Signs of the Times

The newsletter of Modern Church

January 2018 Issue 68

In this issue

Editorial: The point of a pin 1
Anthony Woollard

Reading through Mark: South West Regional 3
Day Conference, October 2017

David James

When praying, hang on to your fingers! 3

Jonathan Clatworthy

BOOK REVIEWS:

Brennan et al ed. The Poet’s Quest for God: 5
21° Century Poems of Faith, Doubt and Wonder
(Eyewear 2016)

Nicola Slee

David Osborne, Lifeline: A Reformation Pilgrimage 6
(Christians Aware 2017)

Martin Wharton

Laura Sumner Truax & Amalya Campbell, 7
Love Let Go: Radical Generosity for the Real World
(Eerdmans 2017)

Paul Brett

Sue Pickering, Listening & Spiritual Conversation 8
(Canterbury Press 2017)

David Greenwood

Chris Anderson, Light When it Comes 9
(Wm B Eerdmans 2016)

Rebekah Hanson

Dinah Livingstone, The Making of Humanity: 10
poetic vision and kindness (Katabasis 2017)

David Williams

Nick Spencer, The Political Samaritan: 11
How Power Hijacked a Parable (Bloomsbury 2017)
Jonathan Clatworthy

Editorial: The point of a pin
Anthony Woollard

‘It’s all just theology’, we are told - and ‘theology’ by
definition has little or no relevance to everyday life.
Theologians, it is said, are people who argue about
how many angels can fit on the point of a pin. It was
courageous, therefore, for our General Secretary
Jonathan Draper to argue in our last edition that
Modern Church’s role is first and foremost as a
theologicalresource.

The theories and belief systems that lie behind
everyday practical issues do matter. Consider Brexit. It
is not just the complex technicalities but the principles
behind them - the theology if you like - which seem
irrevocably to divide the UK and the EU negotiators.
We were told, at the time of the referendum, that
‘the British people’ were sick of government by
‘experts’. Well, we are a pragmatic nation, with a
suspicion of grand theories and principles, notably
unlike the alleged approach of French intellectuals (‘I
see it works in practice, but does it work in theory?’)
Unfortunately, in a more and more complex world,
expertise backed by theory and genuine fact is direly
needed, and seems in some areas to be in short
supply.

The issues here are not restricted to the Brexit
debate. Both in our wider society and in the Church,
there is a deepening worry about the divide between
elites of all kinds and ‘ordinary people’. The category
of ‘the working class’ is again rearing its head as the
polar opposite of what former US Vice-President Spiro
Agnew called ‘the pointy-headed intellectuals’, a
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classification into which, | suspect, most Modern
Church members would fit.

St Paul, in his great passage in 1 Corinthians 12 about
the Body of Christ, makes it clear that in a Kingdom-
shaped society it will be the non-elites, the non-
privileged, who are given the most honour, and that is
a lesson for us all. But he does not suggest that those
who have gifts should beat themselves up as a
compensation for them - and certainly not that they
should avoid using them. There is currently some self-
laceration in parts of the Church of England about the
fact that we are so overwhelmingly middle-class (and
have historically put such a premium on education,
not least theological education for the clergy, if rather
less for the laity). Again, certain verses in 1
Corinthians (1:18-25) can be quoted to suggest that it
is the ‘simple believers’ who inherit the Kingdom,
whilst the pointy-headed intellectuals are simply
following ‘the wisdom of this world’. A challenge,
certainly, but not one which should simply send us all
off on a guilt-trip, or justify dumbing-down as an
evangelistic strategy. It is a reminder that those who
have been given certain gifts of wisdom should use
them in service, and not as an excuse for looking
down upon or excluding those whose gifts lie in
different areas.

To preach the Christian faith relevantly, in a world so
different from that of St Paul, requires a lot of thinking
and argument. Our neighbours - including some who
might be characterised as ‘working class’ (a very fluid
concept now) but have far more access to education
and culture than even their parents - have reasons in
plenty to reject the message. Perhaps Modern Church
has been gifted precisely for this hour - not to offer a
new set of dogmas for the old, but to help people to
live with questions. Not always perhaps with a single
voice, but to share an assurance that an intellectual
(as well as moral and spiritual) quest based on our
Christian past but looking to the present and the
future is a quest worth undertaking.

Questions about angels and pin-points may not
matter very much - though, like the koansof Zen
Buddhism, they may deepen awareness of eternal
mysteries (and it is remarkable how many people
claim to have evidence of the reality of angels).
Questions about the relationship between
worship/spirituality and music - those raised by the
Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB) church plant at St
Sepulchre Without Newgate, on which Modern
Church had something to say (see the news section of
our website) - may matter rather more, though even

there we will hear the voice of the tone-deaf who will
regard the issues as ‘just so much theology’.
Questions about gender and sexuality, as in the
Mawer Report on the Philip North affair and the
debate over the Nashville Statement (see Jonathan
Draper’s blog posts on our website), are more
obviously relevant to more people, which is why it is
so desperately important for the Church’s thinking in
that area to evolve from past negativities.

Indeed, one of the biggest reasons why spiritual
searchers do not look to the Church is surely just this
failure to come to terms with the complex issues
around gender and sexuality. Another, however, is the
shortage of pure visionary thinking about God and the
world. One rare and excellent example of the latter is
in Mark Oakley’s recent Donald Barnes Memorial
Lecture on ‘reclaiming the mystery of faith’, which we
felt deserved a far wider audience. There is a
summary, and a link to the whole text, in the news
section on our website, and | urge everyone to read it.

Perhaps not only our Church, faced with divisions and
gloomy prognostications about its future leading to
panic reactions, but even more our society with the
huge issues facing it - from climate change to Brexit
and the growth of populism - are balanced on the
point of a pin. But perhaps we are in better company
than we sometimes realise - particularly in this
organisation. As Elijah discovered, and as we so often
discover, those who are in some sense for us are more
than those who are against us - and that is without
counting the angels (as if one could...)

That, however, is not an excuse for complacency.
Modern Church members will know we are
conducting a fundamental review of what we do and
how we do it, beginning with communications. A great
deal of effort and money goes into our paper
publications (this one, but, far more, Modern
Believing; is this the best investment of our limited
resources - especially given recent delays in
publication (for which the Trustees apologise)?

We are already seeing increasing impact through
other traditional media such as the Church Timesnd,
even more, through online media (notably our own
blog). Are these where our future priorities should lie?
Or does a dependence on new media, and media
controlled by others, lead to a danger than our
theological contributions might too often be limited to
280 characters on Twitter? If so, how do we get across
more substantial arguments which will endure longer
than a reader’s attention span on a screen?
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The account below of a day conference organised by
our very active South West group illustrates another
way forward. We need far more of such events. But,
even without Storm Brian getting in the way, day
conferences will never be accessible to all, and it is
important that their findings should be widely
reported. One way of doing that would be to
distribute this newsletter more widely in our churches
and other places. We know that the online version is
widely read, but old-fashioned paper may still have its
place, particularly for someone picking up a
newsletter by chance at the back of a church. Our
Council in March will discuss ways in which it might be
made more attractive to such people.

There are many possible ways forward - our Trustees
and Council will explore them all. Watch this space!
Perhaps the pinhead can be more like a living tree-
stump, sprouting new shoots in many directions. g

Reading through Mark: South West

Regional Day Conference, October 2017
David James

On Saturday 21° October, Modern Church South West
arranged a study morning entitled ‘Reading through
Mark’. The speaker was Canon Chris Burdon, a group
member, who was Director of Lay Training in the
Diocese of Chelmsford and rearranged the New
Testament syllabus there. He also wrote ‘Stumbling on
God: Faith and V,iaslwasthus i
well qualified to address the subject.

We hoped the session would be a resource for local
churches as Mark is the lead Gospel for the 2018
lectionary which began on Advent Sunday. In the
event an eclectic assortment of some 20 people
gathered at Manvers Street Baptist Church, which
seems to have become ‘home’ for the group. Others
were hindered by Storm Brian, which blocked railway
lines with fallen trees and made driving conditions
from afar extremely unpleasant. We were, however,
glad to have Jonathan Draper, our new General
Secretary, with us.

Those who came were treated to a comprehensive
resume of Mark’s Gospel, which of necessity seemed
to go at the pace of the Gospel itself. The well-known
characteristics of Mark - the ‘and - and’ pace of the
text, the messianic secret, Son of Man, the short
ending and so on were all covered, with appropriate
space allowed for interjections and a little humour. It
would be untrue to say that we were given an
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‘overview’. Content and delivery were such that we
were able to look at Mark from alongside and within.
Participants were also put to work as we were handed
the text (in English and Greek) of Mark 8:27 - 9:1 and
asked to study and comment on it.

Judging by the copious notes being taken, sermons by
various clergy and lay ministers will be enriched by
what was said. It was encouraging to see people
taking notes of the future programme of the group
which includes a day (on Saturday 3rd February) when
we look at the environment with Margaret Barker,
who has developed an approach to biblical studies
now known as Temple Theology, and the Right
Reverend Nicholas Holtam, Bishop of Salisbury, the
Church of England's lead bishop for Environmental
Affairs. On Saturday 12th May, Robert Reiss will talk
to us about his latest book, Sceptical Christianity:
Exploring Credible Beljehd a session in September
focusing on the aftermath of involvement with cults.

On a personal level, | had been taught in my
Evangelical theological college that Mark was
‘the’ Gospel about evangelism — because it is
short, begins with ‘the beginning of the Gospel',
and justifies frenetic activity because of the
frequent use of ‘straightaway’. To hear that Mark
‘didn’t have much to do with evangelism at all’
was meat for the soul. We live, and we learn.
Thank you, Chris. g

Gnqlnpl

When praying, hang on to your fingers!
Jonathan Clatworthy

It was common practice to cut off a finger or
portion of one as a sacrifice to the gods for the
recovery of a superior relative who was sick.

So wrote the anthropologist, James Frazer, about the
islanders of Tonga. Earlier, Captain Cook reported the
same thing:

They suppose that the Devil will accept the little
finger as a sort of sacrifice efficacious enough to
procure the recovery of their health.

Walter Burkert’s Creation of the Sacrdd contentious
title, but Burkert is an atheist) lists similar practices in
many different parts of the world - too many, too
distant, to have had a common origin. In India a
woman who

has borne some children, terrified lest that the
angry deity should deprive her of her infants,...
goes to the temple, and as an offering to appease


http://www.margaretbarker.com/Temple/default.htm
http://www.salisbury.anglican.org/news/bishop-of-the-planet
http://www.salisbury.anglican.org/news/bishop-of-the-planet
http://www.salisbury.anglican.org/news/bishop-of-the-planet
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his wrath, cuts off one or two fingers of the right
hand. Some would do so repeatedly, becoming
more and more seriously handicapped; indeed,
the colonial government of India tried to forbid
the custom at the beginning of [the 20th] century.

As well as being widespread, the practice is ancient. In
some of the famous Paleolithic caves, there are
handprints of people apparently trying to come in
contact with the sacred or to leave the mark of their
presence. In one cave some of these hands are clearly
mutilated, and it has been assumed that some form of
finger offering occurred even at this epoch. In other
words, finger sacrifice is a Paleolithic ritual that has
survived into the twentieth century, over more than
20,000 years.

Don’t doit! You’ll never get
your finger back - and my
opinion, for what it’s worth,
is that it doesn’t work.

Why did so many people do
it? This, surely, is evidence
of attitudes to prayer very
different from our own.

One can only assume that the finger-sacrificers must
have been pretty desperate: please, please, please, let
my child live. In addition they must have held, more or
less, two beliefs which most people today don’t hold.

The first is that the gods were capable of granting or
withholding the request. They maintained the world
in ways which were sometimes favourable to human
well-being, but often weren’t. They couldn’t be relied
on. They were fickle.

The second is that they were open to persuasion.
Chop off a finger, sacrifice it to a god, and the god will
be pleased. Think about this. If | chopped off one of
my fingers and put it in the post to you, would you be
pleased? If you were, what sort of person would that
make you?

It doesn’t take much imagination to appreciate that,
for people who believed these things, the whole of life
must have felt very different. Less secure, more
dangerous, more at the mercy of forces outside
human control.

In most of the world, beliefs about the divine
gradually changed. The gods became fewer and more
reliable. Not only Jews, but also surrounding cultures,
began to think of all the gods comprising a more
consistent, reliable unity: Isis-all-the-Gods, Highest
Zeus, Ahura Mazda.

Christianity, like most faiths today, was based from
the start on the belief that the divine is consistent and
well-disposed to humanity. Without it, it would have
been impossible to develop modern science, let alone
machinery, because there would have been no
expectation of predictability. In the secular world,
there is no question of going back to the earlier view.

Yet in some religious circles, there is. It is one of those
strange inversions in the history of ideas that the
single god maintaining a reliable, consistent world, the
central distinguishing feature of the Jewish / Christian
/ Islamic tradition, has been turned into its enemy.

Resistance to regularity

Many priests and worshippers never really bought
into it anyway. Theologians and philosophers may
think through what kind of deities, if any, might have
created the universe we’re in, but most people have
more immediate concerns. They want an
interventionist god, or angel, or whatever, to take
away the pain or produce some money. They don’t
ask themselves what life would really be like if God
answered everybody’s requests in the same way. The
1662 Book of Common Prayer contains prayers of this
type: for more rain, for less rain, for relief of famine:

Behold, we beseech thee, the afflictions of thy
people; and grant that the scarcity and dearth,
which we do now most justly suffer for our
iniquity, may through thy goodness be mercifully
turned into cheapness and plenty.

Here is divine intervention twice over: first, to
produce the famine as punishment for iniquity, and
then to end it in response to prayer.

Its echoes remain. In a few months’ time, many
churchgoers will pray for fine weather for Saturday’s
village féte while their local farmers may well be
longing for rain. If they all believed those prayers
would be effective, serious conflict would arise. But it
doesn’t. In the same way, in many a church the
person on the intercessions rota prays for peace in a
war-torn country while voting for a government that
drops bombs on it. One senses a dying tradition, no
longer thought through.

Modern resistance

Elsewhere, interventionism has been revived.
Nineteenth-century Westerners, Catholic and
Protestant alike, reacted against atheism by reviving a
busy god appearing here and there, doing favours to
adherents of the true faith. Modern Church was
founded at this time, largely to resist the trend.
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Personally | have known a number of people who
value Our Lady of Lourdes or Medjugorje for her
interventions, but | have had more dealings with
Charismatic Evangelicals. The Charismatic Movement
is usually dated from the 1960s, when popular
atheism was at its height. Defending Christianity
seemed best done with physical evidence of
unscientific spiritual powers such as faith healing,
exorcisms, or speaking in tongues.

Elsewhere, belief in evil spirits and exorcisms had
pretty well died out by the 1960s. Western Christians
would hardly ever come across them taken seriously.
Except in the New Testament.

So, for those committed to biblical literalism, it
seemed ‘biblical’ to reaffirm that older world where
invisible spiritual agents could cause unexpected good
or harm and could be invoked or hindered by the right
prayers. Every successful healing or exorcism was
proof of an interventionist God defying atheists.

Hence the great reversal. As the reliable, consistent
world of monotheism got reallocated to atheist
science, some churches reasserted the chaotic world
of ancient polytheism. Mercifully, finger amputations
haven’t been revived; but in some circles life is once
again presented as unpredictable. To be healed from
your illness, you need to pray. If that doesn’t work,
you didn’t pray in the right way, or using the right
words. Or you didn’t have faith. Or you had the wrong
kind of faith. Back to the unpredictable micro-
managing divinities who need to be kept sweet. |
don’t want to exaggerate it, but | have known many
people whose illnesses have been compounded by
this kind of theology.

Old and new interventionism

It is not really the same. When people pray to be the
successful job applicant, they don’t usually pray for
the other candidates to be ill or for their cars to break
down on the way to the interview. They probably
don’t think through how their praying could affect the
outcome. In the ancient world, the logic was clearer:
because conflicting and fickle spiritual beings ran the
world, it mattered to know about them. Egyptian
rubbish heaps have revealed countless magical spells
for doing harm to enemies and competitors.

Today, when people pray for divine intervention, they
don’t want to go back to that chaotic world. They
drive cars and switch on their cookers presupposing
that no spiritual agent is going to intervene in their
workings. When modern Christians pray for divine

intervention, they presuppose that the rest of life will
carry on regularly. The intervention they pray for is to
be an exception, not the rule. | want God to answer
my prayers, but not everybody else’s.

Different praying
So how should we pray?

In the polytheist system, the main point of prayer is to
influence future events. We need to pray in the right
way, so we need to know how to make each prayer
effective. There is no limit to the number of things we
could pray for, so the more praying we do, the better.
A few New Testament texts, like ‘Ask and it will be
given to you’, are popular in these circles.

To me, it’s blasphemous. It presupposes that we know
what needs to be done, while God has the ability to
do it. We have the intelligence, God has the power.

What | believe is the opposite. God created the
universe but has withdrawn from supreme power so
as to give us freedom. We have power. Whether we
use it well or badly depends on whether we want
what God wants for us.

So the point of prayer is not to tell God what needs to
be done, but to open up our minds so that Godcan
tell uswhat needs to be done. g

BOOK REVIEWS 1

Oliver Brennan and
Todd Swift, with Kelly
Davio and Cate
Middleton-Evans
(editors), The Poet’s
Quest for God: 21°

THE POET'S
QUEST

EDMED3Y
FR Ol VERBRENNAN,
DD SWF &,

Century Poems of Faith, S
Doubt and Wonder 21ST CENTURY
(Eyewear, 2016)
Nicola Slee

This is a blockbuster of an anthology of contemporary
poems about the quest for God. Some 460 pages long,
the range of authors, topics, poetic styles and
approaches is vast. It has been an exhausting as well
as eclectic read, full of surprises as well as some
frustrations (the lack of any kind of editorial
organisation of the material is a major limitation to its
usefulness). Whilst it is not strictly true that this
anthology is ‘the first of its kind’ (I have an entire shelf
of anthologies of religious/spiritual verse), this does
not mean there is not room for another. Many of the
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poets who appear in this volume are new, younger
writers who do not appear in previous anthologies.
They sit alongside well-established poets such as
Philip Gross, Mimi Khalvati, Michael Schmidt, Myra
Schneider and Michael Symmons Roberts, as well as
poet-priests David Scott and Rowan Williams.

Perhaps what is distinctive about this collection, in
contrast to earlier anthologies of religious verse, is its
dominant tone. There is an avowedly agnostic, secular
and questioning stance which is very far from
traditional piety. If these are poems of faith, it is faith
of a dark, apophatic kind, celebrating unknowing and
denial (there are poems ‘For the atheist’, ‘An atheist’s
prayer’ as well as ‘Agnostic evensong’ and, simply, ‘I
do not know’). If God is present, S/he largely hides
herself in absence or in multiple degrees of
strangeness. This is a god of the fissures and edges, a
god of the cultural wilderness made of discarded
certainties, whether of the self, the state or
metaphysical systems.

Could God be silence, after all?
muses Murray Bodo (p. 74),
the one with the message | cannot hear

as Kathryn Maris puts it (p. 278), whilst Stephanie
Bolster wonders (p. 76) if home is

the place you long for just before you leave
Charlene Fix (p. 159) suggests:

You can forget about
the Big Man, but there are lots
of Lesser Authorities

Ewan Fernie’s introduction surveys this spiritual
landscape well. There is widespread cynicism about
institutional religion, with its liturgy and creeds:

Every true religion is bound to fail

as the title of Charles Bernstein’s poem has it. Where
the poems describe mystical or religious experience
(and some do), they affirm a decidedly this-worldly
spirituality of the flesh, of the mundane and even
banal everyday encounter. Thus, instead of Christ, the
poet Shaindel Beers chooses ‘the mountains, the
rivers’ (p. 58), whilst Carmen Calatayud asserts in a
rare tone of certitude (p. 98):

Everybody’s baptized
by the sun and that is all

Sally Ito (p. 220) will have nothing of

the silly, fool emotions
a god is said to inspire

yet will offer

praise for the creature,
whole and without blemish,
praise for the one who needs no sacrifice.

Above all, poetry itself is affirmed as the locus of faith,
the site of endlessly renewed epiphany, where
symbols are broken open and new meanings revealed,
where the covenant with language is refreshed. Thus,
Cal Freeman'’s ‘Epistle to Donne’ (p. 167) ends:

Poems do not decay like harrowed
congregants; they are disembodied
agues at rapture

Dora E. McQuid’s narrative poem tells of how the
poet is forbidden by the Catholic priest to speak at her
father’s funeral mass:

You are not a practicing Catholic.
You may not speak in the house of God.

Instead, she reads the poem she has written for her
father at his graveside, two days’ later. The poem
ends with words which celebrate the work of poetry
and may sum up what this weighty, unwieldy
anthology offers its readers (p. 298):

To this, | say:

| am the house of god.

We all are, each one of us.

And my speaking, using this voice

that God gave me, is memory of that. g

Nicola Slee is a poet atiteologian, and a lay Anglican. She
is Director of Research at
Birmingham, and Professor of Feminist Practical Theology
at the Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam

David Osborne, Lifeline:
A Reformation
Pilgrimage (Christians
Aware, 2017)

Martin Wharton

Lifeline

A Reformation Pilgrimage

David Osborne’s
Reformation Pilgrimage
describes and reflects upon
his cycle ride through
Germany in the summer of
2016. His aim was to visit
some key places of the
Reformation, to reflect upon the significance of those
major events and upheavals and to discern what some
of the key players might have to say to the issues of
our day.

David Osborne
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Using the means of a long bike ride, Osborne weaves
together his life story, including his own theological
journey out of the evangelicalism of his younger days,
his passionate commitment to the European ideal and
his major concerns about the current state of politics,
the growing inequality in our world and the
environmental crisis.

This book is not only the story of a bike ride but it is
also the story of his own theological and spiritual
journey. In a real sense, Osborne’s pilgrimage has
been a lifetime in the making. He grew up in the UK
shortly after World War Two, taught in secondary
schools in England and Nigeria and was ordained to
the priesthood in the Church of England. He served in
parishes in Staffordshire, Shropshire and Somerset
before retirement.

Beginning in Basle, the author travels to Strasbourg,
Leipzig, Worms, Eisenach, Wittenberg, Fulda,
Buchenwald and Hamburg. While much of the book
rightly concentrates on Martin Luther’s views, we are
also given reflections on Martin Buber, Karl Barth,
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Paul Tillich, Reinhold Niebuhr
and Jirgen Moltmann, among others. There is enough
here to whet the appetite of the reader and a helpful
list of recommended reading is provided for those
who wish to go further. | was surprised and pleased to
see a chapter devoted to Johan Sebastian Bach, Johan
Wolfgang Goethe, Friedrich Schiller and others in the
Romantic Movement.

Striking to me was the very solitary nature of
Osborne’s pilgrimage experience. Staying on his own,
mainly in youth hostels, occasionally and fleetingly
interacting with other cyclists, made this a very
different kind of pilgrimage to those undertaken on
foot with fellow travellers. Yet he recognises the irony
in making this pilgrimage at all, for Luther believed
that all pilgrimages should be banned.

Nevertheless, he uses his bike ride to reflect upon the
huge contributions of German culture, music and
theology to society over these last five centuries, as
he attempts to work out what the events of the
Reformation might have to say to the issues of our
present day.

Appropriately, perhaps, Osborne concluded his
pilgrimage on the day of the European referendum in
the United Kingdom. He is saddened and angered not
only by the nature of the campaign, conducted almost
entirely by slogans and soundbites, but particularly by
the outcome. He quotes Reinhold Niebuhr with
approval:

What is good in humanity makes democracy
possible; what is bad in humanity makes
democracy essential.

I am not a cyclist and have never visited the parts of
Germany David Osborne covers. | only discovered a
little sketch map at the back of the book after | had
finished reading. It would have been helpful to me to
have been given a good map at the start of each
section. Some good photographs would have further
enabled the reader to share the author’s journey.

This is a stimulating read, giving us a gentle
introduction to the thinking and actions of the key
players in the Reformation. Yet it is not an easy book
to categorise. Travel diary? Theological reflection?
Personal autobiography? Probably something of all
three. But what Osborne gives us is much food for
thought and prayer, and encouragement to become
actively involved in the affairs of our world. g

Martin Whartonisthe former Bishop of Newcastle.

Laura Sumner Truax &
Amalya Campbell, Love
Let Go: Radical

Generosity for the Real
World (Eerdmans 2017)
Paul Brett

radical generesicy for the real werld

| approached this book
with suspicion. Eerdmans is e S ot
an Evangelical publisher,

and the story is about

something happening in

America. The title itself

suggested a feast of emotion, not to say
sentimentalism. The foreword confirmed my fears:

Changing the world isn’t easy, and it doesn’t
come cheap. But what an incredible privilege it is
to be chosen and equipped for this purpose by
our loving God.

So what is this about? Back in 2014 the LaSalle Street
Church in Chicago received a windfall from the sale of
some land for development. They decided to give
away $500 cheques to each of their 300-odd members
with the instruction ‘do good in the world’. Nine
months later after much discussion, discernment,
listening and prayer they apportioned the remaining
$144,000 to a range of projects under four headings:
supporting the local community, supporting global
neighbours, sustaining LaSalle and investing in people.
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184 pages, followed by questions for reflection and
discussion, describe how Jane, David, Dan, Eric,
Stephen, Kristen, Emily, Ruth, Mahalia and other
LaSallers each used their $500. Some of the other
larger projects addressed social and racial justice in
Chicago and funded an art centre designed to foster
connection across racial and socio-economic lines.
Others trained pastoral and public leaders in East
Africa, and irrigated small-holder farms in Tanzania.
Yet others supported and developed LaSalle’s own
premises, and made available to congregants small
amounts for a variety of purposes.

This story is about the transformative power of
generosity.

Spending on others makes us happier than
spending on ourselves

the authors say.

Generosity is a simple compelling truth. It’s also a
universal truth... Generosity is forever linked to

joy.
Christian faith leads to the practical love of neighbour.

Whatever that faith might be, we might conclude, if
this is the result, the implication, then it can’t be bad.

The book is written in a very easy, popular style. We
are told:

The church’s bills were publicly draped like
laundry on the line.

One paragraph says simply ‘Hmmm’.

Biblical verses and stories from Old and New
Testaments support the theme that there will always
be enough, that ‘generosity is our true identity’. News
of LaSalle’s LoveLetGoaampaign spread round
Chicago and to ‘every continent but Antarctica’. It is a
remarkable story. | contacted a friend, a retired pastor
and academic, in that city to see what he had to say
about all this. It seems the story had barely percolated
to his area.

Readers of Signs of the Timesd our Modern
Believingournal will want to question the way in
which the Bible is used. The most dramatic example
comes towards the end where the authors calculate
the distance Jesus must have walked between his 37
recorded miracles at 80 miles, or assuming that all the
miracles were not recorded, some 40 miles. The
authors write:

Within forty yards of our church, we would likely
stumble on several needs for a miracle.

Modern Church members will also be aware that
symbolic action like this may change lives but it does
not necessarily change the power structures of the
world. Love of neighbour has a structural,
institutional, political dimension as well as an
individual, personal one.

Who, then, should read this book? Any congregation
reviewing its stewardship programme and wondering
how much to give away to charity, and any diocesan
department encouraging a generous approach to its
Evangelical parishes, would benefit from taking a look.
Search for LovelLetGonline to find out more.
Whether it should find a place on Modern Church
reading lists is another matter altogether. g

Paul Brett is a retired priest living in Bath. He was formerly

Director of Social Responsibility in th®ioceseof
Chelmsford.

Sue Pickering, Listening
and Spiritual
Conversation (Norwich,
Canterbury Press 2017).
David Greenwood

This book achieves its
objective of being, on the
one hand, a self-help
guide to gaining a sense of
spiritual well-being and,
on the other, a guide to
Christian ministers wishing to improve their
communication skills. The guide is written from the
Christian perspective and is very firmly embedded in
the Biblical tradition, with an anthropomorphic
approach assumed. The author is an Anglican priest
working in New Zealand, involved in the training of
spiritual directors and, as a Canon of Taranaki
Cathedral, she leads workshops on spirituality and
ageing. For those involved with parish life and
mission action planning, this book could make a huge
contribution.

The first part is a resource for those who wish to
achieve spiritual growth. It emphasises the need to
listen - to God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit, to others and
to ourselves. That listening can occur anywhere but
perhaps is more likely in interaction with the natural
world, a country walk, sitting in a garden - it is
necessary to stop from time to time and

let some aspect of the creation become for you a
messenger of God.
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The Bible is introduced as the second source of
instruction for those intending to become disciples
with the importance of using Scripture as a resource
for prayer - highlighting in particular the method
developed by St. Ignatius.

Silence is introduced as the third and essential form of
engaging with the Holy Spirit. These three themes are
then developed with much practical advice, gained
from the author’s many years of spiritual
development.

The second part of the book draws on the writer’s
work in training spiritual directors. Here the use of
telling stories is suggested as means of building
relationships with one’s communities or indeed with
individuals, with the stress always being on prayer.
There is a long chapter on spiritual conversation,
dealing with vocation, life’s meaning and purpose,
suffering, prayer, apologetics and ‘ways of being
church’. Asis emphasised,

because God’s loving embrace includes all people
and the whole of life, then any conversation that
opens up the deep-down things of a person’s life
can be considered spiritual.

This part of the book concludes with a reiteration of
the need to listen very carefully to people and
especially to the Holy Spirit.

While | acknowledge that this book will be a very
useful resource to all Christian ministers, my criticism
is that the agenda is too constrained. Although there
is discussion of the possibility of communities
expressing their spirituality through the production of
a painting or performing with a musical instrument,
there does not seem to be a recognition that a
spiritual experience can be felt by the viewing of a
great painting and not necessarily one with a Biblical
theme, or by listening to a great piece of music -
perhaps a symphony or concerto and not necessarily
one with a Biblical basis such as an oratorio. The
author mentions the Alister Hardy Trust’s collection of
religious and spiritual experiences but does not
develop the thesis that many of those experiences will
be from those with non-Christian or indeed any faith.
Unsurprisingly in a book which is emphatically
Christian, there is no mention of, for example,
Buddhist meditation - which | know has proved very
helpful to some Christians. These criticisms apart, this
will I am sure prove a very useful resource for both
ministers and members of their congregations. g

David Greenwood’'s doctor al
the way artists have portrayed the numinous. He is a

Trustee of the Alister Hardy Trust and a Reader in the
Diocese of Herefd.

Chris Anderson, Light
When it Comes (Wm B )

Eerdmans 2016). FN» @& X
Rebekah Hanson 4 € m g O

CERIS ANDLRSON

LIGHT WHEN IT COMES
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The author is a US English
professor and Catholic :
deacon, and he uses both of H o % i B
these aspects. of his Ilf.e to S me= d o0
create a poetic reflection on

his spiritual life. The book is o} O
inspired by his practice of

the Examen, a daily Ignatian spiritual prayer exercise.
At the beginning and end of the book he gives brief
summaries of what the Examen entails, its origin and
influence on the book. His reflections may, therefore,
be more fruitful for those who are already familiar
with Ignatian spirituality. Nevertheless, it is a thought-
provoking and moving read for those who seek
spiritual insight from everyday life experiences.

In the preface, he describes the memories and
moments that he shares in the book as ‘poetry, not
prose’, and as ‘parables’ (p. xiv). It is important to
keep this in mind so as to not lose track of the overall
aim of the book, which is to help the reader,

remember the moments... However small they
are, however fleeting, moments like this can lead
us to God. (p. xiii)

Therefore, the book is not exactly a straightforward
how-to guide for the spiritual life, as it comprises
what, at times, seem like almost random bits of
personal memories and reflections loosely held under
different chapter titles. However, this structure
challenges readers to reflect on and connect various
moments in their own lives where they encountered
something indescribable and strangely significant,
however small or short-lived. In this way, the reader
gets a glimpse into the author’s reflective process as
these memories and reflections become almost
prayer-like.

The book is divided into three parts and ten chapters.
Part 1 is called ‘Trusting Joy’, made up of three

chapters, with the focus of each chapter on light:
‘seeing’, ‘doubting’ and ‘“following’. Part 2, called

‘Facing Darkness’, is made up of four chapters, each
eelesting op whatjtameanstg give enesalfdqiGody i t h
through humble reflection on difficult life experiences,
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big and small. In Chapter 4, called ‘Dying to Ourselves
he discusses the themes of darkness and light and
connects them in this way,

It’s the darkness that shows us the light. It’s
desolation that teaches us what joy really is’

(p. 47).

Part 3 is called ‘Seeing God in Everything’ and this
section combines the themes of darkness and light
which recalls moments with a mix of pain, wonder
and joy. Throughout all these moments lie his hope in
Christ and faith in God’s guidance, and this is what
connects all the different snippets of memories,
reflections, and feelings throughout the book.

Light When It Comésa deceptively easy read filled
with moving stories and small insights, and yet, it is
spiritually challenging in different ways. While he
doesn’t go into too much depth about the Examen or
the benefits of Ignatian spirituality, the impact of
these practices can be found in the way he seeks
God’s presence throughout various encounters,
feelings, and conversations. | found myself
disagreeing with or questioning some of his
conclusions and ideas. This led me to think further
about personal conclusions or ideas derived from
spiritual reflection on my own life experiences.
Therefore, understanding this book as an invitation to
deeper prayerful reflection is a good way to approach
this unique and moving collection of spiritual
reflections. g

Rebekah Hanson @rrently doing an MA in Public

Theology and her interests include photography, exploring
places and creative spiritual expression

Dinah Livingstone, The
Making of Humanity:
poetic vision and
kindness (Katabasis,
2017).

David Williams

The Making of Humanity

The latest book by the poet
and author Dinah
Livingstone offers an
engaging yet provocative
study of the relationship between poetry and
theology as sister arts, based on the premise that
poetic vision and kindness are the making of
humanity. It also has a recurrent theme that poetry
offers a shining (or revelation) of meaning which
derives from its form.

Dinah Livingstone

10

The book consists of a loosely structured introduction,
which nevertheless has some keen insights on the
nature of poetry and poetic form and purpose in
relation to theological expression. This is followed by
three short studies of ‘Divine Descents’:

i. The Reign of God, which draws on a
miscellany of Biblical texts;

ii. Embodiment: the Christ epic, with a more
focused study of the kenosigpoem in
Philippians, and the Prologue to John’s
Gospel; and

iii. The Beautiful City, which consists of a rather
diffuse study of the chapter on the New
Jerusalem in Revelation, set alongside Blake's
Jerusalenmand the Oracle upon Managuhby
the contemporary radical Nicaraguan priest-
poet-politician Ernesto Cardenal, illustrating
the author’s attraction to liberation theology.

There follows a series of five challenging but rather
inchoate studies of times and seasons in the Church’s
calendar: Christmas, Easter, Pentecost and Trinity, the
Feast of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and Advent, in which
the author seeks to present the Biblical presentation
of Christ’s incarnation and resurrection and the action
of the Holy Spirit as little more than poetic epic and
myth. The books conclude with a more concise essay
entitled Towards a Kindly Humanism.

As befits the editor of Sofig the magazine of the Sea
of Faith network, Dinah Livingstone’s perspective is
both theologically and socially ultra-liberal, and while
this reviewer does not find himself at one with her
theological standpoint, he nevertheless acknowledges
the integrity of her writing.

Dinah Livingstone is a noted and highly productive
poet, whose own publishing imprint Kantabasis points
to her concern for a down-to-earth poetic reality. She
has produced two earlier books on the relationship of
poetry and natural theology: The Poetry of Earth
(2000) and Poetic Tale$2010). A common theme of
her work in the social and ethical responsibility of the
poet, who she sees as a catalyst for social cohesion.

Dinah Livingstone ran the Camden Voices Poetry
Group from 1978 to 1998, and has received three Arts
Council Writer’s Awards. She is also a translator with a
special interest in Latin American writing. Her
scholarship as shown in The Makingof Humanityis
quite impressive, with a careful, albeit angled study of
the Greek texts of the New Testament passages on
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which she focuses, coupled with a strong sense of
poetic structure, form and rhythm.

It is however disappointing that she does not explore
further the poetic form and content of much of the
Old Testament, particularly the book of Job, the
Psalms, Proverbs, the Song of Solomon, Isaiah,
Jeremiah, Lamentations and most of the minor
prophets. The relationship between Biblical poetry
and hymnic and liturgical form and usage is a further
area on which she is sadly silent. Nor does she explore
the Tractarian hypothesis that poetry is a literary form
which brings one closer to the divine. These are all
areas which merit further exploration.

Nevertheless, | found this book a stimulating volume
to read, at times provocative, occasionally frustrating,
but always imbued with a spirit of humanity of which
Dinah Livingstone speaks so eloquently. However, |
was ultimately left with the impression that poetry
and theology were presented not as sister arts, but
rather as theology subordinated to poetry. g

David Williams is Vicar of the Badbury Group of Churches
and Area Dean of the Vale of White Horse inDi@cese of
Oxford, a theological college tutor farmer Clerk to the

t he

GeneralSynodnd Head of

Central Secretariat.

Nick Spencer, The Political
Samaritan: How Power
Hijacked a Parable,
Bloomsbury, 2017
Jonathan Clatworthy
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Hijacked a Parable

Even though Nick Spencer is the
Research Director of Theos, |
thought this was a rather
lightweight book - until | got to
the final chapter, which came
as an unexpected surprise.

It is certainly easy to read. The first chapter gives a
chatty overview of how politicians treat religion,
leading to reflections on how we use language. We do
get introduced to the language theories of Augustine
and Wittgenstein, but gently.

Chapter 2 provides many examples of references to
the Good Samaritan by politicians and church leaders.
| imagine Spencer did a word search of Hansardand
couldn’t resist the temptation to give us rather a lot of
detail about speeches in Parliament. By the end |

11

Archhbi

admit | was getting a bit bored. Still, points emerged
to be analysed later in the book.

The next chapter gives an excellent overview of New
Testament scholarship on the parable, explaining
what Luke and Jesus might have intended. Again it is
easy to follow, and for those not familiar with biblical
scholarship, would make a good starting point. It
finishes with a collection of points which can
legitimately be drawn from it.

The final chapter draws on the earlier material to ask
what political points the parable can justifiably
support. Although it is a short chapter it is the most
profound, so | shall describe it in more detail.

Many politicians have made dubious appeals to the
Good Samaritan. Two well-publicised speeches
illustrate the point, one by Margaret Thatcher and the
other by Hilary Benn. Thatcher turned the parable
from a story about helping somebody else to a story
about having the means to help. Benn appealed to the
principle of helping others in need to argue in favour
of sending bombers to Syria.

Spencer then draws out two important features of the
s§ory s gratext. The firsh is that Jesys transforms a
question about the neighbour (‘Who is my
neighbour?’) into a question about oneself (how to be
a neighbour). The second is that Jesus responds to a
guestion of definition (how to define neighbours) with
an answer about action (‘Go and do likewise’).

We then turn to the philosopher John Rawls’ rules
about religious discourse in public life. Recently Rawls
has been the most influential defender of the view
that religious doctrines should be excluded from
political language. Those with power have an
obligation to justify their actions in ways that seem
acceptable and reasonable to those affected. Towards
the end of his life, however, he softened his stance.
Religious language might be acceptable if
accompanied by ‘properly public reasons’:

While the wide view of public political culture
allows us, in making a proposal, to introduce the
Gospel story, public reason requires us to justify
our proposal in terms of proper political values... In
this way citizens who hold different doctrines are
reassured (p. 152).

The position proved difficult to defend, and in another
modification Rawls wrote that

the idea of public reason does not apply to all
political discussions of fundamental questions, but
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only to discussions of those questions in what |
refer to as the public political forum (p. 151).

This, in effect, produces a dualism between what can
be said in public office and what can be said outside it.
Spencer replies:

From everything we have seen so far in this book,
however, we know that this is precisely what
doesn’t happen.

On the contrary, believers and unbelievers alike
appeal to the parable, whether in public office or not.

Some chaperone their citations, but most do not.
And while none is ever so crass as to say, ‘Jesus told
this story so my government is doing this’, the very
purpose of referencing the parable when they have
done so is to lend a moral weight, significance and
force to what might otherwise be seen as a ‘merely’
political suggestion (p. 153).

This reviewer agrees with Spencer against Rawls, but
for a reason the book does not mention: the secular

taboo on anything that smacks of religion. If the
parable were first told by Karl Marx, Winston Churchill
or Nicole Kidman, Rawls would not agonise over its
legitimacy in public discourse.

Spencer summarises that the parable is problematic
for the political right because of the implied obligation
to help whoever is in need, and for the political left
because it highlights voluntary individual action.

At the very end, we are left with a reflection on the
importance of biblical references:

By drawing on the parable of the Good Samaritan
to make a political point, you are also making a
bigger-than-political point. Put another way, by
anchoring political ideas in biblical ones in this way,
you are revealing the ground beneath politics,
saying something about life and truth and meaning.

| highly recommend this book. g

Jonathan Clatworthy is @rustee and/icePresidenbf
Modern Church and author @fhy Progressives Need God.
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