of twenty-five 
cardinals present, many of them scandalously 
secular men.  Proceedings were stage-managed 
by Guiliano della Rovere, nephew of the dead 
Pope.  When it became clear that he himself 
was unelectable, he saw to it that a manageable 
nonentity was chosen.  The successful candidate, 
Cardinal Cibo, bribed electors by countersigning 
petitions for promotion brought to him in his cell 
the night before the decisive vote.
(Saints and Sinners, A History of the Popes, p.149) 

Though it is difficult to believe that the contemporary 
Vatican is leak-proof, or indeed that the motives which 
encourage leaks have simply died out, there are happily 
no grounds for thinking that straightforward venality 
played a role in April’s election.  On the other hand, it 
strains credulity in another way simply to assert that the 
successful candidate was the choice of the Holy Spirit.  
Roman Catholics are not required to believe that there is a 
guarantee of infallibility attaching to the cardinals’ votes; 
nor in any case does the doctrine of divine providence 
work in that kind of way.

Another borderland has to be acknowledged here, that 
between divine and human power, which has been the 
subject of an earlier Borderlands contribution (‘Power 
and the Archbishop’, Borderlands, 2, 2003, p.35).  It has 
also been the subject of an exceptionally helpful book by a 
political scientist and Jesuit priest, Thomas Reese, on the 
politics and organisation of the Catholic Church (Inside 
the Vatican, Harvard University Press, 1996).  Fr. Reese, 
who was a frequently quoted expert on media during 
the current election, based his book on interviews with 
Vatican officials and cardinals.  ‘The human face of the 
church,’ he wrote, ‘is found not just in the pews but also 
in the Vatican’.  Unsurprisingly, it turns out that the same 
pressures are at work in the Vatican as are to be found 
in most large organisations; one can not meaningfully 
study or interpret the Papacy without the assistance of 
political science.  Idealistic proposals for a ‘blue-print’ 
exercise of the papal office, however, have abounded 
in recent years, especially in ecumenical documents.  
Their lack of realism inevitably leads to disenchantment; 
where the expectations have been shaped according to a 
prospectus which cannot be realised, all that remains is 
the opportunity for failure.  

In one crucial respect Reese correctly guessed an aspect 
of the likely new incumbent.  ‘Because John Paul’s 
reign has been so long’, he wrote, ‘many cardinals will 
not want to elect another young Pope’.  Indeed at 78, 
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger was only two years from 
the age of compulsory removal from the Conclave, 
a rule introduced in 1978 by Pope Paul VI.  It ill 
behoves an Anglican to make disparaging remarks about 
gerontocracy.  It was, after all, no lesser an authority than 
the great Elizabethan divine, Richard Hooker (1554-
1600) who memorably wrote:
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The goodness of God having furnished man with 
two chief instruments both necessary for this life, 
hands to execute and a mind to devise great things; 
the one is not profitable longer than the vigour of 
youth doth strengthen it, nor the other greatly till 
age and experience have brought it to perfection. 
(Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, Book 5, 7, 1)

The government of the Church, he concluded, is 
appropriately in the hands of (wise) old men.

The New Pope
When the news of the election of Cardinal Ratzinger 
broke, the Catholic responses quickly separated into 
camps: those who asserted that he was an experienced 
but conservative choice, and those who held that 
he was a conservative but experienced choice.  His 
choice of the name Benedict XVI was scrutinized for 
significance – it can hardly have been on the spur of the 
moment.  It was pointed out that Benedict XV (1914-
22) (nicknamed ‘Piccoletto’) was a compassionate and 
sensitive man, in stark contrast to his predecessor who 
was about as close to an absolute monarch as it was 
possible to get.  He was a man horrified by the First 
World War, who sought every diplomatic opportunity 
for peace.  Moreover, he so disapproved of the terms of 
the Treaty of Versailles (1919) that the French dubbed 
him ‘the Boche Pope’.  More astonishingly still, his 
renown and reputation in Turkey was such that a statue 
in his honour was erected in Istanbul.  This last detail 
was lost on the Turkish press, who reacted negatively 
to the appointment of a man opposed to the inclusion 
of Turkey in the European Union.

More significant, however, than these arcane hints, is his 
23-year-long experience of heading the Congregation of 
Doctrine of the Faith, an institution with the explicit task 
of protecting the structure and beliefs of the Catholic 
Church.  His speedy election as Pope means that in the 
judgment of the cardinals, his tenure of office has been 
successful.  In particular, his reading of the limits of the 
new directions and perspectives opened up by the Second 
Vatican Council, are those which have commended 
themselves.  There is no shortage of examples of 
proposals and initiatives which Ratzinger’s Congregation 
has obstructed. It was disturbing to hear that Father Reese 
had resigned his editorship of a prominent Catholic 
journal, reportedly after Vatican pressure.

The demand for further reforms is by no means restricted 
to the life of the Church.  In 1966 Ratzinger was 
appointed to a chair at the Catholic Theological Faculty 
of Tübingen University.  Here, especially in 1968, he 
experienced a Marxist-oriented student movement and 
demands for the democratization of the Catholic Church.  
In 1971, I was a guest at the Protestant Theological 
Faculty’s student residence, the Stift, and can vouch for 
the aggressive, indeed abusive atmosphere of radical 
protest.  A 50-year-old pastor on sabbatical leave in 
Tübingen subsequently wrote a book which he entitled 
Studium oder Klassenkampf (Study or Class-warfare).  
Catholic contemporaries recall that Professor Ratzinger 
was a magnet for student aggression, and he left for 
Regensbourg in 1969.

There are those who interpret this turning-point in 
the previously progressive theologian’s thinking as 
a renunciation of liberalism.  Others see it, on the 
other hand, as a discovery of the necessity of a 
discriminating judgment between causes.  There are, 
moreover, a few who believe that his pontificate will 
contain surprises.  It is certainly the case that a leader 
with a conservative track record is often able to carry 
proposals for reform which would cause alarm in the 
hands of more liberalizing hands.  

This edition of the Journal 
It is safe to predict that Christian-Muslim relations will 
figure largely in the coming years, and that Nigeria will 
not be out of the news.  Archbishop Josiah Idowu-Fearon, 
a Johnian, gave this year’s much-appreciated Borderlands 
Lecture, printed here.  Paul Vallely also considers an 
aspect of the same topic, in his Gilpin Lecture delivered 
in College.  Archdeacon Michael Ipgrave (PhD. Durham, 
2000), former Secretary to the Inter-Faith Consultative 
Group at Church House, London, reviews a new book on 
dialogue between the two faiths.  

In the year in which poverty is supposed to become 
history, it seems important to consider the economics 
of trade justice.  Christian Aid’s booklet on the subject 
is scrutinized by Professor Rodney Wilson of Durham’s 
School of Government and International Affairs.  

The borderlands can stand apparently closer to, or further 
from the life of the church.  Bishops’ kids are on notice 
from Professor Davies (BA, St John’s, 1969), that they 
will form the subject of a future sociological work; 
and a helpfully realistic book on being a country vicar, 
by David Osborne (BA, St John’s 1978), is appreciated 
in a review.  Cranmer Hall’s new Warden, Anne Dyer, 
writes for us for the first time, on feminism, and our 
Senior Tutor, Stephen Hampton, reviews a new book 
on Erasmus, a Borderlands scholar if ever there was 
one. Deputy Warden, Gavin Wakefield, examines a 
sociological study of Alpha Courses.  

Literature and film again provide us with a fruitful 
borderland to explore, with Fleming Rutledge, a most 
welcome visiting lecturer in College, advising us to heed 
the book rather than the film (The Lord of the Rings) and 
Bishop Tom Wright warning us against both book and 
(we fear, future) film (The Da Vinci Code).

Cultural theory and sociology provide Philip Sheldrake 
with conversation-partners for his consideration of the 
chances of a humane, person-friendly future for the 
world’s cities.  Finally, Chris Cook, a psychiatrist and 
priest, reflects upon his long experience of treating 
people addicted to alcohol.

+ Stephen Sykes
Editor

 



BORDERLANDS 7Summer 2005

The Fifth Crusade:
George Bush 
and the Christianisation of the War in Iraq

Paul Vallely

Few people would suggest that the war 
on Saddam Hussein was religiously 
motivated. Indeed all the evidence 

is that the impetus for it derived from the post-Cold 
War agenda of the neo-conservative hawks who 
surround Bush – an agenda which pre-dated by 
some significant time the arrival of George Bush in 
the president’s office. 

An attack on Iraq was a key strategic priority of many of 
Bush’s advisers long before his administration was ever 
formed. Donald Rumsfeld, the US Defence Secretary, 
and his deputy – and one of the neo-con group’s leading 
thinkers, Paul Wolfowitz – wanted to use the invasion of 
Iraq to remake the entire Middle East 
in America’s image and interest and 
secure a reliable source of oil (in 1990 
Dick Cheney, then an oil man, now US 
Vice-President, wrote that: ‘Whoever 
controls the flow of Persian Gulf oil has 
a stranglehold not only on our economy 
but also on the other countries of the 
world as well.’1) The plan was set out 
by another Rumsfeld associate, Richard 
Perle, as long ago as 1996. In A Clean 
Break, a document he co-wrote with the 
Israeli hawk Benjamin Netanyahu, he 
called for the elimination of Saddam’s 
regime in Baghdad as a first step towards overthrowing 
or destabilising the governments of Syria, Lebanon, 
Saudi Arabia, and Iran; in tandem the Israelis were 
recommended to permanently annexe the entire West 
Bank and Gaza Strip.2 Two years later a letter was written 
to President Clinton demanding a full-scale US-led 
military drive for ‘regime change’ in Baghdad. Among 
the signatories were Perle, Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz. 
Bill Clinton rejected the idea but, within moments of 
the September 11 attack on Washington and New York 
– despite the lack of evidence linking Iraq and 9/11 – the 
same plan was being put to President Bush. 

What had changed in the interval was more than the 
political reality of the post-September 11 world. There was 
something fundamentally different about the worldview 
of the man in charge of America’s response. 

One of the striking characteristics of George W. Bush is 
the extent to which he is perfectly comfortable talking 
about the world in terms of good and evil. Four months 
after the September 11 terrorist attacks, in his January 
2002 State of the Union Address, he came up with the 
phrase the ‘axis of evil’ to label three countries – North 
Korea, Iran and Iraq – whom he judged to be arming to 
threaten the peace of the world. By June, he was even 

more Manichean, saying: ‘We are in a conflict between 
good and evil and Americans will call evil by its name … 
And we will lead the world in opposing it.’

A Crusade against Terror
Few in America seemed surprised therefore when, in 
announcing the US response to the attacks, the President 
vowed to launch a ‘crusade’ against terrorism. It was 
during a press conference on Sept. 16 – in response to 
a question about whether efforts on homeland security 
were infringing civil rights – that Bush first used the 
telltale word in public. “This is a new kind of evil,’’ he 
said. “And we understand. And the American people are 

beginning to understand. This crusade, 
this war on terrorism is going to take a 
while.’’ 

The word ‘crusade” passed by almost 
unnoticed in America, where it was 
generally assumed to be a casual metaphor 
for a vigorous campaign. But in Europe, 
with its much more prominent Muslim 
population, alarm bells rang. There it 
raised the spectre of a large-scale ‘clash 
of civilizations’ between Christians and 
Muslims – to borrow a term popularised 
by Samuel Huntingdon3 – a warning 

which Europeans, with their greater experience of Islam, 
found to be exaggerated and alarmist. There were fears 
however, that given a push by individuals as powerful as 
George Bush, it could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

There is more to the casual use of a word like ‘crusade’ 
than merely letting loose the doggerel of war. It is part 
of the black and white vocabulary which the President 
found rallied Americans behind him at home but which 
alienated many in the international coalition he sought 
to build for his ‘war of terrorism’. His Secretary of State 
spent most of the next day trying to repair the damage by 
his boss’s ill-thought out remark. His press spokesman 
Ari Fleischer also tried to perform damage control. ‘’I 
think what the president was saying was only that this is a 
broad cause that he is calling on America and the nations 
around the world to join.’’ Bush’s most significant ally 
Tony Blair was forced to spend much of the next week 
insisting that ‘war on terror’ was not a war on Islam. ‘The 
vast majority of decent law-abiding Muslims’, he said 
repeatedly, opposed fanaticism. Bush himself a few days 
later tried to row back from his Freudian slip by visiting 
an Islamic centre in Washington where he attempted to 
assure Americans that, ‘the face of terror is not the true 
faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about.’

B ʻWe are in conflict 
between good and evil.  ̓

President Bush

B ʻOnce we classify people as 
evil it can lead us to do evil 
ourselves.  ̓    

Kofi Annan  
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Yet the President’s error was significant, for it exposed 
several things. It revealed his ignorance of much of the 
situation into which he was about to launch himself. 
It showed how his religious worldview had shaped 
a propensity to see the world in terms of a cosmic 
battle of good and evil. And it demonstrated how his 
intoxicating rhetoric, with its shoot-from-the-hip Wild 
West vocabulary about ‘the bad guys’ who are ‘wanted, 
dead or alive’4 prevented him from perceiving the 
complexity of situations. He might protest that his use 
of the word crusade was casual and unthinking, but 
presidents cannot afford to be unthinking in a world 
where perceptions swiftly become new realities. In any 
case perhaps that is too generous a reading. In a speech 
in Alaska two weeks later, Bush again referred to the war 
on terror as a ‘’crusade.’’

A Christian Army
Lieut. General William ‘Jerry’ Boykin is the all-American 
hero5. His 32 years in the US army included two stints 
as commander of the secret commando group, Delta 
Force. He is the archetypal tough guy. As a captain 
in 1980, Boykin was part of 
the abortive attempt to rescue 
the 53 American hostages 
held by Iran, a secret mission 
that ended in flames at Desert 
One, with the death of eight 
US servicemen. Three years 
later, as a major, he helped 
invade Grenada. In 1992, as a 
colonel, he led the manhunt in 
Colombia for drug lord Pablo 
Escobar, who was killed in 
circumstances shrouded in 
secrecy but in which Boykin 
was said to have played a key 
part. He was the man who 
advised on what kind of gas to use to end the siege in 
Waco, Texas. But what marked him most was an incident 
in October 1993 in downtown Mogadishu. Under his 
command 18 soldiers died in an effort to snatch a Somali 
warlord, which the US nation came to know in detail 
through the film Black Hawk Down. He went on to 
become the nation’s top uniformed intelligence officer. 
In October 2003 he was the deputy undersecretary of 
defence for intelligence.

What brought him to public attention in that month was 
a story in the Los Angeles Times which reported that 
Boykin had been regularly appearing at Sunday-morning 
evangelical revivals, in full military uniform.6 At one, 
in Daytona Beach, Florida, in January 2003, speaking 
about the notorious Black Hawk Down fiasco nearly a 
decade earlier, Boykin revealed that he had collapsed in 
his bunk that day, angry that God had let him down. It 
had provoked a spiritual crisis. ‘There is no God,’ Boykin 
raged. “If there was a God, he would have been here to 
protect my soldiers.” But Boykin then says he heard God 
answer him, “If there is no God, there is no hope.” And 
he was thunderstruck by the insight that his battle with 
the warlord was between good and evil, between the true 
God and the false one, “I knew that my God was bigger 
than his. I knew that my God was a real God and his 

was an idol.”7  He went on at these meetings repeatedly 
to describe America’s wars in Iraq and Afghanistan as 
a Christian Holy Crusade against Islam, a religion he 
suggested was aligned with Satan. Particular controversy 
was sparked by his remarks to a congregation in Oregon 
that “Satan wants to destroy this nation, he wants to 
destroy us as a nation, and he wants to destroy us as a 
Christian army”8 

American Muslim groups were outraged and called 
on President Bush to fire Boykin, a demand echoed 
by sections of secular opinion in both the press and in 
Congress. But the administration stuck by their man. 
Boykin was, said Defence Secretary Rumsfeld, ‘an 
officer that has an outstanding record in the United States 
armed forces.’9 He had no intention of moving his man 
from this key job. Six months later it was to become clear 
exactly why. In May 2004 it emerged that Boykin was 
at the heart of a secret operation, on Rumsfeld’s orders, 
to take the ‘stress and duress’ methods of interrogation 
– which critics dubbed ‘torture lite’ and which had been 
used on al-Qa’ida suspects at Guantánamo Bay – and 

apply them to Iraqi detainees 
inside Baghdad’s Abu Ghraib 
prison.

A Chosen People
There are as many as eight 
million pre-millennial 
Christians in America 
influenced by this strong 
fundamentalist dynamic for 
whom Armageddon is always 
just around the corner. Their 
mindset has had a creeping 
influence on the way 
mainstream America thinks 
about the world. 

The result of this belief, on the ground, is to be seen in 
e-mail chains, prayer ministries and grassroots efforts 
to get the word out that the US must stand united with 
Israel, its ally in the war on terror. Christian groups are 
spending millions on everything from armoured school 
buses for Israeli children to halogen lights for the army’s 
emergency-rescue service. When the President demanded 
that Israel withdraw its tanks from the West Bank in 
2002 the White House reportedly received 100,000 
angry e-mails from Christian conservatives. Since more 
than 15 per cent of the American electorate describe 
themselves as Christian conservatives – contrasted with 
just the half a per cent who constitute the ‘Jewish vote’ 
–fundamentalism is now the bigger influence on US 
policy in Israel. Nor are their views confined to Israel. 
Many of these fundamentalists believe that much of the 
Book of Revelation, in which Christianity’s great enemy 
is symbolically characterised as Babylon, is destined to 
take place in the country that is modern-day Iraq. 

It is not thought that George W. Bush himself shares 
the End-Time theological worldview – though his 
predecessor Ronald Reagan clearly had some sympathy 
with it; Reagan made explicit references to the belief 
that the world would end in a fiery Armageddon on 
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half a dozen occasions during his presidency. But if 
the language of apocalyptic Christianity is absent from 
George W. Bush’s speeches, he has shown himself eager 
to consult with End-Timers. The leader of the Apostolic 
Congress, Pentecostal minister Robert G. Upton, has 
boasted: “We’re in constant contact with the White 
House . . . I’m briefed at least once a week via telephone 
briefings.”10 And certainly just three weeks after the 
meeting leaked to the Village Voice – at which White 
House officials adopted biblical analysis to argue that, 
‘the Gaza Strip had no significant Biblical influence and 
therefore is a piece of land that can be sacrificed for the 
cause of peace’ – Bush reversed long-standing US policy 
and endorsed Israeli sovereignty over parts of the West 
Bank, in exchange for Israel’s disengagement from the 
Gaza Strip. 

The concern here is not that George W. Bush is discussing 
policy with people who push right-wing solutions to 
achieve peace in the Middle East. It is that he is discussing 
policy with Christians who might not care about peace at 
all – since peace could slow down the Second Coming, 
and that in any case they will be saved in The Rapture 
before the world ends.

A Chosen President
A sense of personal and national chosenness characterises 
the whole of Bush’s approach to his presidency. Professor 
Bruce Lincoln, the author of Holy Terrors: Thinking About 
Religion After September 11, teaches a course on the 
theology of George W. Bush at the University of Chicago 
Divinity School. The President, he says, ‘does feel that 
people are called upon by the Divine to undertake certain 
positions in the world, and undertake certain actions’. 
Bush, he reports, has made clear on many occasions that 
he occupies the office by a Divine calling. ‘That God put 
him there with a sense of purpose.’11  That purpose, says 
Prof Lincoln, holds that, ‘the U.S. is the new Israel as 
God’s most favoured nation, and those responsible for the 
state of America in the world also enjoy special favour.’ 
For Bush to waver would be to tempt God’s disfavour. 
‘Wherever the U.S. happens to advance something that 
he can call “freedom”, he thinks he’s serving God’s 
will.’ “The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the 
world; it is God’s gift to humanity,” Bush said last year. 
The president’s habit of ending his speeches with the 
homiletic, ‘May God continue to bless America’ is a 
deliberate attempt by Bush and his speechwriters, says 
Prof Lincoln, to reaffirm the notion that the United 
States has enjoyed divine favour throughout its history 
– moreover, that it deserves said favour insofar as it 

remains firm in its faith.’ 

It is a view of the world with which those around the 
President agree. ‘George Bush was not elected by a 
majority of the voters in the US,’ General William 
Boykin has said. ‘He was appointed by God.’ It is a small 
step from that conviction to Boykin’s assertion about the 
US military and its current role in Iraq that: ‘ We in the 
Army of God, in the House of God, the Kingdom of God, 
have been raised for such a time as this.’

Abuse in Abu Ghraib
Quite how men like Bush and Boykin reconcile such 
elevated sentiments with what happened on the ground 
in Abu Ghraib jail, is not clear. In May this year the 
news broke that abuse bordering on torture was a 
commonplace in the Baghdad prison in which the US 
military incarcerated terrorist suspects and common 
criminals. Photographs hit US TV screens which showed 
Iraqi prisoners being stripped naked, made to stand and 
squat without rest, forced to simulate sexual acts, piled in 
grotesque naked pyramids, set upon by dogs, subjected 
to mock electrocution and humiliated by being led on a 
leash on all fours like an animal. Female soldiers with 
sly grins pointed in ridicule at the prisoners’ genitals. The 
pictures shocked America and outraged the rest of the 
world. Few Muslims believed the Bush Administration’s 
assertion that this was the work of a few isolated perverted 
individual soldiers. Like the gaffes about the Crusades, 
the anti-Muslim insults of US preachers, the proselytising 
intent of Christian relief agencies and the comments of 
General Boykin, they were flashed around the Islamic 
world and repeatedly shown on its TV stations and on the 
front pages of its newspapers. 

President Bush in June 2003 denied to the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights that the US was using 
torture in Afghanistan, Guantánamo Bay or Iraq. But 
in May 2004 his Defence Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld 
admitted that methods such as sleep deprivation, dietary 
changes and making prisoners assume stress positions 
are being used. Pentagon lawyers, according to the US 
pressure group Human Rights Watch, have drawn up a 
72-point ‘matrix’ of types of stress to which detainees can 
be subjected, including: stripping them naked, subjecting 
them to bright lights or blaring noise, hooding them and 
exposing them to heat and cold, and binding them in 
uncomfortable positions. The more stressful techniques 
must be approved by senior commanders, but all are 
permitted. And what is clear is that this official advice 

CONFRATERNITY OF THE BLESSED SACRAMENT
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has created a climate in which US officials and soldiers 
feel free to deal more harshly with detainees. Nor does 
it seem coincidental that a battery of 50-odd special 
‘coercive techniques’ were introduced in Iraq in autumn 
2003 after Major General Geoffrey Miller took over as 
US commander in charge of military jails in Baghdad. The 
general previously ran Guantánamo Bay where, according 
to one British detainee, naked prostitutes were paraded 
before inmates to taunt them. The man who briefed him on 
his transfer to Baghdad was General William G. Boykin.

What became clear in May 2004 was that at the very 
moment Boykin became mired in such public controversy 
over the anti-Muslim comments he made while appearing, 
in full military uniform, at evangelical rallies – he was at 
the heart of a secret operation in Baghdad. He had flown 
to Guantánamo, (which is known among the US military 
as ‘Gitmo’) on Rumsfeld’s orders. There Boykin met 
Major General Geoffrey Miller, the man in charge of 
Guantánamo’s Camp X-Ray. Boykin ordered Miller to fly 
to Iraq and extend X-Ray methods to the prison system 
there. The instruction was to ‘Gitmoize’ the Abu Ghraib 
prison. There is a whole raft of important issues here. This 
is not the place to explore them, but what it is apposite to 
note is the implication was that General Boykin, because 
of his fundamentalist belief in a Christian holy war against 
Islam, was more inclined to approve dehumanising 
measures against Muslim prisoners.

What made all this worse for the post-torture therapy 
specialists at the Medical Foundation for the Care of 
Victims of Torture in London was the suspicion that, 
in Sherman Carroll’s words, ‘there have clearly been 
conscious attempts by psychologists to make the techniques 
culturally relative to a Muslim population.’12  The torture 
experts pointed particularly to the reports of the enforced 
simulation of oral sex, forced masturbation and naked 
human pyramids which seemed calculated particularly to 
offend followers of Islam. Other commentators agreed. 
‘The American public enjoys male nudity – when the 
men are athletes, actors, or models displayed by fashion 
photographers for our entertainment – to sell underwear, 
perfume, sex and other basic American values,’ said the 
Jesuit commentator, Fr.Raymond A. Schroth. ‘Arab men, 
unlike Western men accustomed to the sports locker 
room, do not appear naked in the presence of one another 
. . . These Iraqi men are anonymous, ordinary, dark-
skinned, cowering in their disgrace and fear. Theirs is 
the nakedness of the bombing victim whose clothes have 
been blasted away, the nakedness of Jesus on the cross. 
Their nakedness is part of their torture. . . Either these 
men would cooperate with their interrogators, even serve 
as our spies, or the pictures would be circulated in their 
home neighbourhoods.’13  Critics observed that the head 
of the American defence contracting firm implicated in 
the torture of Iraqis at Abu Ghraib prison had visited an 
Israeli ‘anti-terror’ training camp in the occupied West 
Bank earlier in the year.

Many will find far-fetched the idea that US officials 
specifically tailored the ‘stress-and-duress’ interrogation 
techniques to make them more effective on Muslim 
detainees. Yet we do know is that there was an awareness 
of Islamic cultural differences and sensitivities among 

the invading forces. A manual for the First US Infantry 
Division, entitled Culture Guide to Iraq, spells out Muslim 
sensitivities on dress, diet, manners and much else – even 
if it does so in a way which is ill-informed and patronising 
(accusing Arabs of paranoia, exaggeration, extremism and 
of having a black and white view of the world).14 

Yet even those Muslims who do not detect conspiracy in 
the US actions are inclined to feel that all this vindicates 
their view of American culture as carnal, licentious, 
superficial and amoral. Those US commentators who 
sought to explain away the Abu Ghraib abuse as rooted 
in a comparatively harmless cultural form of fraternity 
humiliation or hazing – the kind of psychology which 
also spawns reality TV – merely confirm the Muslim 
judgement that US culture is debased. When Westerners 
hear the Islamic dismissal of America as the Great Satan, 
the tendency is to assume that it is monstrous evil which 
is being ascribed to the United States. In fact Shaitan, to 
Muslims, is not a monster but a rather pathetic creature, 
a trickster who falls for the lure of cheap materialism, 
summed up by the casinos of North Tehran under the 
Shah, when the phrase was first coined to symbolise the 
superficiality of American culture. Shaitan is, above all, 
the Great Trivialiser. 

Fighting demons
To conclude: The charge that George Bush has 
Christianised the war in Iraq is threefold. 

• It stems first from his insufficient knowledge about 
those he has branded as the enemy. 
• His second weakness is that his religious sense 
of himself and his nation being Chosen by God 
dangerously distorts his perception of the reality of 
the world; so that his norms become absolute norms, 
his form of government automatically superior to all 
others, and his spiritual tradition the only really 
true religion. However forcefully he renounces the 
word ‘crusade’, all this reveals that his mentality is 
exactly aligned with that of the Crusaders. 
• And, third, his intoxication with his own highly-
charged rhetoric polarises issues in an unhelpful 
way through a process of demonisation.

Interestingly the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, 
highlighted this latter danger in a largely unreported 
address to a conference in May, entitled Naming Evil 
and held in Trinity Church, Wall Street – a church which 
suffered directly from the horror of the Fall of the Twin 
Towers in New York. Noting that George Bush and 
his allies had gone under a banner of messiahship, to 
save Iraq from an evil dictator, he reflected: “Once we 
classify people as evil it can lead us to do evil ourselves. 
In fact, we may easily think we are entitled to suppress 
them.” The demonisation of an enemy – the notion that 
one country, one people, one culture, can name another 
people evil – he said is, “the moral equivalent of declaring 
war. ...We cut off dialogue. We absolve ourselves of any 
obligations to treat them as human beings.”15  It also gets 
us off the hook of self-examination. We no longer have to 
ask what part our own actions may, even in a small way, 
have contributed to the problem.

In August an apparently coordinated wave of car bombs 

22
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exploded in Iraq. They were targeted on Christian 
worshippers at Sunday evening prayers. At least 11 people 
were killed and dozens were injured. The incident sent a 
wave of fear through the country’s 750,000 Christians who 
make up about three per cent of the population. Until this 
point the Christian minority – who had lived peacefully side-
by-side with their Muslim neighbours throughout Saddam’s 
regime – had been intimidated but left largely untouched by 
violence during the 15-month-old insurgency. 

The main Christian communities in Iraq are not Protestant 
like the Christians who have been influencing policy in the 
White House. Rather they are from the ancient Chaldean, 
Assyrian, Syrian and Armenian churches. Yet after the 
August bombs one Assyrian Christian said: ‘ We have seen 
fanaticism on the rise. We are accused of being collaborators 
with the ‘crusader’ coalition forces.’ The next day a group 
calling itself the Planning And Follow Up Organisation 
in Iraq claimed responsibility and said the blasts were in 
response to the US ‘crusader war’. The violence against 
Iraqi Christians could, of course, merely be part of the 
general strategy by America’s enemies to destabilise Iraqi 
society. Or perhaps, in the words of the Bible,16 those who 
have sown the wind, are now reaping the whirlwind.

1.  The Guardian, 2 August 2004

2.  The paper written in 1996 by Richard Perle and Douglas Feith for the Institute for Advanced 

Strategic and Political Studies, Israel, can be found at http://www.israeleconomy.org/strat1.htm
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7.  CBS News, Washington, May 21, 2004

8.  The Guardian, 20 May 2004
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10.  Rick Perlstein, The Jesus Landing Pad, Village Voice, New York, 18 May 2004

11.  quoted in Rick Perlstein, The Divine Calm of George W. Bush, Village Voice, New York, 3 

May 2004

12.  The Independent, 14 May 2004

13.  in the National Catholic Reporter, Kansas City, 4 June 2004

14.  to be found at www.rebuilding-iraq.net/security/ hunter-choat/
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Tolkien for These Times

Fleming Rutledge

When people tell me 
(as they not 
infrequently 
do) that they 

have read The Lord of the Rings twenty or thirty 
times, I want to suggest that they move on to War 
and Peace. One may admire and cherish Tolkien’s 
masterpiece without claiming too much for it. It 
is not the greatest work of fiction of the twentieth 
century. By its own standards, however, it is 
supreme. I will always remember the six months that 
I gave to the writing of The Battle for Middle-earth. 
It was more like fun than work. I doubt if it will 
ever again be given to me to write in such a state of 
sustained delight. My hope is that fans of Tolkien 
who have read his great saga will find pleasure and 
illumination in tracing the narrative once again 
through my book, only this time with the hidden 
theological threads brought to the 
surface. 

The way that I came to write The Battle 
for Middle-earth is a story in itself. I was 
utterly ignorant of Tolkien until my son-
in-law and granddaughter hauled me off 
to see the first film in the Peter Jackson 
trilogy. I was powerfully attracted—to 
the Elves especially—and began immediately to read 
the book, without any indoctrination or introduction 
whatever. Once I got through the rather tedious first forty 
pages (all about hobbits), I began to see something that I 
had not in the least expected. There seemed to be another 
dimension behind the one that I saw on the page. I 
wondered if I was mistaken; something was being hinted 
at, but so subtly that I doubted my intuition. While still 
reading the early sections of the book, I acquired a couple 
of commentaries on The Lord of the Rings (not the best 
ones, as it later turned out) and glanced through them. I 
never bothered to really read them; they were all about 
Virtues such as Loyalty, Friendship, Courage and so 
forth; or they solemnly traced cycles of Trial and Respite, 
Departure and Return. Finding these approaches barren, 
I put them aside and kept on reading the epic tale itself. 
Convinced that I was on to something, I began to make 
notes. By the time I had finished I had enough material 
for a book.

But was I mistaken in my hunches? I bought a copy of 
Tolkien’s letters. You can imagine the thrill I felt as I 
discovered the large body of correspondence having to 
do with LOTR and its meaning; No commentator could 
wish for more; in his letters, he explicitly acknowledges 
and elaborates upon his intentions. I was on the right 

track. My sense of a “deep narrative” under the surface 
narrative was correct.

 I therefore wanted to write an analysis that followed 
Tolkien’s narrative line, because I was convinced that it 
was the story itself that yielded the most fruit for analysis 
and exposition. Much of what was being written about 
the film trilogy seemed to me unimaginative, wooden, 
predictable. There was much talk of moral lessons and 
“timeless truths”—hardly a way to commend Tolkien 
to postmodern sensibilities. I therefore felt vindicated 
when I came upon one particular letter in which Tolkien 
wrote, “ ‘Moral didacticism’ is the exact opposite of my 
procedure in The Lord of the Rings. I neither preach nor 
teach.”  What he does, like any real artist, is to reveal. 
He does so through the medium of the tale itself, its 
development, its suspense, its crises, its momentum—
and, of course, the way of its telling. It is narrative, 

even more than character, that serves 
Tolkien’s theological purpose.

I have therefore pursued a narrative 
strategy in my book. The end result, 
I hope, has been to illustrate some of 
the dynamic movement in the story, 
trajectories that struck me between the 
eyes with their theological and ethical 
relevance for our time. I will identify 

three of them for the purposes of this short essay:

Good vs. Evil
In the United States where I live, the rhetoric of Good 
vs. Evil has dominated much of our political and ethical 
discussion for some time now, especially since September 
11, 2001. The Lord of the Rings played its part in this 
rhetoric. During the three years of intense excitement 
surrounding the release each December of the three-part 
film, followed by the Oscars and the DVDs, it became 
commonplace to describe the Ring saga as a classic 
drama of Good vs. Evil. This struck me as quite wrong, 
and reading Tolkien’s letters confirmed my impression. 
He sometimes put the word “good,” as in “‘good’ 
people,” in quotation marks in order to indicate his view 
that “no one is good but God alone” (Mark 10:18), and he 
made it abundantly clear that he believed “good” people 
capable of enormous evil under certain circumstances. He 
was especially upset by the way that the Allies sometimes 
treated German prisoners and refugees toward the end of 
the war. This is directly pertinent to the Iraq War and the 
question of how to treat “detainees.”

Informed Americans are aware that Europeans dislike our 
way of talking about evil. Americans interpret this dislike 
in two ways. The most common assumption, which 

B ‘I neither preach nor teach.’
J.R.R. Tolkien

B Tolkien resisted labelling 
persons as evil or, for that 
matter, as “good”.



BORDERLANDS 13Summer 2005

seems to me to be a misinterpretation, is to assume that 
Europeans do not believe that evil exists at all. The other, 
which I think is closer to the mark, is the far more subtle 
and challenging view that evil can be found everywhere 
and that drawing a clear distinction between good and evil 
in a person is naïve and even dangerous. Europeans who 
have known evil, such as Václav Havel and Alexsandr 
Solzhenitsyn, have explicitly protested this drawing of 
lines which, in real human psyches, are blurred.

It therefore is of crucial importance for our time that Lord 
of the Rings fans be aware of Tolkien’s nuanced view 
of good and evil. With all the passion of which he was 
capable Tolkien resisted labeling persons as evil or, for 
that matter, as “good.” What Tolkien does believe is that 
there is an active, aggressive cosmic agent in the world 
who can be described as the Enemy. This Enemy is capable 
of infiltrating any and all human communities and human 
hearts. It is specifically stated in various places in the 
story that not even Aragorn, not even Gandalf, certainly 
not the Elves, are immune to the power of Sauron 
working through the Ring and 
the palantíri. Minas Tirith, 
the last outpost of Númenor, 
represents the noblest and best 
of human civilization, yet it 
has been perverted from within. 
This set of views is closely 
aligned with that of the apostle 
Paul and the four Gospels. God 
has a personal Enemy who is 
capable at any time of boring 
into the hearts of even the most 
valiant heroes. And “who will 
deliver me from this body of 
death” (Romans 7:24)? Only 
God can deliver in this way. 
That is Tolkien’s story in nuce. 
God—never named but ever present—is at work through 
all of the events that happen in Middle-earth (which, by 
the way, is not a fantasy land, but this very globe).

Were there to be any doubt about the inability of the 
human being to resist the Enemy without the intervention 
of God, Tolkien makes it perfectly clear in the dénouement 
(his term for the events in the Sammath Naur, or Cracks of 
Doom). Since some may be reading this who have not yet 
read The Lord of the Rings, I will not discuss this climax 
in detail, but will just say that Peter Jackson demonstrated 
his radically insufficient grasp of Tolkien’s deep narrative 
by altering the dénouement at the critical point, thereby 
rendering his entire film enterprise theologically useless.

Power vs. Mercy in the treatment of captives
Every commentator has noted the importance of Pity 
(capitalized by Tolkien) in the narrative, especially as 
it relates to Gollum. What has not necessarily been 
emphasized is the unsentimental, rigorous character 
of Pity as Tolkien defines it. The word “Mercy” (also 
capitalized) better conveys Tolkien’s meaning because 
“pity” sounds patronizing, self-indulgent, and not actively 
helpful. Tolkien wanted to guard against this. In a letter 
he described his demanding concept of Pity: it “must 
restrain one from doing something immediately desirable 

and seemingly advantageous.” He contrasted this with 
the bogus pity “whose real roots are in satiety, sloth, or a 
purely non-moral natural softness.”  Tolkien’s notion of 
Pity is exacting, requiring a sacrifice of self-interest.

Readers of the Ring saga will be tempted to think of 
Tolkien’s emphasis on Mercy as a tip of the hat to a 
moral ideal, not to be taken with too much seriousness 
in a world of terrorism. After all, fables always have 
some sort of moral, and such is our love of morality tales 
(“timeless truths”) that we are always ready to turn a 
dark or mysterious story into a bland moral fable. Tolkien 
loathed this tendency. No pacifist, he was a veteran of 
the trenches in World War I and the father of a son in the 
RAF. Yet he had no illusions about the way that battle 
coarsens a fighting man or woman. What he sought to 
illustrate in his epic tale is not only the fact that Mercy 
to those who are defenseless is a stronger force than 
brutality, but also and primarily, that Mercy shown in this 
world anticipates the future of God. Gollum’s continuing 
existence throughout the saga, which depends entirely on 

the Mercy shown to him, illustrates 
this cosmic theology in the climax 
with a development that takes the 
breath away. 

It is clear that Tolkien, were he 
alive today, would be even more 
appalled than he was during World 
War II by the atrocities being 
perpetrated by the “Christian” West 
on its prisoners. There can be no 
doubt about this. Anyone reading 
his story together with his letters 
must see that the entire thrust of 
his work points toward Mercy 
even toward the enemy—indeed, 
especially toward the human 

enemy, because in the battle for Middle-earth, Mercy is 
the weapon that the Great Enemy can neither understand 
nor overcome. Of such is the Kingdom of heaven. 

Predestination and Freedom
Moving now into a more specifically theological arena, 
one of my principal concerns in my book is to pay 
homage to Tolkien’s amazing grasp of the mystery of 
God’s election. The relationship between human freedom 
and divine predestination has never been shown better 
by any writer. Tolkien has illuminated this famous 
conundrum and has made its contradictions seem beside 
the point.

The scene that unlocked the puzzle for me was the struggle 
of Frodo on Amon Hen, early in the tale when Frodo 
flees from Boromir in high agitation. He experiences 
an intense struggle within himself. Should he continue 
on his mission to destroy the Ring? Or should he assent 
to Boromir’s argument—the supreme temptation to use 
evil means to a supposedly good end? He reels under the 
impact of the two opposing forces. In the midst of the 
conflict something happens to him. Like “a flash from 
some other point of power there came to his mind another 
thought: Take it off! Fool, take it off! Take off the Ring!” 
This is Gandalf’s voice, but that is not really the point. 
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Gandalf is, as Tolkien repeatedly says, an Emissary. That 
is to say, he has been sent by a Power beyond himself. 
Frodo is freed, but he is freed as a man under orders.

Frodo rose to his feet. A great weariness was on 
him, but his will was firm and his heart lighter. He 
spoke aloud to himself. “I will do what I must,” 
he said. 

The human being caught in an existential crisis is impotent 
in himself, but that is not the complete story. We are not 
alone and powerless. Aid has come to us from “some 
other point of power.” That is how we find ourselves free, 
free to follow with an unburdened heart what has already 
been determined for us. As Frodo puts it, “I will do what 
I must.” That is the strange coinherence of human will 
and divine constraint. As Augustine of Hippo memorably 
put it, “O Lord, grant what you command, and then 
command what you will.” The subject of the story, then, 
is God. That is exactly what Tolkien intended. In a letter, 
he writes that his tale “is about God, and His sole right 
to divine honor.”  The Lord of the Rings is a story about 

the agency of God, acting through created beings to 
bring his purposes to pass. The paradox is that in serving 
the purpose of God, we find our true freedom. Again 
Augustine: to serve God is to reign as a king. This is the 
counterintuitive message of the Church, summoning us to 
find our real selves not in ceaseless searching for “self-
actualization” but in the service of Another. And when is 
that message more urgent than now?

Soli Deo gloria

The book discussed here is The Battle for Middle-earth: Tolkien’s Divine 
Design in The Lord of the Rings (Eerdmans).
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Nigeria’s population is about 120 million with 
300 tribes and 200 languages.  Because of 
different historical backgrounds, British 

colonial policy and the implementation of different 
forms of government in different parts of the 
country, Nigeria is today divided into six geo-
political zones: North West, North Central, North 
East, South West, South East and South.  This 
division runs deep; aggravated by the multiplicity of 
ethnic groups and the apparent competition between 
the two main religions (Christianity and Islam), it 
has dictated the political and economic evolution of 
Nigeria. The North is politically dominant; the South 
West economically; and the South East in terms of 
commercial enterprise, making the South pro-West 
and pro-globalization and the North anti-West, 
anti-globalization and pro-Muslim. Consequently, 
the common struggle for independence in the 1950s 
has been forgotten and replaced 
with regional and tribal quests for 
hegemony.1

Historical Roots of Muslim/Christian 
Tensions - ISLAM:
Before the sixteenth century, Islam was 
principally centred in the urban areas of 
West Africa.  By the beginning of the 
last century, it had been spread rapidly 
by the nomadic Kuma Arabs and the 
Fulanis. The Fulanis originated from the 
Futa Toro in Senegal. After the fall of the Ghana Empire, 
they moved east and eventually reached the northern 
parts of Nigeria, settling in the kingdom of the Gobir, one 
of the Hausa states in the eighteenth century.  Gradually, 
they conquered the seven Hausa states and defeated 
the kingdom of Bornu in 1808 but could not occupy it. 
Their leader, Uthman Dan Fodio, a Muslim cleric, was 
disgusted at the way clerics compromised with pagan 
practices and the treatment of Fulfulde clerics like himself 
by the pagan rulers. He was zealous to expand the realm 
of the divine law, the shari’ah, and aimed to purify and 
spread Islam.  This endeavour came to be known later as 
the “Jihad movement” of the nineteenth century.2

Islam gave Northern Nigeria a useful connection with 
the Islamic World with whom they exchanged trade and 
knowledge and formed political relationships.  Originally, 
each people gave its obedience and loyalty to only its 
king; but with Islam, faith has no territorial limit to 
expansion. Thus many small kingdoms came together 
under Islam and were able to form a united force.  R. A. 
Adeleye wrote, “The Sokoto caliphate owes its successful 
establishment far more to the common bond provided by 
Islam than to any military superiority of the Mujahiddun 

over their adversaries”.3  Islam also acted as a unifying 
cultural force and administrative system of government.

As a result, Islamic brotherhood was directly opposed to 
ethnic sectarianism and with the introduction of politics 
to Northern Nigeria coupled with the coming into being 
of the McPherson constitution (1950), its leaders sought 
to continue the tradition of ignoring ethnic peculiarities 
by creating a multi-ethnic political party.  This led to the 
creation of Jami’yyar Mutanen Arewa – the congress of 
people from the North, later metamorphosing into two 
parties, Northern Elements Progressive Union (NEPU) 
and Northern Peoples Congress (NPC). This Islamic 
hegemony continued after independence when the British 
Colonialists handed over federal government to the 
Muslim North, as they won at the federal level because of 
their large population. The hegemony continued during 
the military era.

Anti-western, anti-secular and anti-
Christian feelings resurfaced in the 
second Republic in the 1980s.  In fact, 
it is very clear from the programmes 
and outlook of the three major political 
parties in the 1980s namely, National 
Party of Nigeria (NPN), Unity Party of 
Nigeria (UPN), and Nigerian Peoples 
Party (NPP) that they were based on 
regional and religious leanings. This had 
a significant impact on the government 

in power at this period and its programmes.   

Historical Roots of Muslim/Christian Tensions -
CHRISTIANITY:
The Portuguese controlled movement along the West 
African coast in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
and the spread of Christianity was their chief aim. 
They also attached importance to commerce because 
of the support it gave to the missionary work.  Portugal 
had a long and bitter struggle against the Muslims 
in North Africa who for a long time dominated the 
Iberian Peninsula – where grew up an active resistance 
to Muslim domination. They carried this war against 
Islam to Africa.  It began as a war against the Moors 
in North Africa.  They later moved to West Africa but 
they did not succeed for various reasons. The Catholics 
through the influence of the Portuguese traders were the 
first missionaries to set foot on Nigerian soil.  By the 
nineteenth century the first English missionary groups 
had established their presence.  By the first half of the 
twentieth century, Christianity had spread to every part of 
Nigeria except the north-western and north-eastern parts 
of the country.  

Conflict & Cooperation Between 
Christians & Muslims in Nigeria
Josiah Idowu-Fearon

B By the 1980s, Nigeria had the 
largest number of evangelical 
Christians in universities and 
colleges world-wide.  

B Politicians have always 
manipulated the values of 
religious symbols...to serve the 
ends of the state and their own 
personal ambitions.
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The greatest contribution of the missionaries in Nigeria 
was in the field of education as they sought to convert 
Africans to Christianity through it.  The first known school 
in Nigeria was established by Mr. & Mrs. De Graft of the 
Methodist mission in Badagry. But it was the C.M.S. 
mission that made the most important contribution in this 
early period with a school that was Bishop Crowther’s 
chief method of evangelism.  Missionaries also hoped to 
prepare Africans to be administrators in their own areas.
      
Early in the colonial period, opposition to colonialism 
had come from the least westernised groups (those who 
had not attended missionary schools).  Later, opposition 
also began to emerge from the mission school-educated. 
Occasionally, they spoke out and wrote against colonialism 
which aroused the people and helped to hasten changes 
in colonial government. In fact, these writers eventually 
became the leaders of the emerging Independent State of 
Nigeria e.g. Nnamdi Azikiwe and Obafemi Awolowo.

The rapid growth of converts from Islam and traditional 
religions to Christianity made the Northern Traditional 
rulers pressurise the colonialists to stop 
the advance of Christianity to the North-
Western and North-Eastern parts of the 
country.

The 1970s and 1980s saw an accelerated 
growth of Christianity because of the 
impact of the Pentecostal and Charismatic 
movements and the Independent African 
Churches.  By then, it was said that 
Nigeria had the largest number of 
evangelical Christians in universities and 
colleges worldwide.4 There was also the 
establishment of indigenous missionary 
groups which focused their attention on 
reaching the unreached peoples.  These, 
coupled with the fact that more Christians 
were getting involved in politics led 
to conflict between the Christians and 
the Muslims. The first major conflict 
was centred on the entrenchment of the 
Federal Shari’ah Court of Appeal in the 
Nigerian Constitution.  The second was the establishment 
of an “Islamic Board” at the presidency.  The Christians 
criticized these as a subtle means of Islamizing Nigeria. 

Political Manipulation of Religious Tensions  
The advent of democracy in the 1980s brought with it 
the use of religion for political ends.  In addition to the 
conflict generated by the Federal Shari’ah Court of Appeal 
and the Islamic Board, there was a sinister move by the 
federal government to register Nigeria as a full member 
of the Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC).  These 
three issues agitated the minds of the Nigerian Christians 
and became divisive forces in the political emancipation 
of the country causing politicians and ordinary Nigerians 
to take sides on them. 

The other major manipulation of religion to serve political 
ends is the full implementation of the shari’ah in some 
northern states. The civil part of the shari’ah has always 

been in the Nigerian constitution since Independence 
in 1960 but with the advent of the fourth republic in 
1999, Muslim politicians in the north sought to introduce 
the criminal aspects also. The major Muslim argument 
for Shari’ah is that the present Nigerian legal code is 
English and Christian in origin and content.  Therefore, 
they advocated for a separate law to govern the lives of 
an average Muslim in Nigeria.  However, the Christians 
interpreted this as a subtle means to gradually Islamize 
the country.  First, they questioned that since this part of 
the Shari’ah had never been introduced when a Muslim 
was in power, why should it now be implemented when 
a Christian is president of the country? Secondly, the 
Christians believed that from experience, whenever there 
is a full implementation of the shari’ah in any country in 
the world, the Christians have always suffered deprivation, 
marginalization and discrimination. It is therefore their 
suspicion that the introduction of the full implementation 
of the shari’ah was directed against the Church.

Already twelve states in the North have implemented 
shari’ah with the establishment of a Muslim vigilante 

group to enforce this law (These states 
are Zamfara, Kano, Katsina, Sokoto, 
Kebbi, Jigawa, Bauchi, Minna, Bornu, 
Yobe, Gombe, Kaduna). Since then, 
Christians in some of these states have 
become second-class citizens, as a result 
of marginalization, discrimination, 
harassment etc. Even though the 
governors of these states promised the 
Christians that their fundamental rights 
would be guaranteed, churches and 
schools have been burnt by Muslim 
youths.  Many churches have been 
denied land acquisition, there is a ban 
on the teaching of Christian religious 
knowledge in schools, and many 
Christians have lost their jobs and 
businesses and have relocated.

Two other major issues have resulted in 
religious tensions between the Christians 
and Muslims, namely, tensions over 

demographic statistics and competition between ethnic 
groups over scarce resources.  It has always been argued 
by the Muslims that they constitute a majority in the 
North and indeed, in the whole of Nigeria.  The Christians 
have denied this claim as spurious.  It is true that 
previously, particularly in the 1960s and ‘70s,  Muslims 
constituted the majority in Northern Nigeria, but with the 
current rapid expansion of the Church in the North, this 
claim may no longer be true.  Unfortunately, since census 
figures are calculated with political motivation and 
therefore unreliable, it is difficult to know which group 
constitutes the majority in the country.

In recent years, the country has witnessed many violent 
clashes.  Most of these are primarily caused by competition 
over scarce resources, but religion has been used as a 
cloak to cover up these political rivalries. For example, 
in the conflict between the indigenes of Plateau State 
and the Hausa settlers where thousands of lives were 
lost, though ethnicity was the cause, it was portrayed as 
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conflict between the Muslims and the Christians.

Christians constitute about 80% of the population of 
the Middle Belt of Nigeria and the Muslims about 20%.  
But as a result of Muslims dominating the government 
at every level in Northern Nigeria the Christians have 
suffered political and economic domination.  This is 
another source of major crisis in Nigeria between the 
Christians and the Muslims.

Results of Shari’ah Implementation 
and Communal Violence:
Northern Nigeria has increasingly become a hotbed for 
religious and ethnic crises because of the implementation 
of the shari’ah. This has resulted in massive dislocation 
of citizens, loss of life and property and a massive refugee 
problem leading to further segregation of the population 
along religious and ethnic lines. Consequently, there 
is a further decrease in Christian representation in the 
political and economic lives of the North. 
      
Variety within Nigerian Islam and Christianity 
Unlike Christians, who consider the Church to be the 
mystical body of Christ, Islam has not sustained a 
centralized organization.  Instead, the Prophet 
Muhammad’s Khulafah (Caliphs or successors) provided 
leadership, but succession disputes frequently arose and 
divided – and re-divided – the faithful.  Religious authority 
became increasingly dispersed among the ulama, scholars 
and clerics in numerous Islamic denominations spread 
throughout the world of Islam. 

The debate over succession began immediately after 
the Prophet Muhammad’s death; for he had left no 
indisputable instructions about the rules of succession or 
whether spiritual leaders were also political leaders.

Indeed, the theological and political consequences of 
these struggles over succession were far-reaching.  After 
Ali’s assassination, Shiat Ali, the Party of Ali, created its 
own Shii branch of Islam.  Initially, the break was over the 
succession dispute, with the Shii favouring a succession 
based on blood ties to the Prophet.  Muslims who favoured 
an elective system came to be known as Sunni, taking 
their name from sunna, which in this context refers to the 
customs, actions and sayings attributed to the Prophet and 
the first four Caliphs (otherwise, sunna refers only to the 
Prophet’s sayings and deeds).  Early divisions in Islam 
ultimately resulted in scores of denominations.  Virtually 
all of these different positions are present in Islam as 
practised in Nigeria.
      
The growth of radical Islam has effects far wider than 
draconian punishments.  Nigeria is approximately equally 
divided between Christians and Muslims, with a small 
number of animists.  If radical Islam is left unchecked, 
it will continue to provoke widespread inter-religious 
conflict that, combined with endemic ethnic strife, may 
fragment the country.  This could make the giant of 
sub-Saharan Africa – a major oil exporter to the United 
States and a new, struggling democracy – into a haven for 
Islamism, linked to foreign extremists.

As in much of Africa, family law in Nigeria has long drawn 

on shari’ah, the body of Islamic law and precedent.  But 
the versions of shari’ah introduced in the last two years are 
closer to those imposed by the Taliban in Afghanistan or 
the Wahhabis in Saudi Arabia.  Since 1999, Zamfara state 
has gender-segregated transportation, and many public 
places banned alcohol, enforced a dress code on women, 
and closed non-Muslim schools. Its hizbah (religious 
enforcers) mete out immediate, harsh punishments for 
“un-Islamic” activities such as questioning Islamic 
teaching or women wearing trousers.
  
History of Violence
A closer examination of all major religions in the world 
will indicate that the primary aim of the people in 
adhering to religious doctrines and worship is to attain 
spiritual salvation, i.e. to be in good communion with God 
and subsequently to enter “the kingdom of God”. But it 
has been discovered that people’s adherence to religious 
doctrines and worship has underlying consequences for 
the society at large apart from the attainment of spiritual 
salvation. These consequences are what sociologists term 
“the latent function of religion in the society”.5 These 
functions may have positive or negative consequences 
for the society.  For Nigeria, Christianity and Islam, even 
though they have contributed positively to the growth of 
the country, have also created a history of violence.6

They have indeed created disintegrative forces within 
the society.  These forces are dictating to a large extent 
which political party an individual associates with.  
When it comes to voting at elections, religion dictates 
to a large extent which candidate or political party an 
individual votes for.  Apart from this, there is the problem 
of religious fanaticism among the various sects within 
the same religion. In the Maitasine riots in Kano, Yola 
and Maiduguri about 5,000 people were killed.7 This 
riot led to an extensive destruction of houses, shops and 
other property and the destruction of normal life in the 
country.

There was also the Bulunkutu uprising in Maiduguri 
in October, 1982.  Within the same month, there was 
the violent demonstration in Sabon Gari, Kano by the 
Muslim Students Society.  These riots led to the loss of 
many lives and destruction of property.

By 1987, these violent religious riots had taken on a 
bigger dimension by the extent of their destruction.  The 
6th March, 1987 will forever be remembered by the 
Christian population in Zaria, Kaduna and other major 
cities in the area.  For seven days churches and mosques, 
hotels and cinemas, business and vehicles, private homes 
and persons were attacked violently.
      
All economic, educational and other activities came 
to a halt.  Police and security forces were completely 
absent from the scenes of these attacks leading to the 
belief that they had political and religious backing:  
“These events were not the brain work of hooligans but 
well orchestrated and planned and manipulated by… 
politicians and activists”.8

Several powerful media organs, particularly the Federal 
Radio Corporation of Nigeria, Kaduna, were used by 
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politicians to further aggravate the situation.  These crises 
affected the unity of the country because the majority of 
those affected were Christians from the southern parts of 
the country.  Some openly canvassed for the breaking up 
of the country.  Indeed, it is believed in many quarters that 
the Orkar’s coup of 1990 was a reaction to this crisis.  

The current democratic dispensation 
which began in 1999 has seen several 
violent riots in some parts of the 
Northern States particularly Kaduna, 
Kano, Minna and Jos cities.  The 
scope of human and material losses 
is unimaginable.  These riots were 
often the handiwork of politicians and 
religious leaders who were dissatisfied 
with the government in power or 
wanted a change from democratic to 
military governance by force.

Attempts and Initiatives at Dialogue, 
Cooperation  and  Reconciliation
In response to the disintegrative forces created by violence, 
some state governments, individuals and groups have 
made some attempts at fostering peace at the grassroots 
and local levels.  In 2002, every local government in 
Kaduna State has been mandated by the State governor to 
create a dialogue forum between various religious leaders 
and traditional rulers within their domain. At the state 
level a Committee on Religious Harmony is in place.  
On its part, the diocese of Kaduna has created a “Centre 
for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations” 
which aims to teach the religion of Islam for the sake of 
knowledge and peaceful co-existence between adherents 
of the two religions. Some other state governments in 
the northern parts of the country have created similar 
reconciliation committees.

At the national or federal level, the following bodies 
have been set up for the purpose of cooperation and 
reconciliation namely: “Institute for Peace and Conflict 
Resolution” in the Presidency; “Nigeria Inter-Religious 
Council (NIREC)”;  “Institute for Development, Justice 
and Peace”.

A number of international organizations are also 
involved in the process of reconciliation, particularly 
the International Centre for Reconciliation at Coventry 
Cathedral.  In 2001, a peace pact was signed by the 
leadership of the Christian and Muslim Communities in 
Kaduna city as facilitated by Coventry Cathedral.

It is worth noting that the Christian and the Muslim 
communities themselves have been involved in this 
peace process particularly the Christian Association of 
Nigeria, the Ja’matu Nasril Islam and the Ansarudeen 
Society of Nigeria.

Conclusion, Prognosis, Suggestions for the Future
The thesis of this essay is that religion constitutes a major 
and indispensable link between the government and 
the peoples of Nigeria.  I seek to indicate the influence 
that religion exerts on the political process in Nigeria.  

Politicians apparently have always manipulated the values 
of religious symbols and gods of their people to serve the 
ends of the state and their own personal ambitions. Also, 
organized religions, in this case Islam and Christianity, 
have used their authority to exert pressure on the state.  
These two forces have led to violence and riots in the 
country. There is no doubt that religion plays a vital 

role in the political development of 
a country. 

It is therefore my considered opinion 
that political leaders should note that 
they are politically responsible to 
everyone within their constituencies. 
Political leaders in Nigeria in 
particular should note that this is 
a pluralistic society and hence they 
should not involve the government in 
any issues that are likely to generate 
religious controversy.  This does not 
mean that government and religious 
groups should not interact at all. Both 

have the responsibility to maintain harmony in the 
society. The government is to look after the welfare of the 
people; to cater for the economic and social needs of the 
people.  In the process of doing this, it should cooperate 
and work in harmony with religious bodies.  Religious 
bodies, on the other hand, may also come to the aid of 
the state in educational, health or other social matters.  
Religious groups and government should be neither 
rivals nor enemies but rather work together harmoniously 
for the progress, peace and unity of the country.  Hence 
government and religion are not to be regarded as 
mutually exclusive in their different functions.  African 
political leaders have realised that religion and politics 
are intimately connected.  They affect each other, draw 
on each other’s insights, and make an identical appeal 
to trust and loyalty.9 As Peter Merkyl put it: “Virulent 
nationalism and religious myths have been major political 
factors in modern history”10

The conflicts described have created mistrust, sectarian 
unrest, deep hatred, non-cooperative attitude and religious 
intolerance. In spite of the efforts by government at the 
Federal, State and Local levels, the country of Nigeria 
seems to be sitting on an active volcano ready to erupt 
at any time.

Nigeria is not a pariah state; she is an active member 
of the commonwealth and the 5th largest producing 
nation in the world. The Muslims in the country believe 
they have a god-given mandate to preserve Islam as it 
was given to Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. This was 
the reason for wanting to control the government of the 
country. 

Islam’s association with terrorism presents an enormous 
challenge for all seeking a peaceful, prosperous world. 
In 1993 Samuel Huntington published an essay entitled 
The Clash of Civilisations. The thrust of his essay was 
that the collapse of communism signalled the end of 
ideological battles in politics. Western Capitalism was 
now dominant. The next battle, according to Huntington 
will be the clash of cultures with Islamic and Christian 

The conflicts described have 
created mistrust, sectarian unrest, 

deep hatred, non-cooperative 
attitude and religious intolerance. 

In spite of the efforts by 
government at the Federal, State 
and Local levels, the country of 

Nigeria seems to be sitting on an 
active volcano ready to erupt at 

any time.
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civilisations separating the world. For many reasons, 
Western scholars, politicians and religious thinkers 
concluded that his thesis was flawed. In 1997 he published 
a book of the same name, modified the thesis but retained 
the underlying argument that a clash between Christian 
and Islamic cultures was only a matter of time. He 
said: “Islam’s borders are bloody and so are its innards. 
The fundamental problem for the west is not Islamic 
fundamentalism. It is Islam, a different civilisation whose 
people are convinced of the superiority of their culture 
and are obsessed with the inferiority of their power”11

I unhesitatingly affirm that Nigerians and Africans have 
always known this and said it in many ways but the West 
would neither listen nor believe us. Unfortunately the 
events of September 11th 2001 confirmed to the West 
that we are witnessing a clash of cultures and dealing 
with two different world views. Nigeria has known this 
since 1960 when the country gained independence. What 
therefore do I bring for your considerations as Muslims 
and Christians in the Western world? 

1. Non-Muslims should never seek to demonise 
Muslims or ridicule their faith. Christians and 
Muslims have records of living together in harmony 
as neighbours; both also have records of bloody and 
bitter conflicts in the past. Neither faith can take the 
high moral ground.

However, the 1967 attack against Israel by a coalition 
of Arab nations – Syria, Egypt and Jordan that led 
to the loss of Sinai, Gaza and the Golan Heights, 
in particular became a turning point for Islam and 
Muslims. Many Muslims saw that humiliating defeat 
as a need to return to Islam with a whole hearted 
adherence to the Qu’ran. It 
was felt that following the 
West and emulating its ways 
would lead to moral decline. 
This brought about a drive 
to re-Islamise  societies 
by fighting encroaching 
materialism and secularism. 
Today, we have “radical 
activists” who encourage a 
“fight against infidels”, and 
their creed calls them to bring 
about revolution through 
violence.

As a man of faith, it is my opinion that Muslims who 
want a peaceful world should resist strongly the taking 
over of Islam by radical activists. As Lord Carey said 
in his recent lecture in Rome, they should “...express 
strongly, on behalf of the many millions of their co-
religionists, their abhorrence of violence done in the 
name of Allah. We look to them to condemn suicide 
bombers and terrorists who use Islam as a weapon to 
destabilise and destroy innocent lives”12

2. Both faiths have values and Muslims take their 
religious values seriously. Western values have mostly 
derived from the Christian faith. But today, Islam and 
Muslims challenge the relativism of the West.  Christians 

in the West need to go back to taking the Christian faith 
seriously. The idea of equating Western values with 
Christianity needs to be re-examined in the light of 
African and Asian experiences.  Muslims need to take 
seriously the whole question of integration. The idea of 
wanting to impose Arab-Islamic cultures  has always 
created problems. Muslims need to ask themselves: 
“What is Islam and what is Arab Culture?”

3. In the whole area of human rights I call on Muslims 
who believe in the equality of all: an nas siyasiyattun 
ka asnan al-misht to contextualise the following 
positions in Islam with respect to Muslims
- “Islam rules; Islam is never ruled”
- The Madinan position taken by Muhammad: 
ummatun Wahidatun, whereby all the religious 
communties have a covenant of equal treatment 
compared to Ummatun Muminun, whereby Muslims 
see themselves as “one community over and against 
all others”.

4. Finally, Muslims need to re-interpret the limited 
freedom Muslims have:

Anyone is free to embrace Islam but no Muslim is free 
to leave Islam for Christ or any other religion. The 
punishment for apostasy according to Islamic law is 
severe. In the conservative Muslim parts of the world 
capital punishment is still often implemented both by 
official and radical activists. Article 18 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, states “everyone has the 
right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this 
right includes freedom to change his religion or belief…” 
You will find no analogous guarantee of freedom on 
either of the Islamic declarations: indeed, Islamic law 

mandates the death penalty for 
those who leave Islam.

“The blood of a Muslim who 
confesses that none has the right 
to be worshipped but Allah and 
that I am his apostle, cannot be 
shed except in three cases: In 
Qisas (retaliation) for murder, 
a married person who commits 
illegal sexual intercourse and 
the one who reverts from 
Islam (apostate) and leave the 
Muslims”13 

The Cairo declaration states: “Everyone shall have the 
right to advocate what is right and propagate what is good 
and warn against what is wrong and evil according to the 
norms of Islamic shari’ah” But if shari’ah is the norm, 
women’s rights as well as those of non-Muslims will be 
severely restricted as we have experienced in Northern 
Nigeria.  

My challenge to the Muslims who love peace and love 
to see this world a better place for all, is that they need 
to work harder at giving a human face to their religion. 
Christian scholars speak out and critique their faith when 
used as a reason for violence; our Muslim neighbours 
need to accept this challenge and do the same. Those 
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living in the West and enjoying the freedom to be who 
they are should speak to their fellow Muslims in the 
Islamic world to allow the same liberty to non-Muslims 
in their midst.
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City of God/Human City

Philip Sheldrake

The world is rapidly becoming 
urban. In 1950, 29% of the 
world’s population lived 
in urban environments. 

By 1965 this had risen to 36%, by 1990 to 50%. 
This is likely to rise to somewhere between 60% 
and 75% by 2025. Consequently, the meaning and 
future of cities is a critical spiritual issue for our 
time.  But ‘meaning’ involves more than economics, 
engineering, architecture and planning because 
environments shape the human spirit and cities in 
particular are powerful symbols of 
how we construct human community 
and value public life.  Western 
culture prioritises private life 
(inwardness, family and close friends) 
as the backstage where I am truly 
myself before playing different roles 
in public.  But, from a Christian 
perspective is public life merely a 
role?  Christian theology, following 
Augustine, affirms that there is no absolutely private 
identity.  To be human embodies a common life and 
task.  Being ‘public’ is part of identity.  

Sociologists such as Lyn Lofland use the word ‘public’ for 
places dominated by the interaction of strangers. These 
are very different places from our private worlds.1 It’s 
interesting that the Christian tradition suggests that God is 
often powerfully experienced in places that are ‘strange’ 
to us. There, people who are alien challenge our sense of 
familiarity.  Scholars sensitive to issues of place in the 
New Testament have noted that Jesus regularly pushed 

his disciples away from familiar places towards places 
that were threatening because the people were marginal or 
Gentiles - strangers. To live publicly implies learning how 
to be hospitable to what is different and unfamiliar.  Social 
interaction and active citizenship can thus be seen as 
forms of spiritual practice.  Will our future cities reinforce 
a sense that life is sociable rather than fragmented and 
isolated?  

There are four aspects of cities that need to be taken 
seriously. 

• First, we must hold together the two 
Latin concepts of the city as urbs (built 
environment) and as civitas (civic life). 
• Second, urban issues are never purely 
practical. For example, transportation 
involves engineering, management, 
investment and strategy but the balance 
of private and public transport also 
highlights how we relate the common 
good to individual choice. 

• Third, cities are increasingly complex realities. We 
cannot separate architecture from urban planning, 
technology from people, the local from the global, a 
sense of place from increasingly mobile lives. 
• Finally, while we cannot go back to the compact 
pre-modern city, the meaning of cities must embrace 
their past if human desires for the future are to be 
effectively grounded.  

Christian anti-urban rhetoric? 
For the last 1500 years, Western thinking has been 
dominated by the Christian tradition.  Christianity has 

B There needs to be greater 
reflection on the civilizing 
possibilities of cities.
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‘Boundaries are the place of 
the Christian work.’ 

Michel de Certeau
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sometimes been accused of an anti-urban bias.  Certainly 
the Jewish and Christian scriptures get off to a difficult 
start. The Book of Genesis seems deeply gloomy about 
cities. Cain, symbol of human pride and violence, is 
portrayed as the founder of the first city Enoch an 
alternative to God’s Garden (Gen 4, 17).  For the modern 
French Protestant sociologist, Jacques Ellul, this implies 
a refusal of God’s gift. So, in the Jewish and Christian 
scriptures ‘God has cursed, has condemned the city 
instead of giving us a law for it’.2 Ellul uses the Garden/
City contrast as a symbol of humanity’s tendency to shape 
life autonomously. Equally, some Christian approaches to 
spirituality have been marked by a retreat from raucous 
cityscapes to a peaceful, contemplative ‘elsewhere’ - 
countryside, retreat house or monastery.  

So, there is ammunition for the American urban 
sociologist, Richard Sennett, when he blames Christian 
theology in part for contemporary urban decline. Sennett 
argues that Western culture suffers from a division 
between the private and public realms. ‘It is a divide 
between subjective experience and worldly experience, 
self and city.’3 This separation, according to Sennett, 
is based on an unacknowledged fear of self-exposure – 
interpreted as a threat rather than life-enhancing. Sennett 
suggests that, apart from spaces for consumer needs, 
city design has increasingly concentrated on creating 
safe divisions between different groups of people. Public 
space becomes sterile, as the main purpose is to facilitate 
movement across it rather than encounters within it. 
According to Sennett, for the city to recover, we need 
to reaffirm the inherent value of the outer social life.  
For Sennett, St Augustine’s 
classic, City of God, is the 
greatest expression of the 
triumph of an inner spiritual 
‘world’ over the physical city. 
Social places are to be viewed 
with suspicion. What is most 
obviously characteristic of 
these places is difference and 
diversity. Sennett argues that 
by denying the true value of 
the outside world, Christian 
theology has underpinned 
the way that Western culture 
doubts the value of diversity.  

I agree with much that 
Sennett says about urban culture but his interpretation 
of Augustine is unbalanced.  Sennett is not alone in 
seeing Augustine’s City of God as entirely negative 
about the earthly city. The latter, as Augustine says at 
the very start (Book 1 Preface), is marked by a ‘lust 
for domination’ – a fair critique of Imperial Rome, his 
urban paradigm.  Augustine was more concerned with 
the city as community (civitas) than with physical place 
(urbs). Essentially, the true ‘city’ for Augustine was the 
community of believers destined to become the City 
of God. He was rightly suspicious of any attempt by 
Christian rulers to suggest that their commonwealth 
was the Kingdom of God. This aspect of Augustine’s 
legacy gives Christianity prophetic ammunition to attack 
attempts to canonise economic and political systems (for 

example, capitalism or Marxist-Leninism). Yet, while 
Augustine may lack strong visions of the public world, 
our modern emphasis on privacy would have been entirely 
alien to him. In his Commentary on Genesis, the root of 
evil was self-enclosure or privacy. Humanity, rather than 
autonomous individuals, is created in the image of God. 
Virtue consists of defending what is public or held in 
common. The Heavenly City was to be a community in 
which the fullness of sharing would be had. 

The Changing Modern City
Cities have always had a capacity to create diverse 
community and be places of innovation and creativity.  
As Peter Hall reminds us in his monumental Cities 
in civilisation, the history of major developments in 
Western civilisation is largely the history of cities.  Yet, 
our attempts to reflect on the meaning of cities must 
absorb the radical changes that originate in the industrial 
revolution but have accelerated since the end of World 
War II: 

• the sheer size and rate of expansion of cities; 
• the increased mobility and flow of life within them 
that calls into question any simple notion of place 
identity; 
• the increasing plurality of communities to which 
people belong; 
• the global reach of any large city; 
• the radical diversity of cultures within cities. 

 
Michel de Certeau’s Urban Resistance
In my attempts to suggest a Christian response to 
the fluidity and complexity of contemporary cities, I 

find the writings of the French 
cultural theorist and theologian 
Michel de Certeau (1925-
1986) especially helpful.  De 
Certeau defended the ‘practice 
of everyday life’ (the title of 
two of his books) over the 
secular utopias of much urban 
theory, people over totalitarian 
planning, history over a 
Modernist obliteration of the 
past. 

De Certeau’s preoccupation 
with history reflects his 
concern that 1960s Modernist 
‘restoration’, while generating 

upmarket apartments and shopping malls, displaced 
existing communities and forced them to disperse to 
outer suburbs where low cost housing projects created 
new instruments of urban isolation.  ‘Restoration’ in 
this sense implied to de Certeau a separation of building 
from human lives.  He was a prophet of the ‘ineffable 
something’ that everyday life brings to a city.  A city is a 
richly texture fabric woven by its ‘users’, their walking, 
their chance encounters, the stories they tell, the dreams 
they nurture.   This rich fabric embraced the history of a 
place and not merely its present.  

There was a spiritual underpinning for de Certeau’s 
pleadings with architects and planners. His objection to 
utopian visions accords with his implicitly Augustinian 



BORDERLANDS Summer 200522    

view that a harmonious human environment involves 
more than planning. The kinds of space theories that 
planners impose on city environments to ‘make sense’ 
of them are frequently totalitarian. In his essay, ‘Walking 
in the City’4, Michel de Certeau expressed one of his 
favourite themes - ‘resistance’ to systems that leave no 
room for difference and transgression. The ‘weak’, in this 
case, those who actually live in the city rather than plan 
it, find ways to make space for themselves and to express 
their self-determination. 

One of de Certeau’s targets was the Swiss architect 
Le Corbusier who had a powerful influence on urban 
regeneration in the immediate post-war era.  Le 
Corbusier’s emphasis on the ‘radiant city’, with glass 
towers reaching to the sky, offers transcendence but one 
in which the city itself is the Temple.  Le Corbusier’s 
ideal city had no churches because all human desire 
could be fulfilled in this world through human effort.   Le 
Corbusier called the Manhatten skyscrapers ‘new white 
cathedrals’. They engineered a kind of ecstasy, embodied 
transcendence in their sublime height and offered a ‘total 
vision’ symbolised by panoramic vistas. 

In ‘Walking in the City’ de Certeau offers a striking 
contrast.  Standing on top of the then World Trade Center, 
he wrote of the almost erotic pleasure of ‘seeing the 
whole’. There we are (or were) lifted out of Manhattan’s 
grasp – to become voyeurs not walkers. We then ‘read’ the 
city as a text. But this is an illusion. As de Certeau puts it, 
‘The fiction of this kind of knowledge is related to a lust to 
be a viewpoint and nothing more’.5 De Certeau compares 
this way of seeing to the aloofness of the urban planner. 
Meanwhile the ordinary practitioners of the city live ‘down 
below’. For de Certeau, what he called ‘the Concept-city’ 
of Modernist abstraction was decaying. What outlives 
this decay are ‘the microbe-like’ (his words) everyday 
practices of people who walk its streets. This is what de 
Certeau called the ‘noise’ - a city’s life blood without 
which it becomes an empty shell.6   De Certeau placed a 
strong emphasis on the power of narrative to shape human 
environments and to transform them. It is human stories 
as much as architecture or planning that enables people to 
use the city as a means of creative, effective living. Stories 
create bridges between people. Narrative enables people 
to shape the world that surrounds them, rather than be 
passively controlled by it.7

De Certeau rejected urban utopias such as Le Corbusier’s 
in part because they turned a sense of transcendence 
into abstractions about ‘space’ and ‘light’.  It is not 
unreasonable to see in de Certeau a mixture of politicised 
thinking after the 1968 Paris riots with Augustine’s 
theological horizon, suspicious of the ultimate fulfilment 
of human aspirations and desires within historical time 
and space. As for Augustine, so for de Certeau, the 
human city prefigures a mysterious Heavenly City.  
Hence his rejection of utopian visions where the city 
itself becomes a secularised ‘salvation’ produced by the 
social engineering of highly regulated city planning. 

Cities and human futures
What are cities for? They are no longer defences against 
attack or essential focuses for commercial production. In 
the future, cities will exist to fulfil the wider requirements 

of human culture.  There needs to be greater reflection on 
the civilizing possibilities of cities.  They have a unique 
capacity to focus a range of creative energies because 
they have an unparalleled ability to combine differences 
of age, ethnicity, culture and religion and also to balance 
community and anonymity.  

What is a humane city? It is where people do not merely 
dwell but belong.  The humane city enables human 
aspirations to be productive rather than repressed or 
limited to self-indulgence.  The virtue of contemporary 
approaches to urban design is that they seek to rediscover 
the importance of ‘place’, to affirm human difference, to 
reshape public space and to plan built environments in 
accordance with human proportion rather than in terms 
of standardised, depersonalising bulk. However, we need 
to be careful. Such approaches do not always confront 
the structural sins of power dominance. Without social 
analysis, it is easy to create cleaned up city centres and 
a café culture that insulate affluence from new forms of 
social exclusion. 

Reflections on a humane city face another difficult 
question.  The move towards sustainable cities emphasises 
neighbourly life, rich in face to face contact. There are 
debates about the ideal population size – is it 50,000 or 
is it 500,000?  But it is not easy to see how the size of 
modern cities can be reversed.  Perhaps the ‘compact 
city’ movement (e.g. in The Netherlands) offers a way 
forward.  It aims to reverse suburbanisation which 
dispersed people from the centres, separated work, home 
and leisure sites, encouraged sprawl and the need for 
density of transportation rather than density of living.8

The humane city is person-centred rather than design-
centred.  There is a growing preoccupation with civic 
life and the ‘common good’, for example Charles 
Leadbeater’s Civic Spirit: The Big Idea for a New 
Political Era. In the quest for a principle to organise 
social life, his key concept is ‘mutuality’, based on the 
recognition of diversity, reconciliation of competing 
claims and cooperative choices.  How can we improve 
mutuality in a society that has lost touch with it? 
Leadbeater suggests renunciation - giving up the absolute 
claims of individual choice in favour of social cohesion.  
The problem is, as Leadbeater admits, ‘[p]ersuading 
people to be self-denying....requires us to value restraint 
as a virtue as much as choice - a counterintuitive view 
in consumer society.’ In the end he is stuck with the 
principle of effectiveness - society will work better if we 
adopt these values.9   

Yet, to speak of civic life as a spiritual issue means more 
than effectiveness.  We need a vision of the human spirit 
and what enhances it.  Spirituality is concerned with 
our desire, with what we love most deeply - our desire 
fundamentally to encounter and respond to the sacred.  In 
our cities of today, can Christian spirituality sustain urban 
dreams? It must promote the possibilities of everyday 
life as itself a spiritual practice.  The final writings of 
Michel de Certeau suggest that Christian discipleship is 
essentially a journey that subverts our preference for clear 
boundaries.10 ‘Boundaries are the place of the Christian 
work,’ he says ‘and their displacements are the result of 
this work.’11 We are to live in the borderlands!
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De Certeau sought to speak in a world no longer dominated 
by the Church.  How can Christians speak in the secular 
city?  De Certeau settled for the notion of ‘lived practice’, 
a provocative presence-in-the-world expressed by the 
tension between discipleship (following), and conversion 
(change).  The believer bears witness by following the 
way of Jesus faithfully, being changed and provoking 
change in others.12 Spirituality in the city is essentially 
to live out the story of Jesus that highlights a way of 
being differently in the world.  De Certeau’s dispersal of 
Christian discipleship into ‘the practice of everyday life’ 
expresses a radicalisation of his life-long preoccupation 
with a spirituality of finding God in all things.  We must 
cultivate a contemplative attentiveness to the city so that 
transformative encounters with God occur in and through 
our immersion in everyday life and then feed back into 
transformed responses to people and situations.

This implies more than individual attitudes.  It demands 
that the Church disperse into communities of presence 
in the city that visibly embody a 
different way of being in the world 
and offer city-dwellers a space to 
experience the world differently and 
to learn contemplative practice in 
the midst of life.  Equally, such a 
Christian presence must engage with 
people’s membership of multiple 
communities and mobile life 
styles. I think of the impact of new 
forms of city-centre monasticism 
in continental Europe such as the 
Fraternité de Jerusalem with its 
spiritual teaching accessible to all-
comers or the Eucharists celebrated 
in a glass-fronted chapel at the heart 
of Boston’s Prudential Center - a 
major hotel, office and shopping 
complex.  

In his criticism of Christianity’s 
negative impact on our sense of place-
identity, Richard Sennett interprets 
it as a religion of displacement.  
However, in our contemporary 
urban world of mobility and distant 
connections, what Sennett criticises 
has its virtues. De Certeau wrote that 
Christian discipleship is a journey 
across boundaries.  It is a ‘lived 
narrative’ with the power to question 
the excessive stability of place-
identity with its attendant danger of 
a definitive settling down here and 
nowhere else, in sure possession 
of the truth.  For de Certeau the 
most powerful symbol of Christian 
discipleship is the empty tomb.  What 
is expected is not there. What is 
desired, what is aspired to, is always 
in front of us. The God who can 
be grasped must be relinquished in 
favour of the mystery that is always 
greater than we can conceive.  

1. See Lyn Lofland, The public realm: Exploring the city’s quintessential social territory.  New York: 
Aldine de Gruyter 1998.
2.  Jacques Ellul, The meaning of the city. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 1970, p 16. 
3.  Richard Sennett, The Conscience of the Eye: The Design and Social Life of Cities, London: Faber 
& Faber 1993, p xii and see also Introduction & Chapter 1.
4.  Michel de Certeau, ‘Walking in the City’ in his The Practice of Everyday Life. ET Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1988, pp 91-110.
5.  ‘Walking in the City’ p 92. 
6.  De Certeau, ‘Indeterminate’ in The Practice of Everyday Life, p 203. 
7.  De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, pp 122-30.
8. See M. Jernks, E Burton & K Williams, eds., The compact city: A sustainable urban form? 
London: Routledge 1998.
9.  Charles Leadbeater, Civic Spirit: The Big Idea for a New Political Era (London: Demos, 1997), 
Demos Arguments 14, quote from p 30.
10. For “a way of proceeding,” see de Certeau, “The Weakness of Believing: From the Body to 
Writing, a Christian Transit,” The Certeau Reader, ed. Graham Ward (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 
215. 
11. Michel de Certeau, “How is Christianity Thinkable Today?” The Postmodern God, ed. Graham 
Ward (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 151.
12. De Certeau, “The Weakness of Believing,” 226.
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Decoding Da Vinci

Tom Wright

Did you know that the Holy Grail 
is actually located in Durham?

Nor did I – until I began to 
examine some remarkable coincidences. As Dan Brown 
has shown in The Da Vinci Code, the secret of the Grail 
was carried by the Knights Templar, and hinted at by Da 
Vinci in his famous ‘Last Supper’, not least by the hidden 
letters V and M in the painting (V being the symbol of 
the female, M standing for either Mary or Magdalene). 
Generations of heterodox thinkers kept the secret alive, 
maintaining the appearance of orthodox belief but in 
fact constantly hinting (by cryptic signs in paintings and 
so on) at a different type of religion, highlighting the 
feminine, reconnecting with the natural world in ways 
frowned on by the powerful, masculine, orthodox church, 
and carrying on a secret blood-line, a royal family, that 
of Jesus himself.

So I began to ponder... Durham 
University was founded by the last of the 
Prince Bishops. Clearly aware that his 
own quasi-royal status was under threat, 
he determined to start an institution that 
would keep some hidden secret alive. 
His name was Van Mildert... so there 
are the V and the M for a start. And he 
chose as the first Registrar of the University a man who, 
though a patristic theologian, was just as much interested 
in – and in fact became Professor of – Astronomy; a 
man whose most visible legacy around Durham was the 
notch he caused to be carved in the crenellation of the 
Cathedral Cloister so that the sun could strike the marker 
at noon on the solstice. Remember the carriers of the 
Grail secret? This man’s name was Temple Chevallier. In 
his portrait in Durham Castle he is holding his spectacles 
in his left hand, obviously hinting at the second sight 
required to glimpse the hidden truths of which orthodoxy 
was afraid. On either side of him there are books; but, 
whereas the ones at his right hand are closed, the one 
to his left is open. The coded statement of heterodoxy 
could hardly be clearer. And the Grail? Well, why have 
the Dean and Chapter refused permission for me to 
excavate beneath the solstice marker in the Cloister? As 
the current successor to Van Mildert, and also as Temple 
Chevallier’s great-great-great grandson (via his daughter 
and granddaughter, of course, and hence a carrier of the 
relevant blood-line), I think I ought to be told... 

Easy, isn’t it? The facts are all as I have described them; 
the theory took me five minutes, and is of course rubbish. 
My only regret is that it’s Dan Brown, not me, who has 
written the best-seller. That kind of conspiracy theory is 
the sum and substance of his book.

It’s actually part of a well-known genre. Indeed, it is 
partly lifted wholesale out of the most egregious example 
of that genre: Holy Blood and Holy Grail, by Michael 
Baigent and Richard Leigh, published in the 1970s, 
arguing that the ‘Grail’ is actually a blood line rather 
than a chalice, the family tree of those descended from 
Jesus and (guess who) Mary Magdalene. But there have 
been other similar blockbusters in recent years. A classic 
example was The Tomb of God by Richard Andrews 
and Paul Schellenberger (1997). All the usual suspects 
for the conspiracy are there too: the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
the gnostic writings, the Rosicrucians, the Knights 
Templar, and above all the Great Catholic Conspiracy 
to hush the whole thing up in case it blow the gaffe on 
the system of power and control which, rooted in the 
traditional Christian story, is hereby shown to be based 
on a mistake.

The fantastic popularity of The Da 
Vinci Code is only partly explicable 
by its being a real page-turner. Even I, 
while laughing at its ridiculous thesis, 
wanted to know what would happen 
next. (The end, by the way, is a total 
disappointment.) It plugs in to a major 
alternative view of Christian origins 

which has enormous energy behind it just now, especially 
in America. People want to believe something like this. 
The only real questions are, Why? And Is there an 
answer?

Before we get to that, some obvious comments. Brown 
says in a preparatory note that the secret society, ‘the 
Priory of Sion’, to which people like Isaac Newton, Victor 
Hugo and Da Vinci himself belonged, and which features 
centrally in the book, ‘is a real organisation’. Alas: the 
evidentiary documents which Brown himself mentions 
were forged by three zany Frenchmen in the 1950s. They 
cheerfully confessed to this in a devastating television 
programme aired by Channel 4 in early February.

Brown also declares that ‘all descriptions of... architecture 
...are accurate.’ The only building I know well of the many 
which feature in the book is Westminster Abbey.  All 
right, Brown knows where the Isaac Newton monument 
is. But he still makes gaffe after gaffe which could have 
been corrected by ten minutes of walking around with his 
eyes open. The Abbey has towers, not spires. You cannot 
see Parliament from St James’ Park. College Garden is an 
extremely private place, not ‘a very public place’ outside 
the Abbey’s walls (527). You cannot look out into it from 
the Chapter House; nor is there a ‘long hallway’ leading 
to the latter, with a ‘heavy wooden door’ at the end 

B People want to believe 
something like this.

The only real questions are, 
Why? and, Is there an answer?
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(529f.). If Brown is so careless, and carelessly inventive, 
in details as easy to check as those, why should we trust 
him in anything else?

Other details abound which make the first-century 
historian snort and want to throw the book into the fire. 
Apparently not only Judah but also Benjamin founded a 
royal dynasty, and Mary Magdalene was part of it (334f.). 
Despite 1 Corinthians 16.1, the Christian innovation of 
Sunday as the day to meet for worship was apparently 
part of Constantine’s reforms. Nothing in Christianity is 
original; it’s all a syncretistic pastiche of ancient pagan 
cults. The Grail treasures might contain the document 
known as Q, which even the Vatican believes exists; 
‘Allegedly, it’s a book of Jesus’ teachings, possibly 
written in his own hand’ (343). All this is expounded, in 
the book, by a mad Englishman; it did occur to me that 
maybe, by making him so obviously two scrolls short 
of a library, and showing him up as a villain at the end, 
Brown was trying to distance himself from this thesis, 
but this, I fear, is too subtle by half. When challenged on 
the point about Jesus’ own diary, the theorist says, ‘Why 
wouldn’t Jesus have kept a chronicle of His ministry? 
Most people did in those 
days.’ Any attempt by the 
reader to stifle giggles at 
this point is overcome by 
the next sentence: ‘Another 
explosive document 
believed to be in the treasure 
is a manuscript called The 
Magdalene Diaries – Mary 
Magdalene’s personal 
account of her relationship 
with Christ, His crucifixion 
and her time in France.’ 
What is perhaps most 
touching about all this is 
Brown’s insistence on 
keeping the capital H for 
His – though it is precisely 
at this point that we want to 
press the question, If Jesus had been as Brown says he 
was, why would anyone, then or since, want to follow 
him rather than any other new teacher?

The importance of The Da Vinci Code, though, lies 
in its statement, albeit partial and in some ways self-
contradictory, of the mainstream liberal-American ‘myth 
of Christian origins’ which is widely believed, indeed 
taught, in many churches and seminaries, and seems to 
be gaining popularity in Britain as well – and which is in 
need of clear refutation. It runs like this:

a. Christianity as we know it is based on a mistake. 
It was dreamed up as an instrument of social power 
and control.
b. Jesus himself wasn’t at all like the canonical 
gospels describe him. There were, after all, hundreds 
of ‘gospels’ written about him, and the earliest and 
truest accounts see him as a teacher of spiritual truth, 
a Buddha-like figure. He never thought he was the 
Son of God, or that he would die for the sins of the 
world. He certainly didn’t rise from the dead. (The 

resurrection, interestingly, is never even mentioned 
in the book.)
c. As part of his take-over of the Christian movement, 
Constantine chose the four gospels we now know, 
to stress Jesus’ divinity (which up till then had not 
been a major feature of Christianity) and obscure 
his humanity. This launched the Catholic church as 
we know it (much of the current myth constitutes an 
attack on Roman Catholicism) and gave it, especially, 
its anti-women and anti-sex bias.
d. By returning to the truest early documents, not least 
the codices discovered in Nag Hammadi, we can get 
in touch with a more genuine spirituality which treats 
the ancient stories as metaphors, not literal truth, and 
evokes faith of whatever sort will suit the individual.

Brown adds a few bizarre twists to this, including the 
elementary mistake of suggesting that the Dead Sea 
Scrolls speak of Jesus’ ministry (and do so ‘in very 
human terms’ (317)). But near the heart of the new myth, 
at the scholarly as well as the popular level, are the Nag 
Hammadi codices (discovered in 1945), which do of course 
speak of Jesus. What can be said about them? Are they 

serious alternative sources 
for Christian origins? Are 
they ‘the earliest Christian 
records’, as Brown’s mad 
Englishman declares 
(331)?

Like most of those who 
have written recently about 
Jesus in his historical 
context, I have looked 
carefully at the evidence 
from Nag Hammadi 
alongside everything else. 
Despite the current fashion 
for preferring and even 
privileging them, I believe 
they are (a) demonstrably 
late (late second century 

at the earliest), though they may contain traces of earlier 
material; (b) demonstrably derived from the earlier, and 
now canonical, material; and (c) demonstrably different 
in theology from that earlier material. 

(a) and (b) are hotly contested, but my judgment here 
is shared by many in the field. (c) is of course the key 
point at issue, and here the myth-makers insist that the 
difference is this: Nag Hammadi preserves the original 
theology, while the canonical gospels represent a shift 
towards the divinizing of Jesus and, with that, a move 
towards socially acceptable orthodoxy over against the 
exciting, dynamic semi-gnostic religion of the codices. 

But the differences all indicate that it is the codices, 
not the canonical gospels, which have succumbed to a 
shift away from an early to a later viewpoint. First, they 
involve a massive step away from the Jewish context 
of Jesus’ ministry and towards some kind of Platonic 
viewpoint. Second, they have taken a large step away 
from a narrative world and into detached aphorisms and 
isolated teachings. In particular, third, they have seen 

Alma was convinced that she’d found the Holy Grail... this time!
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Jesus not as the one who, climactically and decisively, 
died on the cross and rose again, but as a teacher. They 
have made the message about Jesus not good news about 
something that has happened, but good advice as to how 
one might re-order one’s life. Actually, of course, the 
advice is not in fact that good.

In particular, the idea that Mary Magdalene features 
strongly in the gnostic writings, and that she represents a 
goddess-figure, the embodiment of the ‘sacred feminine’, 
the Holy Grail, the Rose, the Divine Mother – this is 
pure imagination. Mary Magdalene is mentioned in 
precisely three of the Nag Hammadi scrolls (as against 
‘the countless references to Jesus’ and Mary Magdalene’s 
union’ (333)). The ‘Gospel of Mary’ is the report of a 
vision which sets the material world against the non-
material, seeing Mind as the intermediary of Soul and 
Spirit. Fairly standard Platonic idealism; hard to see what 
it’s got to do with the sacred feminine, but easy to see that 
it has nothing to do with a first-century Jewish prophetic 
movement such as that of Jesus. The ‘Gospel of Philip’ is 
the one where Jesus kisses Mary – but the idea that a kiss 
was a key gesture of romantic attachment won’t survive 
two minutes with a lexicon that takes 
us away from Hollywood and into 
the real world of late antiquity. The 
‘Gospel of Thomas’ has one saying 
about Mary (51.19), in which ‘Jesus’ 
states that Mary will be saved if she 
makes herself male, because every 
female who makes herself male will 
become fit for the kingdom of God. 
Hardly a ringing endorsement for the 
sacred feminine.

By contrast, the canonical gospels 
– despite every effort to prove the 
contrary – are still regarded by the 
great majority of scholars as early, written by the 80s 
of the first century at the latest, i.e. within fifty years 
of Jesus’ lifetime. Here we are back with some of the 
foundational historical work done by two former Bishops 
of Durham, Lightfoot and Westcott. The New Testament 
documents are solidly rooted in the first century. The 
gospels are dependent on traditions that are very early 
indeed. Professor Richard Bauckham of St Andrews, 
who knows more about early Christian traditions than 
most other scholars put together, is about to publish a 
book arguing for a much stronger eye-witness content in 
the canonical gospels than has normally been supposed. 
The Christian writers of the early second century know 
the four canonical gospels, but show no knowledge of 
traditions like the gnostic writings. 

More especially, the divinity of Jesus is already firmly 
predicated by Paul, within twenty or thirty years of 
Jesus’ death. John and Hebrews – and indeed Luke and 
Matthew, who are almost as explicit – are written by 90 
or so at the latest, quite possibly much earlier. The idea 
that Jesus was ‘just a good man’ who ‘walked the earth 
and inspired millions to live better lives’ is a modern 
trivialization that, to do them justice, even the Nag 
Hammadi documents do not perpetrate.

In particular, the resurrection of Jesus was central 
to early Christianity; and his death was consequently 
interpreted, from extremely early in the movement, as (a) 
the fulfilment of the Jewish scriptures, (b) the defeat of 
all rival spiritual powers and (c) the means of forgiveness 
of sins. Early Christianity was not primarily a movement 
which showed, or taught, how one might live a better 
life; that came as the corollary of the main emphasis, 
which was that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had 
fulfilled his age-old purposes, had dealt with the powers 
of evil, and had launched his project of new creation 
upon the world. The early Christian gospel, which was 
then written up in the four canonical gospels, was the 
good news, not that a new teaching about hidden wisdom 
had appeared, enabling those who tapped into it to 
improve the quality of their lives here or even hereafter, 
but that something had happened through which the 
evil which had infected the world had been overthrown 
and a new creation launched, and that all human beings 
were invited to become part of that project by becoming 
renewed themselves.

In particular, this included from the start a strong 
political critique. Not the tired old 
left-wing harangue in Christian dress, 
of course, but a more subtle, more 
Jewish, more devastating critique: 
Jesus is Lord, therefore Caesar isn’t. 
That is there in Paul. It is there in 
Matthew. In John. In Revelation. That 
is why, from at least as early as the 
second century, the Roman empire 
was persecuting the people who were 
reading Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, 
Paul and the rest – not, we note, the 
people who were reading ‘Thomas’, 
‘Philip’ and the other Nag Hammadi 
codices. Why would Caesar worry 

about people rearranging their private spiritualities?

The challenge comes, therefore, at the level of worldview. 
Yes, of course the church has often got it wrong, including 
in its views of women (where it has, basically, failed to 
see what was there in the New Testament itself). Yes, the 
Constantinian settlement was deeply ambiguous; but they 
knew it at the time, and it was only with the high Middle 
Ages that things went so badly wrong. Yes, Christianity 
has – especially in the twentieth century – pretended that 
it’s a ‘faith’, unrelated to history. But its historical roots 
are rock solid, and the faith that is based on them is not a 
loose, ‘whatever-works-for-you’ postmodern construct. 

One of the basic fault lines in the contemporary western 
world is the line, which does not coincide with the huge 
left-right polarisation in America or its equivalents in 
Britain and Europe, between neo-gnosticism on the 
one hand and the challenge of Jesus on the other. Neo-
gnosticism (‘search deep inside yourself and you’ll 
discover some exciting things, and the only real moral 
imperative is that you should then be true to what you 
find’) is not a religion of redemption. It appeals to both 
the pride that says ‘I’m really quite an exciting person, 
whatever I may look like outwardly’ – the theme of half 
the cheap movies and novels in today’s world – and to 

One of the basic fault lines 
in the contemporary western 
world is the line, which does 

not coincide with the huge left-
right polarisation in America 

or its equivalents in Britain and 
Europe, between neo-gnosticism 

on the one hand and the 
challenge of Jesus on the other.
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the stimulus of ever-deeper navel-gazing (‘finding out 
who I really am’). The challenge of Jesus, in the twenty-
first century as in the first, is that we should look away 
from ourselves and get on board with the project the one 
true God launched at creation and re-launched with Jesus 
himself. The gospel demands that we submit to Jesus 
as Lord and allow all other allegiances, loves and self-
discoveries to be realigned in that light. 

God’s project, and God’s gospel, are rooted in solid history 
as opposed to gnostic fantasy and its modern equivalents. 
Genuine Christianity is to be expressed in self-giving love 
and radical holiness, not self-cossetting self-discovery. 
And it lives by, and looks for the completion of, the new 
world in which all knees will bow at the name of Jesus; 
not because he had a secret love-child, not because he 
was a teacher of recondite wisdom, not because he 
showed us how we could get in touch with the hidden 
feminine, but because he died as the fulfilment of the 

scriptural story of God’s people and rose as the fulfilment 
of the world-redeeming purposes of the same creator 
God. If there is any Holy Grail hidden in Durham, it 
might be the memorials to Lightfoot and Westcott, who 
gave us a century ago the solid scholarship upon which a 
robust and refreshing view of Christian origins can still 
be founded.

This conference looks at the lives 
of some of the key people who set 

the tone for the development of 
Christianity in the Northumberland 

and throughout much of England 
in the early mediaeval period. We 

believe that they have much to teach 
us in following Christ today, though 

the lessons may sometimes be less 
obvious than we like to think. 

A Celebration of 
our Celtic Christian 
Heritage
Wednesday 10th August 2005
for 7 days - £415
Based at St John’s College, Durham

A relaxing week learning about and visiting 
some of the most important historical sites in 
the region including Holy Island, York, Ripon, 
Monkwearmouth, Jarrow and Whitby. You will also 
benefit from the extensive knowledge of the staff 
of St. John’s College, Durham, with lectures on the 
growth of Christianity in the North of England. 
You will hear about Aidan, Cuthbert, Bede and 
Hilda and their struggle to bring Christianity into 
the pagan world of Northumbria, as well as the 
battle between the Celtic and Roman churches.

If you would like to find out more, contact LTG 

tel: +44 (0)20 8418 0460    email: celtic@ukltg.com    www.ukltg.com

B TOM WRIGHT is Bishop of Durham
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Rome Diary
A Diary of Life in Rome ~ April 2005

John Flack

Friday 1st April
We hear that the Pope has suffered a cardiac arrest 
and is very seriously ill. I spend the morning on 
the telephone getting information from “Vatican 

sources” and passing it on to staff in Lambeth Palace.    
By evening the crowds are building up in the Piazza San 
Pietro and along all the roads leading to the Vatican. I 
decide to join them.   I pass the banks of cameras in the 
press enclave outside the Castel Sant’Angelo, and the 
sight of my distinctive anglican purple shirt attracts some 
Press interest. The “News of the World” reporter asks 
me to explain why hundreds and thousands of people 
are coming to Rome – why is it so important! Soon I am 
live in front of the Sky News Cameras with a famous 
presenter explaining why John Paul II was so much 
loved by Anglicans. Back in front of St Peter’s, groups 
of young people are sitting in circles with candles in the 
middle blowing in the night breeze, praying for the Holy 
Father in his last hours. It is all intensely 
moving. No buses or taxis around by the 
time I leave St Peter’s at 2.15am, and so 
I walk.

Saturday 2nd April
Every two hours the Vatican 
issues new bulletins, so my 
computer is on all night and all 

day to keep up with them. They carefully 
describe the Pope’s last hours – the last one at 7.30pm 
says “the Pope is now beyond all hope of recovery and 
is losing consciousness”. It is estimated that there are 
now over half-a-million people surrounding the Vatican, 
waiting for that final bulletin. It comes at 9.50pm: “the 
Pope passed peacefully away at 9.37pm this evening”. A 
huge  groan goes up from the crowd, followed by silence.  
People form in groups holding hands – bearded men, 
willowy youngsters from Scandinavia and Germany,  
young nuns from the Far East, priests of all ages and sizes 
and nations. A moment of history that none of us will 
ever forget. Back in my office I am on the telephone for 
ages, briefing London and speaking to news agencies.

Sunday 3rd April
I struggle out of bed in time to preside and preach 
at the Anglican Eucharist in St Paul’s American 
Episcopal Church in the Via Nazionale. Wearing 

a purple cassock in Rome everyone assumes you are a 
cardinal, which is helpful when you are in a hurry. The 
church is crowded with people of all nationalities (and 
creeds, I guess) like many churches in Rome this morning.  
In my sermon I try to weave together the readings for the 
Second Sunday of Easter with a thanksgiving for the 
remarkable life of Karol Wojtyla, Pope John Paul II.    
Afterwards there is prosecco and nibbles in the sculptured 

churchyard of St Paul’s in bright Roman sunshine.    After 
lunch I fall into 3 hours of blissful sleep, catching up on 
two nights of nothing. Refreshed by evening I go up to 
the Vatican again. Immediately I find myself in front of 
the cameras of CNN, who ask me for an appraisal of 
the life of the late Pope from an Anglican perspective.   
Emerging from their stand I am picked up by Radio Five 
Live, where I describe for listeners the amazing scenes 
in front of the Vatican – thousands upon thousands of 
people. Why are they drawn there, when nothing new 
will happen this evening?

Monday 4th April
I’m up and out by 6.00am this morning, 
and taken to the temporary studios of CNN, 
in a tent such as that used by the crusaders, 

on top of the Janiculum hill. At 6.45am I watch amazed 
as a red dawn fills the Roman sky and the incredible 

beauty of this city is laid out before me. 
CNN’s morning presenter Richard Quest 
interviews me.  His gravelly voice and 
very quick mind make me concentrate. 
He asks me who I want as the new 
Pope. I give a cautious reply and he 
says “diplomatically put, Bishop”. I am 
conscious that via CNN I am being 
watched by millions across America and 
hundreds of thousands of people across 

the world in hotel bedrooms. Later in the day the time of 
the Pope’s funeral is confirmed – Friday 8th at 10.00am, 
so I am then in a flurry of diplomatic activity  with 
London, finding out who is coming, where they will 
stay, what the protocols will be, what transport can be 
provided etc etc.     And what are we going to do about 
the diary clash with the Royal Wedding?  The Archbishop 
of Canterbury and the Prime Minister clearly cannot be in 
two places at once.

Tuesday 5th April
By 6.15am I am in Five Live studios again 
– how the media loves an early call! It has the 
advantage of being able to get a bus or a taxi up 

to the Vatican without any difficulty. After breakfast on 
the way home, I hear that the Royal Wedding has been 
moved to Saturday, so there is no clash. In Rome this 
is seen as a wonderfully generous gesture on behalf of 
the British Royal Family. It will go a long way towards 
making Prince Charles and Camilla enormously popular 
in Italy and – I guess – with Catholics round the world.   
At lunchtime I preside at an Anglican Requiem Eucharist 
for the Pope, and a group of people crowd into our small 
chapel in the Centre. Most of the rest of the day is taken 
up with diplomatic work, hardly time to eat. I am just 
sitting down to an excellent dinner in one of my favourite 

B Why are they drawn there, when 
nothing new will happen this 
evening?

B Friendship is as much the 
lifeblood of ecumenism as the 
musings of the mind.
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restaurants when the BBC phones. They want me live on 
BBC 1. I leave my rigatoni alla carbonara half eaten and 
make my way up to the Via Conciliazione. But when I get 
there the carabinieri will not let me through their check 
point because I have not got a press card. And without 
the purple cassock I am not viewed as a Cardinal! In the 
end I have to eat humble pie with the BC and return to 
the remains of my carbonara.

Wednesday 6th April
The day begins with a 7.00am disaster 
courtesy of Vatican Radio.  I have arranged 
to broadcast live for BBC Radio 2 from 

there, but Reception at Vatican Radio knows nothing 
about it and send me to Paulo Sesto, a Vatican pilgrim’s 
hostel where there is a temporary studio. But when I reach 
Paulo Sesto no-one has ever heard of BBC Radio 2.  In 
the meantime the BBC Radio 2 presenter Sara Kennedy 
is saying live “We have lost a big Bishop!”. I go back 
to Vatican Radio and this time they are full of apologies 
and take me to a 4th floor studio. After the 8.00am BBC 
News there is a Don MacLean track and then I am live, 
describing the amazing scenes from the studio window.    
As my piece ends on a “reverent” note,  Bach’s “Air on a 
G String” fades me out.     
BBC2 is very inventive!   
As I leave the studios I 
look with amazement at 
the queue for the Pope’s 
lying-in-state.   It is now 
over a mile-and-a-half 
long. Here are people 
from every country in 
the world, with their 
national flags and 
banners and thousands 
of young people – part 
of Karol Wojtyla’s 
legacy. A priest’s voice 
comes over the outside 
speakers reciting the 
“Hail Mary” in ten 
different languages. Much of the rest of my day is 
spent getting the Anglican Centre ready for the invasion 
which will happen tomorrow. The place is cleaned from 
top to bottom, extra beds occupy any available corner,  
menus are worked out. I am enormously grateful for the 
dedication of the staff. Meanwhile e-mail messages of 
support begin to arrive from family and close friends, 
and from the two Dioceses in England where I served – 
Wakefield and Ely. This support means so much to me.

Thursday 7th April
By 9.00am I am back in the Via Conciliazione.    
The queue for the Lying-in-state is still there, 
though shorter because the carabinieri have 

sent thousands home disappointed, for safety reasons.
Emily Jane of BBC TV1 is waiting for me, and we do a 
“crowd piece” in which I talk with Emily Jane and with 
an Irish lady from Kilkenny and a young Polish woman 
from Cracow, the Pope’s home town. The Roman sun is 
already warm, foreheads and arms are reddening quickly, 
sun bloc everywhere, the water sellers have stopped 
selling water and are simply giving it away. Italian 

generosity is everywhere, carabinieri are helpful and chat 
with the crowds.  

Back at the Anglican Centre people start arriving – 
Archbishop Peter Carnley from Australia,  Canon Kenneth 
Kearon and Canon Gregory Cameron from the Anglican 
Communion Office in London, Bishop Geoffrey Rowell 
of the Anglican Diocese of Gibraltar in Europe and his 
suffragan Bishop David Hamid, and their Chaplain the 
Reverend Jonathan Goodall. My wife arrives from UK, 
having undergone an adventurous journey from UK via 
Pisa and train to Rome. By 5.30pm I am at Fiumicino, 
Rome’s international airport, waiting in the VIP Lounge 
for the arrival of the Archbishop of Canterbury and his 
chaplains. With me is Father Don Bolen, who runs the 
English Desk in the Vatican, who has done a wonderful 
job in the last few days making it possible for an 
Anglican delegation to be part of the Pope’s funeral.  It 
is a special moment when Don and I are taken out on to 
the tarmac and there is Archbishop Rowan, bearded and 
be-cassocked, with hand outstretched to greet us. We are 
straight into Vatican cars with police outriders and go at 
high speed from the airport down the Via Aurelia and 
immediately to St Peter’s for the lying-in-state. We are 

met by His Eminence 
the Archbishop of 
Westminster Cardinal 
Cormac Murphy 
O’Connor, head of 
the English Roman 
Catholic Church.   
Entering the great 
Basilica by a side 
door the party of 8 
Anglicans are allowed 
inside the sanctuary to 
pray close by the body 
of Pope John Paul II.    
It is a moment I shall 
always remember 
– several thousand 
people inside St Peter’s 

and yet, a profound, deep silence. After Supper we all 
assemble in the Venerable English College, a Roman 
Catholic seminary for English students, whose history 
goes back to the 14th century. Night Prayer is sung by 
the students, and the Archbishop of Canterbury preaches 
a memorable sermon. At the end of the service we are all 
brought to tears as the Archbishops of Canterbury and 
Westminster walk out side by side, part of the healing of 
a rift which has gone on for nearly five centuries.

Friday 8th April
The alarm wakes me at 5.20am, and by 6.15am 
our party, now grown to 11 by the addition 
of my wife Julia and the two Anglican parish 

priests in Rome, Jonathan Boardman and Michael Vono, 
are in taxis heading for an hotel on the Aurelia Antica.    
There we meet with what seems like a hundred Eastern 
Orthodox bishops, their different headgear indicating 
which Orthodox church they represent. To our delight 
there are also representatives of the British Reformed 
churches, leading Methodists in colourful stoles and 
leaders of the Church of Scotland and the Salvation Army.  
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And there is a beautifully arrayed Bishop from the Polish 
National Catholic Church and the Archbishop of Utrecht 
from the Old Catholics. Our Archbishop, energetic as 
always, manages to greet everyone. Then in coaches 
(called ‘Pullmans’ in Italy) to St Peter’s, entering by a 
side door again and then to our seats on the north side of 
the Altar, atop the steps in the Piazza San Pietro. It’s not 
often I’m in my seat two hours before a service starts! 
The next two hours are fascinating, watching the Heads 
of States arrive – they sit on the south side opposite us.   
Here are the King and Queens of Spain and of Sweden,  
here are three Presidents of the USA – two Bushes and 
Bill Clinton,  here is Tony and Cherie Blair, and then the 
Prince of Wales, on what should have been his Wedding 
Day. By this time the crowds are back beyond the end 
of the Via Conciliazione and the press are billing it as 
“the biggest funeral ever” and they are probably right. 
In the run-up to ten o’clock final preparations are made, 
sanctuary carpets blown up by the wind are nailed to the 
ground and the Easter Candle is repositioned for the sixth 
time.  The Funeral Mass begins as 114 cardinals process 
in.  Cardinal Ratzinger presides at the service in his role 
as the Dean of the Colleg of Cardinals.  He preaches a 
simple yet profound sermon.  Without idolising the dead 
Pope he links a long life and a priestly vocation to the 
words of the Gospel, John 21: “Simon son of John do 
you love me”  “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you”,   
“Feed my sheep”. There could be no better description 
of the calling of a Roman Pontiff than those last three 
words. The crowd applauds in the Italian fashion at 
various points in the sermon and in the Mass. They wave 
huge banners saying “Santo Subito!” (“make him a saint 
immediately”). The service comes to and end, and we are 
out on the tree-lined courtyard known as the Canonica,  
saying our farewells to the Archbishop of Canterbury, 
who is returning to London immediately for the Royal 
Wedding. The rest of the day is lost in a haze of sleep and 
telephone calls, arrangements for our guests to fly home, 
and in drawing a line under one of the most memorable 
days in a lifetime.   

Tuesday 19th April
The second day of the Conclave and most of 
Rome waits with bated breath.  We’ve been 
told to expect smoke at St Peter’s at 12 noon, 

so at 11.35am I rush out to catch a number 64 bus up 
to the Vatican,  hanging on to my wallet for dear life  
(number 64 is known as the “Pickpockets Express”). 
Everyone seems to be going the same way – walking, 
running, driving – there are thousands of “motorinos” 
– the ubiquitous Roman scooter. So the number 64 is 
slow, and I arrive at St Peter’s just in time to see black 
smoke curl into the sky. No surprises there – no-one 
expects a result in under 24 hours. The next smoke, we’re 
told, will be at 7.00pm.  Later in the afternoon – soon 
after 5.30pm – Jonathan Boardman (Rome’s Anglican 
Chaplain) phones me to say “there’s white smoke on 
TV” so I put down everything and rush. A number 916 
orange bus comes and 120 people get on it, all heading 
in the same direction. We have to get off the bus at the 
Ponte Sisto and walk across the Tiber to St Peter’s, part 

of a teeming mass of humanity, just like Old Trafford 
on match day. There is the white smoke on the giant TV 
screens (it really is like Old Trafford)  and the Piazza San 
Pietro is filling up. A large banner says “John XXIV for 
Pope” – from www.radicalpope.com

We wait the regulation 40 minutes after the white smoke 
for the announcement. There is a slight movement 
of velvet curtains on the central balcony above the 
doors of St Peter’s and then comes the cry “Habemus 
Papam” – we have a new Pope and his name is  Josef 
Cardinal Ratzinger, who will be known as Benedict XVI. 
Applause ripples through the crowd of 100,00 people and 
the new Pope comes out to bless us, speaking clearly and 
precisely in Italian, French, English and German. One 
thing is clear – the new Pope is a linguist.

Wednesday 20th April
I spend the morning dealing with reactions 
to Cardinal Ratzinger’s appointment, on 
the net and on the telephone. There are 

extreme reactions, both of approval and disapproval.   
Approval centres round his reputation as a scholar 
and a linguist, disapproval because he is not from the 
developing world. The choice of the name “Benedict” 
gives out strong European signals.  I decide to be cautious 
in my public statements. Just as well, because soon I am 
being pressed to comment by “The Times”, Radio Belfast 
and the Hertfordshire Mercury, to name but three. By the 
afternoon the telephone lines to Lambeth are buzzing 
with arrangements for the Inauguration of Benedict XVI, 
which we learn will take place this Sunday, just four days 
away. The Roman Church certainly doesn’t hang about!     
I spend some time “gently bartering” over the size of the 
Anglican delegation to the Inauguration, which this time 
will include Bishops and other representatives from the 
wider Anglican Communion as well as home. Later I walk 
out into the Largo Argentina  (the large square where it 
is said that the assassination of Julius Caesar took place) 
to buy today’s English newspapers – they usually hit 
the streets here around 4.00pm.  I eat my supper with 
the “Times”  the “Telegraph” and the “Guardian”.  I’m 
shocked that two of these quality newspapers cannot 
spell “Papam” properly. Where are today’s Latinists 
among the sub-editors? O tempora, O mores!

Thursday 21st April
Thursday begins with a very pleasant breakfast 
in a hotel facing Santa Maria Maggiore.  Over 
a cappuchino and a cornetti crema I marvel 

on Ferdinando Fuga’s wonderful facade, designed for 
another Pope Benedict  (XIV) in 1750.  My host is a well-
known Italian journalist, whose work I admire.  He wants 
to meet our Archbishop, of course, at the Inauguration. 
On these occasions my cricket technique is useful – “play 
a straight bat and don’t get caught out”. Walking back 
past the Angelicum (University of St Thomas Aquinas) I 
marvel at a perfect early Summer’s day in Rome – warm 
sunshine, a delicate breeze, sumptuous architecture, 
pre-Christian archaeology, friendly greetings from the 
carabinieri. Back in the Anglican Centre my whimsical 
musings are shattered by 41 e-mail messages, 11 
answerphone queries, plumbers installing a new shower 
and decorators in the Chapel.  And I’ve got 6 guests 
staying over the weekend, and 21 to lunch on Sunday.
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Friday 22nd April
By 8.00am there’s a journalist in the Anglican 
Centre from Canadian TV, soon followed by a 
German television crew. I remember that the new 

Pope is German and so I do a respectful piece, conscious 
that I am being watched live by schoolchildren and 
students in places like Frankfurt and Hamburg. Bishop 
David Beetge arrives from the Church of the Province of 
South Africa – the first of our guests. He’s an important 
Anglican member of the International Anglican Roman 
Catholic Commission for Unity 
and Mission (IARCCUM).   
And he’s bigger than me, which 
I find very re-assuring. The 
Centre is being cleaned from 
top to bottom, with cleaners 
trailing plumbers in something 
resembling a domestic Gay 
Gordons. The rest of the day is 
a flurry of telephonic activity, 
last minute arrangements with 
the Vatican and Lambeth, 
discussions about flight times 
and the colour of Bishops’ 
chimeres.    The English papers 
today are full of the British 
General Election Campaign, 
which reminds me that my 
agendas are not everybody’s. I 
wonder who will be coming to 
represent the Government on Sunday?

Saturday 23rd April
The alarm rings at 5.30am and an hour later 
I’m on the Leonardo Express to Fiumicino – 
Rome’s International Airport. Any resemblance 

between the Leonardo Express and the Heathrow Express 
disappears when I tell you that the Leonardo takes 35 
minutes to cover 11 miles. So I am late to greet Bishop 
Chris Epting, who has just arrived from New York, 
where he works in “815 Second Avenue” -  ECUSA’s 
headquarters. He’s one of two Bishops representing 
ECUSA at the Inauguration. A taxi covers the 11 miles 
back into Rome in just 15 minutes, which includes stops 
at 4 sets of traffic lights. Julia arrives from England and 
the kitchen is a hive of activity. By mid-afternoon I am 
back at Fiumicino hoping to meet Bishops Geoffrey 
Rowell, David Hamid and Michael Nazir-Ali, but only 
one of them has been put on the VIP list and so we get 
split into two groups. All is well when we are re-united 
in the Vatican’s chosen rendezvous, the Domus Mariae 
on the Via Aurelia. From there it is back to Fiumicino 
and this time all is well, I am soon greeting Archbishop 
Rowan and Mrs Jane Williams and heading back into 
Rome, this time at 85mph behind 6 police outriders.     
We are soon in the Venerable English College with a 
welcome drink to hand.        

Sunday 24th April
The day of the Inauguration arrives. By 6.00am I 
am looking up anxiously at a doubtful Roman sky. 
At 7.00am the “Anglican Centre” gang are in taxis 

trying to reach the rendezvous point at the Domus Mariae. 
At junction after junction we come face-to-face with 
road blocs. But Bishop Martyn Jarrett and I are wearing 

purple cassocks and these impress the traffic police, who 
salute us and move the barriers for us. By 8.30am we 
are in our seats in the Piazza San Pietro, with a warm 
breeze blowing in our faces and a clear sky. We watch 
the “Heads of State” delegations arriving. The British 
one consists of the Duke of Edinburgh (a cheery wave), 
Lord Falconer and Dame Shirley Williams. At 10.00am 
the Litany of the Saints begins (Tu illum adiuva) and 115 
cardinals enter in matching gold chasubles. The Mass is 
in normal order, with the Giving of the Pallium and the 

Ring following the Gospel. It is 
very solemn, and there is a hush 
from the 400,000 congregation.   
Then Benedict XVI preaches, 
quoting his predecessor, John 
Paul II – “non abbiate paura”  
- “do not fear, for Christ leads 
his church from darkness to 
light. Follow Me.” He explores 
the Gospel reading, John 21 
and explains the meaning of 
the Pallium and the Ring. Later 
in the Mass I share the Peace 
with Roman Catholic Bishops 
I know through the Focolare 
movement, with Salvation 
Army representatives, with a 
leader from the Billy Graham 
Evangelistic Organisation and 
with Armenian and Syrian 

Orthodox Bishops. Thus the long arm of Rome stretches 
round the globe, ignoring the chasms of history. At 
the end of Mass Benedict XVI steps unaided into the 
popemobile and is driven off through the crowds, who 
chant in football-fashion “Benedetto, Benedetto!”

At 6.00pm Archbishop Rowan goes to All Saints English 
Church in the Via del Babuino and presides at Anglican 
Sung Eucharist. There is ‘standing room only’ and it is 
humbling to see a good number of our Roman Catholic 
friends there, drawn by the ecumenical nature of this 
very special day. The Archbishops draws our attention to 
today’s Gospel reading “I am the way, the truth and the 
life” and reminds us what a profound statement this is, as 
part of the re-calling of the whole Church to its common 
root. After the Eucharist there is a frantic search for taxis 
and a dash through back alleyways reminiscent of The 
Italian Job until we reach the glittering church of Santa 
Maria in Trastevere with the fabulous coffered ceiling 
of Domenichino. Here Archbishop Rowan preaches to a 
congregation of over 500, many of them young people, at 
Vespers for the Community of Sant’Egidio. By 9.30pm it 
is spotting with rain as I walk back from Trastevere past 
Monte Savello. The Tiber sends back a glassy stare in the 
darkness. It has seen many such days in the past.

Monday 25th April
Laying in bed till 8.00am has become an 
unaccustomed luxury, as are the bacon 
and eggs which appear at 8.30am.  By 

9.00am we are back on the way to the Domus Mariae, 
our rendezvous point for the trip to the Audience for 
Ecumenical Guests. Coaches take us into the Vatican 
State with much saluting by the Swiss Guards. Soon we 
find ourselves in the Sala Clementina waiting for His 
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Holiness to arrive. There is endless fascination to be 
gained by interpreting the frescos in this Sala, built at the 
behest of Pope Clement VIII in 1595. Suddenly we are 
asked to stand and in walks Benedict XVI at a brisk pace 
in smart white cassock and stunning bright red shoes. He 
sits on a throne-like chair and reads a welcoming speech 
in Italian, French and English. Then he gets up from the 
chair and makes his way round the room greeting every 
single person individually. It is all very informal, with a 
normal handshake. We are invited to introduce ourselves, 
and we can choose to converse with the Pope in English, 
Italian, French or German. We note that the papal tiara is 
not in evidence and has been removed from the coat of 
arms. This is clearly to be a different style of papacy with 
much of the old formality gone.  He greets Anglicans, 
Methodists, Reformed leaders, Orthodox Bishops and 
leaders of the inter-faith communities – Islam, Buddhist, 
Hindu, Sikh and others. Benedict XVI is clearly going to 
speak to the world at large, and not only to the Roman 

Catholic Church. With a wave of the hands and a final 
Italian greeting he is gone. Later at a Press Conference 
in the Venerable English College, the Archbishops of 
Canterbury and Westminster jointly weave their way 
through a minefield of questions and emerge together 
as the close friends they have become. A reminder that 
friendship – the beatings of the heart – is as much the 
lifeblood of ecumenism as the musings of the mind. As 
Cardinal J H Newman put it “cor ad cor loquitur”  - heart 
speaks to heart.  May the inauguration of Benedict XVI 
encourage Anglicans and Roman Catholics to do just 
that.

A Theology of the Use and 
Misuse of Alcohol
Chris Cook

St Paul seemed pretty clear that some 
things were simply wrong. The various 
lists of vices which he employed in 
his letters were probably intended to 

elicit immediate agreement from his readers. They 
were generally intended to be uncontroversial. 
However, times change and some items in his lists 
now appear much more debatable than they were 
two millennia ago. Some items are now interpreted 
differently, and some attract more public moral 
opprobrium than others. It is, of course, those that 
are now controversial which now also attract most 
public debate. However, having now spent 20 years 
working with people with alcohol 
and other drug problems, it is St 
Paul’s inclusion of drunkenness in 
a number of these lists  which has 
increasingly interested me over 
recent years.

Moderate alcohol consumption is seen as 
a normal part of contemporary western 
lifestyle. Whilst the misuse of alcohol is 
recognised as a matter for social concern our enjoyment 
of alcohol as a society makes us ambivalent about its 
associated problems, and matters of alcohol policy have 
proved to be controversial and unpopular, even where 
strong scientific evidence supports the health benefits of 
particular courses of political action. When it comes to 
drunkenness, we might still expect the majority of those 
who read Paul’s letters today to express disapproval. 
Amongst those who read the New Testament rarely or not 

at all, there might be much greater debate. Drunkenness 
is seen by many as being another way of having fun, 
of relaxing, and of getting away from the stresses and 
problems of today’s world. But even amongst those who 
do consider themselves to be Christians, the matter is not 
at all straightforward. Jesus was apparently accused by his 
opponents of being a drunkard (see eg Luke 7:34) and on 
this basis I have heard it suggested in a Sunday sermon that 
Jesus must himself have been drunk at times – a suggestion 
which attracted great controversy after the service!

Of course, drunkenness is not the only matter of 
concern. Whilst it may be associated with violence, 

family dysharmony and other forms of 
antisocial behaviour, alcohol causes or is 
associated with a wide and diverse range 
of problems – social, psychological and 
biological – which may or may not 
be associated with overt drunkenness. 
Furthermore, alcohol consumption and 
alcohol related problems are quantifiable 
variables. It might well be that there is 
greater agreement about the ethics of 

drinking very large amounts of alcohol, or about the 
morality of very serious alcohol related problems. Slight 
intoxication at home with friends is one thing, but causing 
a death by drunken driving is quite another. Whilst there 
is much truth in this, it does not answer questions about 
how much is “too much” or about how likely and how 
serious problems have to be to be before they become 
ethically unacceptable consequences of drinking alcohol. 
Furthermore, it does not get to the heart of an important 

B In the 19th Century the concept 
of ‘chronic inebriety’, was 
medicalized.

B BISHOP JOHN FLACK is the Archbishop of 
Canterbury’s Representative to the Holy See, and 
Director of the Anglican Centre, Rome

B We all have a subjective 
compulsion to do things that 
we don’t want to do.
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way in which our view of the whole subject has changed 
dramatically since the time of St Paul.

Whatever controversies about drinking and drunkenness 
there might have been (and such problems are referred 
to in literature spanning the whole of Christian history) 
things changed most significantly in the 19th Century as 
the concept of “chronic inebriety” was medicalised and 
increasingly subjected to scientific scrutiny. Prior to this 
time, it is probably fair to say that drunkenness was not 
seen very differently to any of the other kinds of vice 
in St Paul’s lists. Christendom knew that drunkenness, 
like adultery and theft, was wrong. People shouldn’t 
do these things – but they did. All people were sinful 
and all needed forgiveness. All were called to amend 
their lives. Drunkenness was one thing amongst many 
for which people needed to repent. But the increasing 
medicalisation of the problem, concurrent with the much 
wider effects of the enlightenment on public discourse, 
changed this forever. Drunkenness, and other alcohol 
related problems, came to be viewed not so much as 
primarily ethical issues, and certainly not a theological 
matters, but rather as concerns of public health, public 
policy and public order.

Whilst the majority of people who get drunk are not in 
any commonly accepted sense “alcoholics”, perceptions 
of drunkenness have also been influenced by the 
development of the concept of “addiction”. This concept, 
extended to the use of a variety of other drugs and also 
to various behaviours in which no extrinsic chemical 
substance is involved at all, has been notoriously 
elusive of a universally agreed definition. However, it 
is now scientifically encapsulated in the concept of the 
dependence syndrome. The alcohol dependent person 
is understood as suffering from a bio-psycho-social 
disorder which importantly changes and constrains the 
usual experience of freedom of choice about drinking 
behaviour. The alcohol dependent person experiences 
withdrawal symptoms when they stop drinking and 
they experience a subjective “compulsion” to continue 
drinking. Because we usually do not consider people 
to be morally responsible for acts about which they 
have no freedom of volition, the concept of addiction 
or dependence introduces an important change in the 
way that drunkenness – or at least chronic drunkenness 
or “alcoholism” – is commonly viewed. To the extent 
that the alcohol dependent person is the subject of 
this “compulsion” they are not free moral agents, and 
their responsibility may be understood as diminished or 
removed.

Paradoxically, the concept of addiction has not always 
led to moral sympathy for the addict. Perhaps this is 
partly because the individual is seen as responsible for 
their plight. If they hadn’t drunk too much (or perhaps if 
they hadn’t drunk at all) they would never have become 
alcohol dependent. However, I think that this lack of 
sympathy also concerns the emphasis that is placed 
upon the difference that exists between the addict or 
alcoholic and other people. Instead of being sinful as we 
are all sinful, the addict comes to be viewed as sinful in 
a different kind of way, or to a greater degree. In fact, 
the so called “moral model” has become the subject of 
much criticism in scientific and medical circles. The 

more enlightened view is to understand the addict as sick 
rather than sinful. But, in my opinion, this unfashionable 
and discredited moral model is neither Pauline nor 
Christian, and I would suggest that it owes more to the 
enlightenment than to Christian tradition. It is a morality 
which singles out the other person as different to self, 
rather than one which understands all human beings as 
sinful, including oneself. It is a morality which ignores 
or overlooks one’s own failings and draws attention to 
those of someone else. This would seem to have more in 
common with the hypocrisy that was so often condemned 
by Jesus in the gospels than with the morality of one who 
was himself counted “a glutton and a drunkard, a friend 
of tax collectors and sinners”.  

Unfortunately, scientific and theological debate no longer 
take place in the same forum. Matters of religion are 
largely relegated by secular society to the private domain. 
As areas of academic discourse theology and science are 
discussed in completely different journals, conferences 
and common rooms, as though they had little to do with 
each other. (Borderlands is, of course, a happy exception 
to this general tendency!) The implication is clearly 
that theology is no longer considered necessary to a 
proper understanding of matters such as addiction and 
drunkenness. And yet, spirituality – largely as a result 
of the work of Alcoholics Anonymous and its sister 
organisations – is increasingly considered to be vital to 
provision of holistic treatment, and addictive disorders 
are viewed by many as being a spiritual problem. 
Theology has thus been replaced by science, and religion 
by spirituality. Does Christianity (or any of the world’s 
other major faith traditions) any longer have anything 
important to contribute to the debate?

It is my contention that Christian theology does have an 
important contribution to make to an understanding of 
addictive disorders – and particularly to an understanding 
of the ethics of alcohol use and misuse. However, 
this contribution is best appreciated not by a narrow 
focus on scriptural texts making explicit reference to 
drunkenness, but rather by broader theological reflection 
on the phenomenon of alcohol dependence and addiction. 
In my forthcoming book, Alcohol, Addiction and 
Christian Ethics, I have taken two Christian texts for 
detailed study, on the basis that they appear to reflect 
a phenomenologically similar experience to that of the 
subjective compulsion of alcohol dependence. The first 
of these is St Paul’s discussion of the divided self in 
Romans 7, and the second is Book 8 of the Confessions 
of St Augustine of Hippo. Both of these texts reflect 
an understanding of the ways in which individuals can 
struggle within themselves in respect of behaviour that 
they aspire to.

In Romans 7 (vv15-19), for example, St Paul writes:
“I do not understand my own actions. For I do not 
do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Now 
if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is 
good. But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but 
sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing 
good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can 
will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not 
do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is 
what I do.”
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And compare this with the experience of an alcohol 
dependent woman, married to an alcohol dependent 
husband, whose story came to be included in the “Big 
book” of Alcoholics Anonymous:

“George tried many times to go on the wagon. If I had 
been sincere in what I thought I wanted more than 
anything else in life – a sober husband and a happy, 
contented home – I would have gone on the wagon with 
him. I did try, for a day or two, but something always 
would come up that would throw me. It would be a 
little thing; the rugs being crooked, or any silly little 
thing that I’d think was wrong, and 
off I’d go, drinking...... I reached a 
stage where I couldn’t go into my 
apartment without a drink. It didn’t 
bother me anymore whether George 
was drinking or not. I had to have 
liquor. Sometimes I would lie on the 
bathroom floor, deathly sick, praying 
I would die, and praying to God as 
I always had prayed to Him when I 
was drinking: “Dear God, get me out 
of this one and I’ll never do it again.” 
And then I’d say, “God, don’t pay 
any attention to me. You know I’ll do 
it tomorrow, the very same thing.”” 

If we are honest, I think that we 
all have these kinds of experiences. 
It may not be quite as dramatic, 
and the implications might not be 
quite as serious, but we all find 
ourselves doing things that we know 
we shouldn’t do and then regretting 
it. We struggle to stop destructive patterns of behaviour 
and find ourselves doing the very things that we have 
decided in our own minds we will not do. We eat more 
than we know we need; even to the point of prejudicing 
our own health. We find ourselves sucked back in to 
particular arguments, or destructive relationships, when 
we have promised ourselves that we won’t go there again. 
We spend time watching television when we know that 
work or family commitments require urgent attention. 
We spend money on things that we know we can’t 
afford. And so the examples go on – often known only to 
ourselves or to those closest to us – but all representing 
the same internal struggle to be the kinds of people that 
we desperately want ourselves to be.

Looked at in this way, it might be argued that we all 
have a subjective compulsion to do things that we don’t 
want to do. Perhaps it is even a characteristically human 
experience to have such internal struggles and to be 
aware of having them. It certainly is not unique to the 
experience of the addict or alcoholic. And even if the 
atheist or humanist might wish to choose a different 
language, these struggles have been the concern of 
theology for many centuries before they came to be a 
topic of scientific interest.

For St Paul, the solution was clear:
“Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me 
from this body of death? Thanks be to God through 
Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

He understood the grace of God in Jesus Christ as being 
the only way to become free from this struggle – and 
Augustine of Hippo went on to write in similar vein about 
the necessity of this grace to set us free from the struggle 
set up by the division of the human will against itself. 
A post-modern culture is much less happy to accept the 
particularity of this solution, but Alcoholics Anonymous 
adopted a not dissimilar, albeit not so Christocentric, 
understanding in the 2nd of its 12 Steps:

“We... came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves 
could restore us to sanity.”

The necessity of a “Higher 
Power”, whatever it might be, as a 
component of a spiritual recovery 
from alcoholism was to become 
fundamental to the philosophy of 
Alcoholics Anonymous. For St Paul 
and St Augustine, faith in Christ was 
the only pathway to freedom from 
the divided self.

Many men and women have found 
freedom from addiction through 
spiritual and religious experiences – 
but many continue to struggle despite 
their faith. On the other hand, secular 
programmes of treatment with no 
spiritual or religious component at 
all continue to benefit many. We 
must therefore be wary of proposing 
simple solutions such as those that 
require Christian faith, or exclude 
such faith, as a means of recovery 

from addiction. However, in one form or another, it would 
appear that grace is an important component of recovery, 
and grace is a theological concept. To separate theology 
and science in discussion about such matters is therefore, 
I would argue, at least a highly impoverishing approach 
to a proper understanding of the nature of addiction.

To return to the broader problems in society of alcohol 
use and misuse, I would propose that theology still has 
important things to say. To imagine that the man or 
woman with a drinking problem is either the victim of 
their environment or the agent of their own catastrophe 
is equally simplistic. We are all both agents and victims, 
and western culture fosters various kinds of dependence 
in various ways. Whilst we need to analyse such systems 
as matters of public health and public policy, Christians 
also need to formulate their own theological models of 
these systems and to articulate them in the course of 
secular debate. Not to do so is to collude with the implicit 
assumption that such phenomena can be adequately 
understood within an essentially atheistic framework of 
understanding.

BCHRIS COOK is Honorary Professorial Fellow 
in the Department of Theology and Religion, 
Durham University



BORDERLANDS 35Summer 2005

Bishops, their Families 
and British Life
Douglas Davies

How does research work? 
How do ideas flow? 
Doubtless in many ways 
and with particular 

twists and turns in different disciplines. Here I 
wish to sketch an outline of one project that is still 
work in progress but which is now drawing to a 
close and should see the light of day in a book to be 
published in 2006. Its focus is on bishops, their wives 
and families; it concerns influences upon their lives 
and their influence on others. Though largely an 
exercise in the sociology of religion it also involves 
theological issues and, in that sense, is something 
of an interdisciplinary venture, something quite 
appropriate as a Borderlands topic.

The project started with one idea and now seems to be 
ending with another. Let me explain. Just about five 
years ago the question of anticlericalism 
crossed my mind. It seemed to me 
that England had not experienced 
anticlericalism as had, for example, 
some Catholic countries on the Continent 
and in contemporary Ireland. It was a 
general impression.  Why might this 
be? It seemed a worthwhile subject for 
research. As I began to focus on the issue 
of families, on the fact that British clergy 
were, very largely, married and with families in contrast 
to the celibate priests of Catholic cultures, so the question 
emerged as to the nature and role of these families in 
society at large. Did they serve as a kind of buffer-zone 
between priest and world and might their presence serve 
to ‘interpret’ priests to others? Might the absence of an 
immediate family place the celibate priest in a world 
without such a user-friendly buffer-zone?  These were the 
questions in mind around 1999-2000.

To address these questions I thought it would be wise 
to frame a research proposal for a major research award 
to what was then, the Arts and Humanities Research 
Board. As I started to think more critically about this it 
soon became apparent that the issue of anticlericalism 
and celibacy could hardly be approached without first 
considering the issue of clerical families.  So it was that 
the germinal project began to take shape as a study of 
clerical families. But where should one begin with that 
topic? A major problem of all research is finance. What 
can be done is always constrained by how much money 
is available. Since I was also interested in the way clergy 
influenced the world around them and were influenced by 
it, I wondered what kind of group might best be chosen 
for study. So it was that I alighted upon the idea of 
choosing retired bishops of the Church of England. These 

comprised an identifiable and distinctive group, and one 
with a relatively high social profile. By choosing retired 
people I thought they would have more time to give to the 
project and would, perhaps, be more free to express their 
thoughts than working bishops or other clergy who are not 
always the best participants in social survey work.    

Fortunately the grant application was successful, or 
largely so, for we did not get all the money we requested 
which meant that the anticlerical-celibacy feature had to 
fall into the background. Nevertheless the award meant 
that between October 2001 and September 2004 I was 
able to begin the project having appointed Dr Mathew 
Guest as the key post-doctoral research associate. His 
previous background involved degrees in theology as 
well as sociology and he had already conducted research 
of his own among Christian congregations. As we set 
about the research two broad areas began to identify 

themselves. One focused on the bishop 
as such. What were the influences upon 
his life? Here the questions of his own 
initial family life alongside school, 
church, military experience, university, 
theological college, curacies and parish 
responsibilities all came into play. Were 
the main influences on his decision 
to consider ordination and to follow a 
certain style of ministry drawn from 

very specific individuals, from dramatic events, from 
theological ideas or from personal religious experiences? 
How had the shift into episcopacy affected his life? How, 
for example, had it affected his previous churchmanship?
 
For example, is there any substance to the popular view 
that evangelicals lose something of their cutting edge 
once they become bishops? Here we have been able to 
describe something of the spiritual career of each bishop, 
examining the ways in which they think about their own 
personal religious life and also the more public aspect of 
their ministry. One significant aspect of the project took 
shape in and through the idea of ‘spiritual capital’, an 
idea developed from the sociological discussion of social 
capital. This describes the formal and informal networks 
through which bishops gained experience and influence 
and through which they have been able to extend and 
develop their ministry. In a sense it also describes the 
ever growing experience that starts in the child, grows in 
the young man, and expands through his life in various 
kinds of parish, group, social class, educational and 
occupational context etc. Within this domain we have 
explored the kinds of religious influence upon each 
bishop. Just how have theological trends, churchmanship 
traditions, college Christian Unions, specific mentors or 
spiritual directors, or their own parents, influenced their 

B Do clerical families serve as a 
buffer-zone between priest and 
world?

B How did bishops’ wives view 
their own life?
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religious life, vocation and pastoral practice? Here we 
have come to see bishops as a distinctive group of people 
who, for example, are likely to have a breadth and depth 
of contact from professional homes, university, military 
service, working class parishes, various organizations in 
their diocese and county and in the House of Lords. Few 
people in Britain move through as many different spheres 
and accumulate such a rich store of social and spiritual 
capital as these people. It is then interesting to see how 
they use it and, perhaps, how their families are affected 
by it. 

And this brings us to the other major part of our project, 
the family life of each bishop. How had their earlier life as 
a priest shaped their family life or been shaped by it? And 
what happened to that family life 
once the priest became a bishop? 
Here we were very conscious 
of the two very popular cultural 
images of the bishop’s wife 
(probably authoritarian) and of 
the bishop’s child (probably wild 
and wayward). But was there 
any substance to these images?

To try and establish some basis in 
fact, or at least in the interpretation 
and understanding of life that 
produces what sociologists 
sometimes see as ‘social facts’, 
we set about finding out. It is, 
sociologically, quite convenient 
that there are only about one 
hundred or so retired Church 
of England bishops alive at any 
one time. This meant we could 
approach the entire population 
of them with a postal questionnaire. This we did after 
having engaged with a pilot group of bishops who helped 
us frame and refine our questions. Through them we also 
sought access to their wives and children, asking them 
to pass on questionnaires to those family members who 
were, otherwise, very difficult or impossible to identify.  
The outcome of this was a long and fascinating series of 
interviews with a sample of bishops, as well as some of 
their wives and children. Of course very many of their 
children were already adult with families of their own 
and this was important for our study since one of our 
major theoretical concerns lay in the transmission and 
transformation of religious values from one generation to 
another. This is an important part of the material we are 
now analysing and writing up for the book, namely, what 
values and beliefs motivate the bishops’ children as they 
bring up their own families, the bishops’ grandchildren, 
and as they pursue their own careers. Indeed, just what 
sort of career do bishops’ children choose, and do they 
do so under the influence of their father’s job or of his 
position in society. Does the ‘spiritual capital’ focused 
in the bishop’s family, for example, foster a sense of 
vocation that is applied in the professional careers of the 
bishop’s children?

How do bishops’ families operate? Since the bishop is 
the father in God of his diocese and the major Christian 

teacher of the faith does he serve those functions within his 
own biological family? Does he teach his own children? 
Do they feel that they have learned the faith from him? If 
so, was it through formal teaching or informal example? 
Or does the bishop see his family as a neutral territory as 
far as teaching the faith is concerned? Perhaps there is a 
tradition of playing down the religious elements of raising 
children on the part of bishops, who are all too aware 
of the pressures placed on their families by the wider 
community. These are amongst the key questions thrown 
up by the project, as is the question of whether the bishop, 
as father, is the key player in the home. What of his wife 
and the children’s mother? Her role emerged increasingly 
within the research as of crucial significance. As part of 
that we begin to examine more closely the family as a base 

from which and out of which 
married bishops live and work. 
Could they do so as effectively 
if they were single? That too we 
address. 

Other high profile questions are 
also pinpointed in the research. 
There is, for example, the nature 
of place in ministerial and 
family life associated with the 
shift from vicarage to palace. 
Then there are the dynamic 
relationships between diocesan 
and suffragan bishops and the 
different qualities of each, 
and what of the relationships 
between these bishops’ wives? 
Indeed, how did bishops’ wives 
view their own life? Did they 
share in the ministry of their 
husband, pursue a distinct career 

of their own or focus on bringing up the family and 
managing their husband’s domestic base?

We have, in this short article, explored a series of questions 
through sketched scenes of Episcopal experience. At 
present that must, I fear, suffice. It will, however, give 
you some brief sense of how this project has developed 
and of the issues we are now working on as our research 
approaches its closing stages. It also shows how one idea 
leads to another as a project develops, and how research 
questions evolve in light of changing interests and practical 
constraints. We are still left with the unanswered question 
of whether clerical families play a part in offsetting anti-
clericalism, but that must await another day.  

Bishops, Wives and Children: Spiritual Capital Across the 
Generations by Douglas Davies and Mathew Guest is to be 
published by Ashgate in 2006.

BDOUGLAS DAVIES (BA, St John’s) is Professor in the 
Study of Religion and Head of Department, Department 
of Theology and Religion, Durham University
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Bishop Bill liked to blend in when shopping with his wife...
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book perspective

Although Christians and Muslims have been living 
together for hundreds of years, they have always 
had a ghetto mentality, especially with regard 

to their faiths. Mutual ignorance, some would argue, 
was the price of trouble-free coexistence. So Chawkat 
Moucarry describes the inter-religious situation of 
his native Syria, at the outset of this admirably 
clear and forceful book. Moucarry himself, however, 
growing up in a Christian family and educated at a 
predominantly Muslim high school, was determined 
to take on those who would argue in this way. Not 
prepared to pay the price of ignorance in exchange 
for coexistence, he set out to learn as much as he could 
about the faith and practice of his Muslim neighbours 
and colleagues, while maintaining and strengthening 
his own Christian convictions.

It is alarming to ponder the extent to which the coexistence 
of Muslims and Christians in other parts of the world is 
built on different forms of an attitude of mutual religious 
indifference. For many Christians, Islam is a system of 
belief so fundamentally alien that it is best simply to 
bracket out its religious claims. They would seek to relate 
to Muslims just as fellow human beings and co-citizens, 
while maintaining an assurance of the superiority of 
their own faith unchallenged by real encounter with the 
other’s. The same could be said in mirror image of many 
Muslims’ view of Christianity. For others, Christians 
and Muslims alike, the differences between the two 
religions are to be ignored as of no significance whatever 
when set alongside the challenge of living together. 
In this perspective, questions relating to the nature of 
revelation, the character of God, or the interpretation of 
holy texts can be safely discarded as mere theological 
niceties compared to the moral imperatives of peace and 
justice at the heart of both faiths. For others again in the 
contemporary world, Christianity and Islam are equally 
outmoded, irrelevant and at times dangerous relics of a 
theocratic age, to be combated whenever they stand in the 
way of the great secular project of human coexistence.

What all these attitudes have in common is a lack of 
interest in the distinctive contours of core Christian and 
Islamic beliefs and values. Yet it is abundantly clear 
from history that such a lack of interest can also lead, 
not to coexistence, but to mutual suspicion, antipathy, 
and even conflict. Such is particularly likely to be the 
case when either’s view of the other is informed by 
images and stories from the media which are tailored 
to meet and reinforce existing preconceptions. The 
growing reality of today’s globalised communications 
systems is precisely this – that a member of either faith, 
wherever they may live, can pick a satellite TV channel, 
or website, or newspaper which conveys messages about 
the other which they are already predisposed to hear. So 
mutual ignorance is fed, and the cognitive gap between 

Christians and Muslims grows ever wider.

In such circumstances there is real need for projects like 
Moucarry’s, which represent a serious engagement of 
Christians with Islam (and, conversely, an equal need 
for a serious engagements of Muslims with Christianity). 
In order to dispel the underlying ignorance of the other 
in either community, ‘serious’ here must include a 
willingness to acknowledge differences between the two 
faiths. It is one of the strengths of Moucarry’s book that 
he does this honestly and sympathetically, addressing 
some of the key issues between Christians and Muslims 
– the scriptures, God, Jesus, Muhammad – in a detailed, 
cogent and unambiguous way. He makes clear his own 
firm Christian conviction on the one hand, and on the 
other hand he states Muslim positions firmly and clearly 
– always being careful to point to the variety of views 
which can be found on many issues in both faiths. He 
relies primarily on the Biblical and Qur’ânic material, but 
is ready to interpret the latter by reference to the literature 
of hadîth and commentary where appropriate. His case 
might in fact be strengthened if he were to take more 
serious account of the way in which Christian tradition 
too has developed from its Biblical starting points.

Moucarry is also not hesitant in pointing to the common 
ground which Muslims and Christians hold alongside 
their differences. His own Arab background means that 
cultural barriers do not bedevil his approach to the Arabic 
context of classical Islam as they do for so many Western 
Christians; this in turn seems to give him a clearer focus 
on some of the spiritual, apologetic and theological issues 
involved in Christian-Muslim interaction. Moucarry’s 
distinctively theological assumptions and methodology 
would not be shared by all Christians, but all could 
benefit from reading this concise, readable and reliable 
introduction to a dialogue whose importance few can 
doubt.

Michael Ipgrave
 

Desiderius Erasmus (c.1467-1536) is one of 
the most important, intriguing and perhaps 
ultimately frustrating figures of the Reformation 

period. He was a scholar of international renown, 
whose influence over his contemporaries, at its height, 
probably exceeded that enjoyed by any scholar before 
or since. He had friends, pupils or enemies in almost 
every court and academic institution in Europe. He 
produced the most famous Greek edition of the New 
Testament to emerge during the early modern period. 
His biting criticism of the Church of his day, and his 
inspiring programme of personal, biblically based 

Faith to Faith: Christianity 
and Islam in Dialogue
Chawkat Moucarry, 
IVP, 2001
£12.99 (Pb), pp327
ISBN: 9 780851 118994

Erasmus 
Erika Rummel, 
Continuum, 2004
£14.99 (Pb) pp192 
ISBN: 0 8264 6814 4
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piety undoubtedly supplied oxygen for the fire of 
Protestant reform, but Erasmus himself steadfastly 
refused to abandon the faith of his fathers. He crossed 
swords with the professional theologians, both Catholic 
and Protestant, whilst frequently denying that he had 
any specifically theological agenda. He defended the 
importance of Classical learning and ancient languages 
and encouraged lay people to read the scriptures for 
themselves, but insisted that every ambiguity about 
the Christian faith that this study might reveal could 
only be resolved by recourse to the teaching authority 
of the Church. 

Erasmus is, in many ways, the greatest icon of 
Renaissance humanism, and of its frequently contradictory 
relationship with the Reformation. He is also an eminently 
“Borderlands” figure, whose areas of intellectual activity 
transcended the then (as now) established divisions 
between academic disciplines, and whose most pressing 
concern was to make the fruits of humanist scholarship 
available and relevant to the widest possible audience.

Erika Rummel’s recently published study of this charming 
and provocative figure is a concise and eminently readable 
introduction to Erasmus’ thought. It is a contribution to 
the excellent Outstanding Christian Thinkers series which 
is edited by Brian Davies O.P.. The series is intended to 
offer clear, authoritative guides to the thinking of the 
most prominent writers of the Christian world, both East 
and West, from New Testament times to the present day. 
Erika Rummel’s book on Erasmus certainly fits the bill. 

It begins with a clear-sighted analysis of the various and 
frequently devious ways in which Erasmus attempted 
to package himself both for his contemporaries and for 
posterity, acknowledging the problem (somewhat more 
pronounced with this thoroughly circumspect humanist than 
with some of his more strident contemporaries), of getting 
behind what Erasmus wanted his readers to hear to what he 
really thought. 

Erasmus, of course, viewed himself primarily as a 
grammarian and rhetorician, rather than as a philosopher, 
and Rummel rightly underlines how difficult it is, as a 
result of this and of the sheer range of his writing, to 
put together a systematic account of his thought. She 
therefore adopts a functional arrangement based on 
the role Erasmus adopted in a given group of works, 
variously writing as a philologist, educator, moralist, 
biblical humanist and (reluctantly) theologian, noting 
that these functions broadly matched Erasmus’ changing 
interests over the course of his life and mirrored his own 
professional development.

In each of the subsequent sections, Rummel cites 
extensively from Erasmus’ works, and those of his 
contemporaries and opponents. This is immensely 
beneficial in conveying a strong sense of Erasmus’ 
writing style, his intellectual self-confidence, his rather 
prickly response to criticism and his periodic attempts 
prevarication. Erasmus was above all a man of letters, 
and it is important that we should hear his voice. Rummel 
includes some of the choicer verbal darts he threw at his 
opponents, but never distracts us from the main thrust 
of Erasmus’s thinking. She is candid about the areas 
where Erasmus was definitely a man of his day but she 
also gives us an inspiring insight into those times when 

he stood out from his contemporaries in his charity and 
open-mindedness, the sheer brilliance of his scholarship, 
his concern for the unity of the Church and his attempts 
to foster an attractive programme of lay piety.

As in any concise introduction to a major figure’s thought, 
Rummel is forced to simplify some debates for the sake 
of clarity. The only place where that seemed to me to 
be potentially misleading is in Rummel’s discussion of 
the great debate between Luther and Erasmus on free 
will. She leaves the reader with the impression that 
Erasmus was standing for Roman Catholic orthodoxy 
in defending the idea that human beings must freely 
cooperate with grace in the process of salvation, and 
that Luther stood for Lutheran orthodoxy in opposing 
the idea that human free will had an independent part to 
play in that process. In fact, opinions on that anciently 
vexed question were divided in both the Lutheran and 
Roman Catholic camps (indeed Luther’s collaborator, 
Philip Melanchthon, eventually nudged Lutheranism in a 
distinctly Erasmian direction on the matter). The debate 
between Erasmus and Luther is best seen, therefore, not 
as a clash between Catholic and Protestant, but as part of 
a long-running argument within the Christian tradition 
over the extent of divine sovereignty and its relationship 
with human freedom.

That said, this is a thoroughly excellent book, and anyone 
wishing to get to grips with Erasmus could do well to start 
here.

Stephen Hampton

Trade not aid has been an increasing plea 
from the developing world as this results in 
self-sustaining growth, reduces economic 

dependence, and perhaps most importantly enhances 
human dignity. Men and women are created by God 
to be productive, and to be denied the opportunity to 
work undermines God’s Will.

There is compelling evidence that the present international 
trade regime damages employment in the developing 
world. For example the US subsidies to its domestic 
cotton producers helps the large plantation companies 
in the southern states, but American overproduction 
undermines world cotton prices, and makes cotton 
production in Brazil, West Africa, Egypt and the Sudan 
less profitable, and consequently both destroys jobs in 
South America and Africa and prevents their creation. 
In February 2005 a World Trade Organisation (WTO) 
arbitration panel ruled in favour of Brazil, which had 
lodged a complaint about US subsidies, but the US 
reaction has been to consider an appeal which it has little 
hope of winning, simply in order to buy time.

Such cynical ploys at the expense of poor cotton producers 
are certainly unjust, and examples of the worst abuse of 

Trade Justice: A Christian 
Response to Global Poverty 
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the international trading system. Yet as John Gladwin, 
the Bishop of Chelmsford and Chair of the Board of 
Christian aid points out in his preface to Trade Justice, 
even under the present rules, poor countries earn $US 
400 billion each year from trade, eight times the amount 
they receive as aid from the developed world. If only the 
rules were fairer, then there would be less need for aid, 
but more income accruing to poor countries.

Although freer trade can bring substantial benefits to all, 
just trade is not necessarily free trade, especially if not all 
the parties to freer trade start on a level playing field. In 
the Christian Aid book on Trade Justice the case of Ghana 
is cited where the government tried to introduce tariffs 
in April 2003 to help local poultry farmers who could 
not compete with subsided chickens sourced in the US 
and the European Union (EU). Ghana could not afford 
similar subsidies, hence its resort to tariffs. However the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank 
viewed the planned Ghanaian tariffs as a breech of its 
commitments to the WTO on agricultural tariffs. Hence 
they threatened to withhold loans worth over $US116 
million. Needless to say Ghana abandoned its plan for 
the tariffs, even though this spelt doom for the local 
poultry industry, and denied many the opportunity of a 
livelihood.

Subsidies in the EU to farming under the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) amount to over $300 billion 
a year according to the authors of Trade Justice, and 
despite years of lobbying for reform to the CAP by 
developing countries, and indeed by many in Europe, 
progress has been painfully slow. Earlier enlargements 
of the EU with the admission of Spain and Portugal were 
disastrous for citrus producers in Morocco, as the former 
expanded citrus production dramatically at the expense of 
their poorer North African neighbours. With the further 
enlargement of the EU to the East in 2004 however, the 
CAP is being applied less generously to the new members, 
with Poland’s farmers having to accept much lower grain 
prices than their German counterparts. This in itself is 
unjust, but as the new entrants gradually become absorbed 
and receive more generous treatment, this will only 
compound the problems of grain producers further east in 
Ukraine and the states of central Asia.

The authors of the book make the important distinction 
between fair trade and trade justice. The fair trade 
movement is commended, and the success of the Fairtrade 
Mark products in expanding the value of sales in the UK 
from £16.7 million in 1998 to £100 million by 2004 is 
rightly applauded. The Church of England has played an 
important role in this success, with Chester becoming the 
first fair trade diocese, serving fair trade coffee and tea 
in 60 percent of church buildings. Fair trade is seen as a 
pre-requisite for trade justice, but the latter is not simply 
about human policy, but rather is based on Biblical 
teaching.

All too often Old and New Testament teaching is ignored, 
yet it has much to say that concerns the economic sphere, 
as in all other aspects of human life. The merits of being 
mindful and helpful to the poor and the vulnerable 
are stressed in Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy. 
Deuteronomy 24:19 states that:

“When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook 

a sheaf, do not go back to get it. Leave it for the alien, the 
fatherless and the widow, so that the Lord your God may 
bless you in all the work of your hands”.

Surely one interpretation is that the rich should not attempt 
to monopolise production for themselves, but rather take 
account of the needs of their poorer neighbours; a lesson 
for nations as well as individuals.

In the Gospels material generosity is stressed as the way 
to spiritual fulfilment. In Luke 3:11 John the Baptist 
states:
“The man with two tunics should share with him who has 
none, and the one who has food should do the same”.

The authors of Trade Justice suggest that Christians 
fortunate enough to be living in the UK should not forget 
that their relative wealth and power give us responsibilities 
that deserve to be taken seriously. We should pray for a 
just world, but also through our influence and efforts try 
to make this a reality. Poverty is not a virtue, but rather it 
diminishes people’s God given potential.

Trade is a complex matter, but trade policy should not 
simply be left to politicians and their economic advisors. 
If Christians understand the complexities, they can lobby 
more effectively to get their political representatives to 
support fairer trade. Readers of Trade Justice will get a 
better understanding of the issues involved. The basic 
arguments of the authors are sound, although the work 
would have been enhanced by the inclusion of more case 
study material to illustrate the many trade injustices in the 
developing world. Ignorance will not help the promotion 
of economic justice and fair trade; Christians should seek 
to be better informed.

Rodney Wilson

For many people the image of the countryside is 
of place of tranquillity and peace, unaffected by 
change.  Yet the reality is that the countryside 

is undergoing a period of social and economic change 
unprecedented in the last sixty or more years.  It is 
a process of change also affecting the church in the 
countryside as fewer clergy are expected to manage 
an increasing number of small rural parishes. In this 
enjoyable and informative book, David Osborne is 
keen to expose the myth of the rural idyll, and to 
challenge the idea of the rural church and the shape 
of rural ministry that is derived from it.  The myth 
of the rural parson, often associated with the writing 
and poetry of George Herbert, generated expectations 
about the role of the clergy that still have a powerful 
influence in rural communities and in the hearts 
of many clergy.  The book examines the role of the 
country vicar and addresses the question of how 
rural clergy might approach their work in a way that 
helps them to handle constructively current pressures, 
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balance their own needs with the demands and 
expectations of others, sustain a positive relationship 
with their communities and with the church, and 
retain their enthusiasm for the gospel. 

Osborne has produced a very readable book, witty and 
entertaining (he has the eye and the ear of a good sketch 
writer); a book that is also grounded in the realities of 
rural ministry and contains a good deal of wise and 
practical guidance.  As anyone working in the countryside 
must, he takes history seriously as a way of understanding 
where we are today.  However, he also challenges the 
church to respond to the realities of the contemporary 
situation in the countryside.  In recent years a number 
of books have offered a variety of models for the future 
of a church faced with a changing countryside and 
diminishing resources.  Osborne offers no radical new 
strategy, but makes a distinctive contribution by looking 
primarily at the roles of both the clergy and the people in 
the local church community, and how these must change.  
The focus is on organic growth rather than organisational 
restructuring.  This is therefore a book primarily about 
people rather than about re-organising structures and this 
is its strength.  The book will be of immediate relevance 
to rural practitioners as well as to those considering 
rural ministry, to newly appointed churchwardens and 
to all in the rural community concerned for the future 
of the church. The general church member as well as 
clergy, archdeacons and bishops will find it useful and 
insightful.

At its heart the book tackles the tension between the 
expectations of clergy derived from an often mythical 
past and the realities and demands of the present.  The 
important thing is for the clergy and church community 
to be clear about their roles and their relevance to the 
needs of the church and the wider community. Osborne 
identifies three dimensions to being church – community 
engagement, worship and discipleship.  These should 
shape the agenda of the local church alongside a fourth 
element – the necessary resources.  He also describes 
a dozen roles that are open to the vicar, a number of 
which she or he may be required to fulfil in any one 
day.  At times the vicar will be a manager and at other 
times a priest, pastor, teacher, church representative, 
leader, administrator, evangelist, liturgist, chaplain, social 
activist, or what Osborne calls, a ‘lifestyler’.  There may 
be other roles.  The question to be addressed is how to 
work out which of these possible roles should be the 
principal ones for a particular vicar, in a particular place, 
at a particular moment in the life of the church, given the 
three-dimensional agenda for the church.  If the church 
is to be more than the vicar, this needs to be worked out 
with other members of the church community in a way 
that complements and strengthens the role of others in the 
church.  Osborne, rightly to my mind, identifies this as an 
issue to do with vocation, that of the local church within 
its setting, and the particular vocation of the ordained 
within it.
 
What this book offers is a framework within which to 
work out this vocation of the local church and how the 
role of the vicar might evolve in collaboration with 
others.  Early on in the book we read, ‘If the clergy are 
to be able to work in an effective and healthy way in 
the future what is needed is a clear picture of the parish 
clergy’s role.  Not only the clergy need this but other 
people do as well.’ (p.59).  David Osborne has made a 

significant contribution to addressing the issue he raises.  
Many rural clergy and congregations will have reason to 
be grateful to him.

Leslie Morley

The Alpha course promoted by Holy Trinity 
Church, Brompton (HTB) is the most successful 
evangelistic course in Britain and rapidly 

establishing itself around the world.  It is in use in 
Anglican, Protestant and Roman Catholic churches.  
It has been endorsed by successive Archbishops of 
Canterbury, RC bishops and Free Church leaders.  
Many people have had their lives transformed for 
good through attending this course.

That is what the publicity from HTB says at any rate.  
Living in a sceptical society we want to test such claims 
and this recent book The Alpha Enterprise by sociologist 
Stephen Hunt attempts just that.  This is archetypal 
Borderlands material, working at the interface between 
the practical experience of churches, sociology of religion 
and theological assessment.  As a professional sociologist 
Hunt is inevitably better at providing sociological 
critiques, but he also writes as a participant of several 
Alpha courses and his desire is not to be ‘unduly critical’ 
(p5).  Hunt has provided a full and rounded picture of 
Alpha and this book – though it is not the last word - 
should be read by anyone running Alpha, considering it 
or commenting on it, for or against.

Along the way he locates HTB and the Alpha course 
sociologically within a largely post-modern religious 
market place and theologically within the charismatic 
movement.  His sociological stance is one that has found 
particular favour amongst US sociologists, emphasizing 
the commodification of religion, that is how a religious 
group might ‘sell’ itself to the assumed marketplace 
of religious consumers.  He is also not persuaded that 
within post-modernity ‘religion is enjoying something of a 
resurgence’ (p.25).  This stance predisposes him later in the 
book to underrate any evidence that Alpha might lead to 
church growth, though there is at least some such evidence 
from surveys in the dioceses of London and Lichfield.  He 
describes some cases of claimed growth through Alpha, 
but rather downplays such reports, preferring to emphasize 
the findings of his own survey (p.186).

The theological location he provides is that of ‘The 
Renewal Movement’, both Pentecostal and charismatic, 
though even here his discussion is more historical and 
sociological than theological.  After a discussion of the 
short-lived Toronto Blessing he suggests that ‘Alpha 
amounts to a large-scale evangelizing campaign initiated 
by churches previously involved in the Toronto Blessing 
in the UK.’ (p.52)  He does also recognise that the course 
has been adopted by a considerable number of non-
charismatic churches.
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Subsequent chapters provide detailed and careful 
descriptions of the course itself and of his own surveys 
of participants.  Theological criticism from all quarters 
is discussed and he includes a fascinating critique of its 
group dynamics.  The issues thought important by HTB 
are briefly touched on, as is the element of control over 
the delivery of the course sought by that church, what 
has been described as the tendency to McDonaldization.  
He is not fully convinced by this description, on the 
grounds that it is not ‘efficient’ in the way that the term 
McDonaldization implies, and that the attempt to get to 
know the guest (a customer?) as a real person is not part 
of McDonaldization. (pp.152-3)

In evaluation of the success of Alpha in its own terms he 
goes beyond simply counting converts to asking why people 
joined groups and what they gained from it.  He agrees that 
the course has made a big impact on churches, but shows 
fairly convincingly that the number of guests from outside 
the church is low, and the number of converts even lower, at 
least in his surveyed churches.  Discussion of Alpha in what 
he calls ‘Hard Places’, that is amongst students, in prisons 
and among young people leads to similar conclusions about 
its weaknesses.  

The book ends with his own fair-minded proposals for 
an alternative introductory course, though recognising 
it is probably too complicated to travel!  This suggests 
that his own encounter with Alpha has been far from 
negative, even though he would want to adapt the course 
considerably.  His point that even Alpha assumes too 
much knowledge of Christianity for many people is 
one that resonates with many of those I know who have 
organised courses and we would do well to heed his 
challenge to adapt or create courses which truly can reach 
unchurched people.  Within such a course he would keep 
the meal and the discussion groups but adapt the topics 
and the teaching methods. (pp.254-5) 
Despite some criticisms above I have no hesitation in 
recommending this book to all concerned with running 
and thinking about Alpha, in order that we might see 
ourselves through the eyes of an informed and friendly 
critic.

Gavin Wakefield

 

Picking up this book there is much that might 
generate excitement. It offers an exploration of 
the role and status of women in Christianity, 

which is described on the cover as a ‘provocative 
theological reflection’. The author is Dr Tina Beattie, 
lecturer at the Roehampton Institute and Roman 
Catholic lay theologian. From her previous research 
Dr Beattie published a significant book, God’s Mother, 
Eve’s Advocate, on the place of the female body in the 
Christian story of salvation. This careful and well 
presented work suggested ways of appreciating the 
role and significance of the Virgin Mary through 
a reaffirmation of the Roman Catholic doctrines 

concerned with the body of Mary.

In this book Tina Beattie sets out to answer a fundamental 
question ‘what does a woman want?’ She says that she 
will attempt to answer the question through a creative 
process of exploration, where weaving and needlecraft 
are the central metaphors describing her method. She 
contends that ‘to construct a theology of woman out of 
the vast libraries of Christian texts, one has to unpick 
the tapestry of meanings that has been woven... and ask 
anew, Who am I? Who are you?’ So she will unpick 
past theology and re-weave diverse sources together. 
The purpose of this is to bring the texts, experiences and 
stories of women from the margins into contexts where 
they gain new vibrancy and meaning. The potential of 
this ‘poetic creativity of an embodied faith’, as she has 
described it elsewhere, is that radical juxtapositions will 
been revelatory. This method has been explored to some 
depth in the novels of feminist writers, for example in 
The Colour Purple or Alias Grace. Here sadly the result 
is not so much a tapestry but a scrapbook, a collection of 
favourite stories, texts and ideas set together in ways that 
are neither innovative or insightful.

One problem for the reader is that it is not at all clear 
who the book is for. It seems to assume no previous 
knowledge of western feminism, for example in the first 
chapter she offers an outline of the life and work of Mary 
Wollstonecraft, which would suggest that this book is an 
introduction to feminist thought and action. In other cases 
women who have been significant to the development 
of Christian feminism are described or quoted without 
reference to the context or culture in which they live 
and work, for example when she discusses the work 
of Carol Gilligan in the same chapter. Great swathes 
of history with diverse cultures are elided together, for 
example when Hilda of Whitby (d. 680) and Mary Ward 
(1585-1645) are listed in the same sentence as significant 
women from the medieval church shaping Christian 
spirituality today. 

In offering an introduction to significant women, texts 
and moments there are some rich passages. The chapter 
on ‘Woman and the feminine soul’ is interesting as it 
traces the appropriation by male mystics of the metaphor 
of the female body for the soul in order to describe 
intimacy spiritual intimacy with Christ through highly 
sexualised language. The section on Catherine of Siena 
and her mystical relationship with God reveals that this 
leads to an active commitment to neighbourly love, and 
theology rooted in justice. It is a pity that in her attempt 
to weave a new tapestry she did not place this thread next 
to her, very short, section on protestant social reformers 
such as Josephine Butler and Elizabeth Fry. Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton and Susan B Anthony, such significant 
American feminists in the Christian tradition and political 
life of their nation, are not mentioned at all. 

There is not much about sisterhood in this book, or the 
nature and content of women’s friendships. There is 
nothing about women’s sins, especially the betrayal of 
other women through adultery, social exclusion or gossip. 
The women that illustrate this tapestry are predominantly 
mystics or mothers, and the Virgin Mary is still at the 
centre. The cloth was unpicked but the new design is one 
that seems disappointingly familiar.   

Anne Dyer
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Since 1983, the Jubilee Centre has worked to 
bring a biblical perspective to bear on social 
questions. It is best known for its ‘Keep Sunday 

Special’ campaign, but has also worked on issues of 
credit and debt, on peacemaking initiatives in South 
Africa and the Sudan, and, through the Relationships 
Foundation, has helped organizations reflect on how 
improving the quality of interpersonal relationships 
could benefit their operation. 

This book attempts for the first time to set out a coherent 
vision of a biblically based social ethic, with chapters on 
the implications of this vision for nationhood, government, 
the family, welfare, finance, the economy, criminal 
justice, and international relations and defence. The focus 
for moving between the Bible and the modern context is 
‘relationism’: ‘personal, community and organizational 
relationships matter, and need to be nurtured’ (22), a 

theme developed under the headings of justice and 
righteousness, shalom, loyalty, faithfulness, hope and 
love. Reflecting on the quality of relationships becomes 
for the authors a way of talking about a biblical vision for 
society in terms that are attractive and make sense beyond 
the church.

The necessarily compressed presentation of issues 
sometimes has the unfortunate consequence of suggesting 
that it is straightforward to apply norms from distant 
times and places to a very different modern context, with 
little attention to the theological and political thought 
of the intervening millennia. A second and broader 
question this project provokes is whether or in what 
respects the social arrangements of Old Testament Israel 
should be paradigmatic for the 21st century: the issue of 
gender relations is one obvious and difficult case here. 
Despite these concerns about methodology, however, 
the fruitfulness of this attempt to translate a Christian 
perspective into the messy detail of social, economic and 
political life is clear from the case studies on the work of 
the Centre, and from the many plausible proposals at the 
end of the topical chapters.

David Clough
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