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"Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to
me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything | have
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.™
(Matthew 28:18-20)

'It is Jesus Christ himself, whom the Bible calls and to whom the Bible witnesses as Lord,
and it is the Spirit of the Bible, who exercises and commands authority inside the Church
and by the agency of the Church in the world.’

(Karl Barth, Die Autoritat und Bedueutung der Bibel, 1947)
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DIVINE AUTHORITY AND COVENANT COMMUNITY IN

CONTEMPORARY CULTURE

ABSTRACT
John Billingham, Regent's Park College, Oxford

Submission for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, Hilary Term 2014

The question | address is this: how might a theology of authority be conceived in the light
of questions raised by what is termed 'post-modernity'? Is it possible to articulate a theology
of authority coming to the church community 'from God' that avoids an oppressive and
alienating heteronomy? | write of God as the One who alone is free to be God, supreme
sovereign, the only one source or well-spring of life, that is the triune God, the 'Other’,
whose being and action is 'holy love', who reveals himself by his Word to a fallen
humanity. This Word is found ultimately in the person who is Jesus Christ the living Word
who alone brings reconciliation.

The thesis explores the question of authority as of vital importance in the
sociological dimension of religion, calling for legitimisation (in light of claims made for
itself), and as obligatory in the theological and divine sphere, where God is the ultimate
source of all authority. For this reason the project involves two methodologies (theological
and sociological) in order to look at divine authority and human response. While this
investigation is relevant to all sections of the Christian church, particular attention is paid to
Baptist churches in the UK, since they hold a concept in their tradition that | suggest is

valuable in answering the question of the thesis, namely that of covenant.



Chapters 1 looks at social theory on the subject because of the sociological context
in which God's authority is encountered if it is to be meaningful in terms of language and
human context. This offers a definition, analysis of change of meaning and the cultural
inheritance of ‘authority'.

Chapter 2 sets the theological context for the question of authority, with a brief
survey of standard constructions of theological authority as found in the fourfold pattern of
scripture, tradition, reason and experience. In addition there is a brief theological and
Christological reflection on divine authority and covenant theology as found in Karl Barth.
An inner 'problematic’ of relating the personal authority of Christ to the forms of institution
(church) and text (scripture) is identified within the Christian tradition, and Barth’s
response to this is explored.

In Chapter 3 the subject of authority is viewed through the lens of so-called
‘postmodern’ culture, identifying four challenges to the notion of 'external authority' (all of
which exemplify a move from the external to the internal, or from objective to subjective
approaches to authority). These four challenges address questions concerning:
metanarrative, coercive authority, private judgement and open textuality or meaning.

In Chapter 4 the concept of church as covenant community is explored in the
Baptist and (more briefly) the Anglican traditions.

Chapter 5 offers qualitative research with one-to-one interviews conducted in a
local Baptist church in York, in order to examine attitudes toward authority as expressed by
‘church’ and 'non-church' groups and to identify differences between them. The York survey
tests out both (a) the inner-problematic of Christ-institution-text and (b) the four challenges

outlined in chapter 3, especially the subjective notions of authority.



Chapter 6 seeks to address theological and sociological questions employing
ethnography and 'judicious narratives' drawn from the field work. The data drawn from the
York interviews is further explored by being placed in dialogue with Matthew Guest, Paul
Heelas, Linda Woodhead and Nicholas Healy. Insights are applied from their work on
congregational study (Guest), the ‘subjectivised-self’” (Heelas and Woodhead), and
'theodramatic horizon' and 'practical-prophetic ecclesiology' (Healy). Interrogating the data
in the context of a comparison with other studies leads to the possibility of discerning God
as speaking in a dramatic-relational community both in and beyond the church, establishing
a non-dominating authority. This process also offers an intersection between the languages
of sociology and theology.

In Chapter 7 the relation between covenant and authority is identified as necessary
theologically and sociologically, leading to a constructive proposal that the idea of a
covenant community meets the 'postmodern’ challenge and begins to resolve the inner
tension between Christ, institution and text.

It is within the context of a living dynamic relationship, both human and divine
together in covenant, as enabled by the Holy Spirit through faith in Christ, that the
authoritative and revelatory Word of God, the story that is Christ, is revealed in community
and recognised in praxis. In the hearing, sharing and living out of God's story centred in
Christ, in the particular community that is church in covenant relationship, under the direct
rule of Christ and the power of the Spirit, the Christian gospel with divine legitimacy
becomes 'good news' for all. Here the ‘triangulating' relationship between authority, story

and covenant reveals the divine without coercion or domination.



INTRODUCTION

1. Theology and cultural context

There are many strands to the thesis but the overall conversation is between theology and
culture — and on the specific themes of authority and covenant. Both themes belong to
theology, and the first also to cultural studies. Theologian Timothy Gorringe cites cultural
anthropologist Clifford Geertz on the complexity of the relationship: 'human beings, are
animals suspended in webs of significance they themselves have spun' identifying ‘culture’
as the name for those webs.? If culture sums up the way we understand or make sense of the
world, materially, intellectually, spiritually (therefore concerned with the spiritual, ethical
and intellectual significance of the material world), it must also be of fundamental
theological concern.® Yet, as we look for intersection and overlap, we need to be aware that
examinations of culture by sociology/anthropology and theology speak different languages,
approach culture from different perspectives and look for different sets of results.*

When it comes to the meaning of culture, 'the metaphorical application of the tilling
of fields (agriculture) to the cultivation of minds is ancient and obvious.” As Gorringe
points out, the familiarity of the noun 'culture' tends to obscure the older, more active use of
the word as a process — or the result of a process that is ongoing. Gorringe highlights the

fact that 'culture' cannot be separated from economics, such that different modes of

! See Martyn Percy, Shaping the Church (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2010), p28; also Bruce J
Nicholls, Contextualisation, ‘A Theology of Gospel and Culture' (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing,
1979/2003).

2 TJ Gorringe, Furthering Humanity (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2004), p3, citing Clifford Geertz,
The Interpretation of Culture (London: Fontana, 1993), p5.

¥ See Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p3.

* Nicholls, Contextualisation, p24.

® Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p3; Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd,
2000), p1.



production are bound up with different cultures, even to reading postmodernism as 'the
cultural logic of late capitalism.” If culture cannot be separated from theology then my
concern is to explore a theological conversation with sociology as we encounter authority,
human and divine, in relation to church community and the postmodern world.

Gorringe cites the well known, if ahistorical, typology for understanding the
interaction of Christianity and culture in Richard Niebuhr's Christ and Culture (1951).’
Though written over sixty years ago, it is still a landmark for sociological and theological
dialogue and is a reminder that human beings, Christian and non-Christian, cannot live
outside of time and culture and for this reason need to engage with its issues. Niebuhr drew
upon the work of American social anthropology, defining culture/civilisation (not
distinguishing the two) as the ‘total process of human activity' and the total result of that
activity.® In this way culture describes everything we do as humans and is therefore
irreducibly plural, laying ‘its claim and authority’ on every person.® Clearly we have two
definitions of culture here, one the way of life of a people, and the other the significance of
that behaviour. According to Gorringe the question that Niebuhr posed was 'how the
Christian should respond to this authority and claim."® The question that | want to raise,
asks where divine authority might be found, within (and beyond) the Christian church,

relative to contemporary culture, and how might we respond?™!

Niebuhr and Gorringe agree
that the ultimate criterion for deciding how Christians should respond to both authorities

theological and cultural (not separate categories but overlapping and interacting) is brought

® S Latouche, The Westernisation of the World (Cambridge: Polity, 1996), p41, cited by Gorringe, p4.

" HR Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper and Row, 1951).

& Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, p32, cited Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p13.

° Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p13.

1% Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p13.

1 Ethnography brings an important perspective (ch's 5-6). See Christian Scharen and Aana Marie Vigen (eds),
Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics (London/New York: Continuum International Publishing
Group, 2011), ppxi-xv.



to us by 'Jesus Christ of the New Testament'.*? Because Christ defines the gospel, and in
turn exercises authority over church and the world, we shall consider human authorities
where culture is also the context for a tension between authorities which are conceived
theologically as Christ, institution, text. Implicit to the thesis one overlaps the other.
Culture impacts the church in various ways, wherever there are human relationships. Yet all
come under God's rule and presence in church and world. My key concern, with its answer
in covenant, is the desire to hear the divine 'voice', even in the ‘other’. My methodology
locates that intersection where divine and human meet such that divine authority is
discerned in the divine story, ‘theodramatic horizon' and process that is culture.*®

These categories are not static but living, moving, interacting within the process
while avoiding syncretism.* Niebuhr introduced the concept of the kingdom of God, the
ultimate value, whilst mapping the relationship between the Christian church and the world.
In doing so he proposed five ideal types that Christian responses fall into: oppositional,
conformist, synthetic, dualist and conversionist modes. While cultural studies have moved

on, this is a model still discussed today and of interest to us (chapters 5 and 6).

2. Argument and methodology

The thesis sets out to explore the parameters and issues of authority, especially divine
authority, in the context of contemporary culture and ecclesiology. My method seeks to
utilise theological and sociological approaches in order to explore divine authority and

human response. While the thesis references different theological traditions (Anglican,

12 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, p12, cited Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p13.

13 See Nicholas M Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life (Cambridge: CUP, 2000) and chapter 6, §38,
for 'practical prophetic ecclesiology' and 'theodramatic horizon'; also Martyn Percy, Shaping the Church,
where congregational studies meets with ecclesiology and cultural studies in 'implicit theology'.

4 As outlined in Nicholls, Contextualisation, pp20-36.



Roman Catholic and Reformed) particular attention is paid to Baptist churches in England
and the UK. The argument presented by the thesis is that the Baptist concept of covenant
represents an important way forward in understanding the relationship between divine and
human authority and in helping us to judge competing claims about divine authority. All
theology, as summed up in the gospel of Christ, is viewed not as ‘the guest of any culture'
but rather its 'judge and redeemer.™ It is hardly surprising then that a ‘tension’ exists
between authority, theology and culture, within the church and beyond. If divine authority
is to be found in God being and 'speaking’ then | argue that ‘covenant’ is the stage where
that divine authority rules — revealed in the gospel story, ecclesial community, sacraments
and the world; the Father holding together 'difference’ under the direct rule of Christ
revealed in the sacred tradition of the Word by his Spirit and thus unavoidably Trinitarian.
The argument and methodology also bring the relation between ecclesiology and
ethnography into the discussion, dealing with primary and secondary theological and
sociological sources (past and present), interacting with issues raised by 'practical theology’
and congregational study (one-on-one interviews) as questions of authority are explored
within the ‘reality’ of ‘concrete’ church. My response to the negative and hierarchical
domination normally assumed for the word ‘authority’,*® is also to argue for a Baptist

theology of covenant as representing a more dynamic model, responding responsibly and

freely to authority and the divine within church and the world. And as implied by 'authority'

!> Nicholls, Contextualisation, p15.

16 As with feminist theology. See eg, Rowena Wilding, The inspired Word of God? (The Baptist Ministers'
Journal, July 2012, volume 315), pp22-26. While sympathetic with areas of feminist criticism theologically
this thesis is not primarily focused on authority in relation to androcentricism, patriarchy and the exclusion of
the woman's voice.



a relationship is assumed (of different kinds) such that contemporary emphasis upon the
subjective also finds its place in the discussion.*’

With all this in mind the inner-Christian problematic of the Lordship of Christ in
relation to text, sacrament and institution is explored by means of authority, story and
covenant. Here we consider not an ‘epic theology' or ‘blueprint ecclesiology' but a
'theodrama’ that discerns God in the human drama and story involving dialogue, debate,
encounter, listening, difference — a 'practical-prophetic ecclesiology’; discerning the 'reality’
of Christ in the ‘concrete’ church.'® All these terms will be discussed in chapter 6.

The theological position of this thesis is Protestant, non-conformist, evangelical and
Baptist/Reformed recognising a fourfold theological authority as historically grounded in
scripture, tradition, reason, and experience (chapter 2). This position is not regarded as
inimical to other theologies but rooted in a Reformed (referencing Karl Barth) and hence
Baptist theology and history.”® The ecclesiology within the thesis, centred upon the
supreme authority of Christ within the covenant community, may resonate with 'liberation
theologies' and 'ground-up'-cum-congregational voice, especially concerning the weak,
marginalised, disenfranchised and poor (even liberal-humanist and political-cum-Marxist
dialectic) but this lies beyond the direct purpose of the thesis.

Within the theological and ethnographic discussion there is also a recognised place

1 20

for 'judicious narratives.“” These are drawn from the field-survey of personal interviews

with church (Baptist) and non-church residents in Acomb, York (2003). This methodology,

17 See Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution (Oxford, Blackwell Pub, 2005).

'8 See Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life.

19 While the ‘Reformed’ is one powerful strand of Baptist theology (historically Particular Baptists) there is
also an Arminian tradition (historically General Baptists), together forming the '‘Baptist Union' of today.

2 A term taken from John Millbank. 'Enclaves, or Where is the Church?' in New Blackfriars 73 (June 1992),
p343. See also Christian Scharen, 'Judicious narratives, or ethnography as ecclesiology', Scottish Journal of
Theology, 58(2) (2005): pp125-142.



with differing strands, brings us to a practical theology and ‘concrete church' in a particular
cultural context. My argument in this thesis is that divine authority is not simply found in
statements of orthodoxy, or 'blueprint ecclesiologies',?* but discerned in the 'reality’ of the

2 that is koinonia ecclesiology,?® the interactive fellowship, the living

‘concrete church
Word in human relationship, the dramatic-narrative-process that is relationship-in-
covenant. The voice and presence of the God of covenant in community is therefore

discerned with implications for church in praxis and worship.

3. Aim and scope
The aim of this thesis is to present a particular account of covenant theology in order to
offer a satisfying solution to (a) long-standing tensions in theological accounts of how
divine authority operates within the church and to (b) problems posed by the ‘postmodern’
turn. This means introducing a practical theology and ethnography, such that the ultimate
source of authority in church and world, God in Christ Jesus, is not viewed as an oppressive
and alienating heteronomy. The model of 'covenant community',?* as committed relational
theology centred in Christ, suggests a way forward in the tensions and problematic.

The scope of the thesis is conducted against a ‘western' cultural backdrop that

indicates a move from objective to subjective notions of authority reflecting for some the

belief that the individual-self has become the final court of appeal.? It is also set within the

21 See Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, pp25-51.

22 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, and ‘concrete church', pp4-7.

%8 See Paul S Fiddes, 'Ecclesiology and Ethnography: Two Disciplines, Two worlds?" in Pete Ward (ed),
Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography (Cambridge: Wm B Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2012), pp16-
17, 25,27.

24 'Covenant' meaning 'agreement to walk together' rather than legal ‘treaty’ or 'contract'. See Mark J Cartledge
and David Mills (eds), Covenant Theology, Contemporary Approaches (Carlisle, Paternoster Press, 2001).

% See DJ Atkinson, DH Field (eds), New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, (Leicester:
IVP, 1995), pp178-80.



cultural frame of a perceived loss of respect for and crisis with regard to authority, because
of the loss of objectivity, within and beyond the church. The discussion takes place around
theology and sociology (including ecclesiology, Christology, ethnography and
congregational study) such that a ‘practical-prophetic ecclesiology' is brought to the
discussion.?® The focus upon Baptist ecclesiology and the place of 'congregational
hermeneutics', allows for an objective and subjective understanding of divine authority as
discerned within covenant community and a culture of listening, unity and mutual respect.?’
Indeed how might divine authority be discerned and responded to within the ecclesia as it
negotiates diversity and plurality within a changing world?*®

The overarching question remains: how do we understand the nature of God's
authority given the challenge of contemporary culture toward authority and a long-
standing tension in theological accounts of how authority operates within the
churches? My answer lies in the Christ of the Bible and his call to covenant community as

revealed in scripture and responded to in tradition.

4. A question of authority
The thesis assumes a priori, that the One God, the God of the Bible ontologically, actively
and eternally exists and has spoken with ‘all' authority. From a Christian-orthodox

theological perspective, he has revealed himself in three distinct hypostases: Father, Son

%8 | use the word 'prophetic' (Grk: prophetes: to speak forth on behalf of another) carefully in order to avoid
popular charismatic individualist notions of the gift. | use the word in this thesis in the basic sense of '‘God
speaking' through others especially in the context of a 'listening and discerning' covenant community.

2! See Emily Reimer-Barry, ‘The Listening Church: How Ethnography Can Transform Catholic Ethics, in
Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, pp97ff.

%8 Accessing religion 'on-line', for example, challenges the traditional boundaries of authority, religious, social
and political. See Heidi Campbell, (2007). Who's got the power? Religious authority and the Internet. Journal
of Computer-Mediated Communication, 12(3), article 14. http://icmc.indiana.edu/vol12/issue3/campbell.html



http://icmc.indiana.edu/vol12/issue3/campbell.html

and Holy Spirit.® Questions as to how divine authority relates (immanent and economic),
in hierarchy and/or mutual indwelling (perichoresis), have implications for the sociological
and ‘practical theology' strand of the thesis.*® To this end the word ‘church’ (ekklesia), as in
Old and New Testament, is understood as the 'gathered people' (lit. ‘called-out ones’). The
church is recognised first, as that body of locally gathered believers, the Christ-centred and
Spirit-enabled Body of Christ (regardless of denomination, tradition or building), which is
serving and worshipping together for the glory of God under his rule — the kingdom of God.
The word ‘church’ also signifies that wider body of Christian believers of all denominations
and traditions (universal Body of Christ) forming one 'people’, with one Head, despite its
history of conflict/schism, disunity/difference.®* Overall the kingdom of God signifies
divine authority, the rule of Christ, active in word and deed, indwelling the life of the
church and beyond; even the inner-tension and difference within his ecclesia.

To this end the church doesn't have its own authority, only that which belongs to
and is sourced in Christ. At times the 'face’ of authority is exhibited by a single 'servant’ of
the church ('vicar', ‘priest’, 'minister’, prophetic voice, 'episkopos’), but that single person
cannot be the sole channel or possessor of divine authority, otherwise ‘lordship’ and
'relationship’ are confused to the detriment of the gospel that proclaims one Lord over all.
Neither can a local church or denomination claim ‘'lordship’ or priority over another. All are
called to serve under one Head who is Lord over all. Divine authority dwells overall, in all,

and through all within the called-out community that is covenant in relationship.

291 do not aim to rehearse theological debates concerning models of the Trinity but recognise their place in
order to inform the present discussion surrounding 'divine authority', church and the world.

% See Stephen R Holmes, The Holy Trinity (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2012), on the changed meaning of
'person’ contrasting traditional understanding of hypostases with contemporary understanding of 'personality’.
*! The thesis expresses a non-conformist ecclesiology but is also aware of the use of the English word 'church'
for institution/denomination (eg Roman Catholic, Anglican, Baptist) and buildings for Christian worship.



5. Authority and Baptists

All Christians, including Baptists, believe and confess®® that ultimate authority belongs to
God and that this authority in the world and church has been given to Jesus Christ his
Son.® He is both divine and human, the Head of the church; a position and voice non-
negotiable (divinely authorised), affirmed by God the Father and the Holy Spirit in
scripture and the witness of the primitive church, by his death, resurrection and ascension,
as well as the earliest confession of the church community that ‘Jesus Christ is Lord".** The
main question here asks how this authority is worked out in the reality of church life and
beyond. Early Baptists, who refused to become part of the newly established Church of
England and then broke away from the rest of the Puritan separatist movement, believed
they were establishing a church faithful to the teaching of the New Testament. Basic to that
conviction was a belief that the church should consist only of those, freely consenting in
faith, who surrendered their lives to the lordship of Jesus Christ. Baptists didn't begin with
baptism but with ‘'men and women whom, they believed, Christ had called to be his church

> Here | look at divine authority and covenant as developed in Baptist church life

on earth.
birthed as it was in dissent toward ecclesial and temporal authorities.

This needs to be viewed in the context historically of a developing emphasis within
Protestant evangelicalism® (including Baptists) upon grace alone through faith alone in

Christ alone for salvation. In the view of many this has unfortunately contributed to an

individualised and personalised faith such that questions are now raised as to how far such

%2 Eg, Wolfhart Pannenberg (et al) in, 'The Place of the Creeds in Christianity Today', in Cyril, S Rodd, (Ed),
Foundation Documents of the Faith, (Edinburgh: T & T Clark Limited, 1987), pp141-52. Also JND Kelly,
Early Christian Creeds (Harlow: Longman, 3" edn, 1972).

¥ Matthew 28:18; Romans 10:9; 1 Corinthians 11:3; Ephesians 1:22; Colossians 1:18.

* |dentifying the reality of the 'covenant community’ in relational recognition of divine authority.

% Michael Walker, Baptists at the Table, 'The Theology of the Lord's Supper amongst English Baptists in the
Nineteenth Century' (Didcot: Baptist Historical Society, 1992), p1.

% Not forgetting the influence of 18" century Enlightenment individualism.



an emphasis has undermined early Baptist thinking with its history of ‘congregational
hermeneutics' and community-life in covenant relationship and hence expression of divine
authority.®” As already hinted at another strand is identified — that of ‘subjectivism' in both
church and culture, raising questions concerning the nature and mind of church and
tradition in a changing world. Early in the twentieth century we hear similar concerns

expressed by Congregationalist theologian PT Forsyth (1911):%

‘There are many today, though fewer than yesterday, whose hopes for religion
are fixed upon such a revision of Christian doctrine as shall make it more welcome
to the mind of the age. But infection from the age is one of the weaknesses and
dangers of current Christianity. And what is more urgent for religion as well as
more potent than a change in creed is a change in the religious type, in the direction
of the soul's movement, however it is to come about. The Church needs to recover
not now from an Orthodoxy but from a Subjectivism in its spiritual cast and ideal,
which, having lost the objective power that Orthodoxy did have, runs out into
spiritual softness; and being subjective and therefore problematical, is not
authoritative, and has no firm hand to lay on the age's passion, and no firm footing
to stay its wavering doom."

Questions concerning ‘the mind of the age' (and subjectivism) in relation to doctrine,
orthodoxy, creed and praxis don't go away. Challenges to authority ecclesial/cultural will
always lead to issues of legitimacy, authorisation, obedience, submission, conscience,
freedom and relationship — widely discussed among Baptists.*® These questions/challenges
should not threaten but be seen as vital in every generation if the church is to proclaim

afresh with divine voice in truth and praxis. In covenant relationship such discussion,

%7 For a Baptist perspective see NG Wright, Challenge to change: A Radical Agenda for Baptists (Eastbourne:
Kingsway Pub. Ltd, 1991), pp71-90.

% No doubt responding to theologians such as FDE Schleiermacher; see Holmes, The Holy Trinity, p188.

% PT Forsyth, The Principle of Authority (London, New York, Toronto: Hodder and Stoughton, 1911), p441.
%0 See Anthony R Cross and Nicholas J Wood (eds), Exploring Baptist Origins (Centre for Baptist History
and Heritage Studies, Vol 1; Regent's Park College, 2010); and Roger A Ward and Philip E Thompson (eds),
Tradition and the Baptist Academy (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2011).
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debate, listening, even difference may be held in tension yet in commitment to unity in love
until the Word of divine authority is heard and agreed upon together in Christ. Here Baptist

theology brings its own contribution whilst listening to the voice of 'others'.

6. Structure and focus
If divine authority is summed up in the Being of God who speaks, then this thesis focuses
upon the proposal that divine authority in practice dwells in the divine call to follow Christ
in covenant relationship with its source in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and thus always
speaking to the contemporary age by his Spirit and Word.** God who dwells in koinonia, in
perfect relational harmony and unity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, has revealed himself in
covenant, making known his story whereby divine authority is fully revealed in the
crucified, risen and exalted Christ. The structure of the thesis takes the following shape:

Chapter 1 brings definition, meaning, change and cultural 'inheritance’ to 'authority’
drawn from social theory in order to look at divine authority in relation to human culture.

Chapter 2 provides a theological framework with a brief survey of standard
justifications and constructions of theological authority as found in the fourfold pattern of
scripture, tradition, reason and experience. In addition there is a brief theological and
Christological reflection on divine authority and covenant theology as found in Karl Barth.
An inner ‘problematic’ of relating the personal authority of Christ to the forms of
institution (church) and text (scripture) is identified within the Christian tradition, and
Barth’s response to this is explored.

In chapter 3, the questions raised in chapters 1 and 2 are set in the context of a so-

called 'postmodern’ world which brings its own four challenges within contemporary

*! See Nicholls, in Contextualisation, p55.
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culture to the notion of 'external authority' (all of which exemplify a move from external to
internal, objective to subjective ideas on authority).

Chapter 4 explores church as 'covenant community' exemplified in Baptist and,
more briefly, Anglican traditions. This chapter brings a particular 'voice' within Baptist
ecclesiology supporting the proposal for divine authority indwelling covenant community.

Chapter 5 introduces 'practical theology' and ethnography to address inner-tensions
within the Christian tradition by means of congregational study in a Baptist church in York.

Chapter 6 seeks to address theological and sociological questions employing
ethnography and 'judicious narratives' drawn from the field work. The York data is viewed
in dialogue with Mathew Guest, Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, and Nicholas Healy,
and their work on ‘congregational study’ (Guest), the 'subjectivised-self' (Heelas and
Woodhead), and 'theodramatic horizon' and 'practical-prophetic ecclesiology' (Healy). This
leads us to view divine authority discerned within and beyond the ecclesial community and
with the required intersection between the language of theology and sociology.

Chapter 7 sees covenant and divine authority together in relationship in Christ, with
a constructive proposal that a particular account of covenant theology offers a satisfying
solution to long-standing tensions in theological accounts of how divine authority operates
in church and the world, including problems posed by the ‘postmodern’ turn.

In summary it is within the patterning and texture of this encounter with
contemporary culture and covenant community that the Word of God, the story and person
that is Christ, is revealed with divine authority; not a 'Christomonism' but in the Name of
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. In the ‘triangulating' relationship of authority, story
and covenant, the hearing, sharing and living of this story is discerned in relationship and

mutual submission. This is a 'truth’ which is not coercive but in love allows for self-

12



discipline and accountability in the local church. It is compelling in authenticity and
legitimacy — allowing for difference — within the covenanted koinonia*? which is the Spirit-

led life, praxis and doxology of the discerning, listening community.

%2 See GR Evans, (ed), Christian Authority (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988).
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CHAPTER 1: AUTHORITY AND MEANING

7. Introduction

In this thesis, ‘authority’, together with 'divine authority’, form a major theme to be explored
along with 'covenant community' and ‘contemporary culture’. In this chapter®® | want to
explore the word "authority’, its meaning, changes and ‘'inheritances' and in the next chapter
to look at theological authority. Authority is an active word, a community word involving
text, tradition, institution, status, law and personality. It speaks of effective influence and
response, objective and subjective (as with ‘authored' and ‘author’), and usually partners
‘power’. As Gorringe reminds us ‘power’ is 'the great omission from Niebuhr's typology of
Christianity and culture.* It seems that the categories of 'Christ' and 'culture' were taken
for granted by him and so the question of power did not arise. For our purpose however two
words in scripture correspond with ‘power' and ‘authority’. These are the Greek New
Testament words: dunamis and exousia. The latter means ‘authority’ while from the former
is derived the English word ‘dynamite’ and ‘dynamic’ from a root meaning 'to be able to, to

“> The word usually signifies political power based on physical force. In

have strength to.

the Old Testament it speaks of God's power as in creation and the exodus. In Roman and

later western law the word was embodied as part of both marriage vows and paternity. *°
One of many difficulties is that often the word 'power" is used interchangeably with

‘authority' but these words are not to be confused but rather seen as partners. Power is not

the same as authority. Power without authority leads to abuse, destructive, totalitarian and

*% Especially in conversation with April Carter, Authority and Democracy, (London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1979), and Gorringe, Furthering Humanity.

** Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p105.

** Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p150 cited Otto Betz in Dictionary of New Testament Theology vol 2
(Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1975), p601ff.

“® Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p150.

14



illegitimate. There might be illegitimate authority (dictator/tyrant) but power with
legitimate authority brings effective, 'right' purpose and action. 'Just’ exousia is the rightful
companion to dunamis, while authority without power is impotent, an oxymoron. In the
New Testament Jesus followed the Rabbinic tradition which spoke of God as 'the power".
Jesus himself did dunameis, 'mighty works', and because he is the 'mightier one' will
subdue the devil (Mk 1:8, 3:22-30). For the Apostle Paul, Jesus is 'the power of God' (1 Cor
1:24) and the risen Christ is the one who gives power to believers (Phil 4:13). Alongside
this language of the 'dynamic' we also find the language of ‘authority' (exousia) that allows
the individual, the community, freedom to choose and obey. Related verbs imply not only
the exercise of authority but the right to do so.*’ Jesus had the exousia which the scribes
lacked. This brings its own challenge as we later reflect on Christian belief and praxis in
relation to God, scripture, church and the Lordship of Christ in the world.

Early in the twentieth century Forsyth saw 'authority' as the 'final question of life’

"“® More recently Anglican

and in 'its religious form, [...] the first and last issue of life.
theologian Tom Wright noted: 'Our generation has a problem about authority."*® From a
wider cultural perspective political scientist Susan Herbst further highlights the place of
authority: "The nature and impact of authority have been central to social theory since
antiquity, and most students of politics, culture and organisations have — in one manner or

another — visited the topic.”® The word therefore finds its locus in both theological and

cultural studies. It also takes a distinctive form in our age, in that in theory and practice, it

*" Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p151.

*8 Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p1.

* NT Wright, How can the Bible be authoritative? (The Laing Lecture and Griffith Thomas Lecture 1989.
Published Vox Evangelica, 1991), p1.

%% Susan Herbst, 'Political authority in a mediated age' in Theory and Society, Vol. 32, No. 4 (Netherlands,
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003), pp481-503.
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is now challenged both in society and with implication for church belief, narrative, polity,
praxis — even identity and self-understanding.
With the two related words 'power' and ‘authority' (and in relation to Christ, church

and culture), there are two kinds of cultural ‘inheritance'

on the subject that | want to
consider: (a) an older view, that German sociologist, philosopher and political economist
Max Weber (1864-1920) called 'legitimate domination'; and (b) a more contemporary view,
in the context of social change, which emphasises subjective over objective. It should also
be pointed out that in contemporary culture, the word ‘authority' is used in different ways,
negative and positive, and meaning: 'varies considerably according to the context within
which the discourse is taking place."

With the older view a further two basic concepts need to be considered. These
continue from pre-Enlightenment aristocratic society and speak of authority based on (a)
special knowledge and (b) special status within a social hierarchy (being ‘an" authority and
'in" authority). Authority coming from wisdom or professional expertise, as well as position,
appears not to have changed though the form is different and challenged.® At this stage we
might say that authority, before and since the Enlightenment, was believed to be external to
the individual-self and objectively held as normative in society, both hierarchical and
patriarchal and rooted in tradition, but is now believed to be increasingly self-referential,

that is, located within the personal, the internal 'subjectivised-self' of the individual

person;>* with implications for church and authority.

> What Jurgen Habermas (b.1929), German philosopher, political scientist and sociologist, calls ‘average
norm consciousness': Habermas, Communication and the Evolution of Society (London: Heinemann
Educational Books Ltd, 1979), pp186-88.

> \Wright, How can the Bible be authoritative?, p2.

>3 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p13.

** See Gene E Veith, Guide to Contemporary Culture (Leicester: Crossway Books, 1996), pp73-80; also
Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp2-5.
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It is against this change in perceptions of authority, even divine authority, that a
decline in religious confidence and faith has taken place.’® Theologian and philosopher Don
Cupitt (1998) writes of a 'post-Christianity’, where expressions of authoritative faith no
longer have a cultural 'map’ or language to express itself.>® This major shift to the internal
continues alongside objective political legal-rational authorities.>” So we find culturally that
extrinsic and intrinsic authority dwell together in shared potentially conflictual space — and
in the ecclesia. Even so the related sense of self-empowerment, with a 'voice' to be heard, is
seen by some as a cultural myth within our contemporary mediated age.*® Recent decades
have witnessed provision and development of resources available for individual
empowerment (with social advancement: educational, economic, technological, material) to
access and communicate information in a way unknown to previous generations.>® The
media (news, publishing, television, drama, film, advertising, internet), has itself become
another ‘authority’ where the 'voice' of truth, opinion and conscience become conflated —
even entertaining.° This has enabled the individual, especially with personal interactive
technology (and social networking), to be more informed and empowered (or to imagine
being so) than previous generations such that 'expertise’ is no longer assumed to reside with
those 'in' authority or who are 'an' authority. Such a perspective challenges ‘older’,
previously fixed notions of authority, bringing a complexity and uncertainty to the subject —

privately and publicly. For some a 'hermeneutic of suspicion’, where ‘trusted sources', even

*® Haralambos and Holborn, Sociology, themes and perspectives (London: Harper Collins, 2000), pp470-80.
*® D Cupitt, 'Post Christianity' in Heelas (ed), Religion, Modernity and Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell
Publishers Ltd, 1990), pp218-232.

>"'S Herbst, 'Political authority in a mediated age' in Theory and Society, Vol. 32, No. 4, pp481-503.

%8 See Herbst, 'Political authority in a mediated age' in Theory and Society, Vol. 32, No. 4, pp481-503; and ,
Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, (Grand Rapids: Wm B Eerdmans Pub. Co. 1996), pp17-19.

% Gordon Lynch, Understanding theology and popular culture (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), pp43-
68; and A Richards, 'Interpreting Contemporary Spirituality’, in P Avis, (ed), Public Faith? (London: SPCK,
2003) pp78-79.

8 Herbst, 'Political authority in a mediated age', Theory and Society 32 (2003), pp481-503.
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'morally authoritative' appeals to truth, can be lost in the confusion of myth and reality; a
fear of manipulation alongside a laissez-faire 'who cares?' and a cultural trivialising of the
once deemed sacred and serious.®

We are informed that in such a so-called postmodern climate ‘information’ has taken
precedence over 'knowledge'.®? Society has moved from an 'industrial age' (symbolised by
manufacturing and modernity) to an 'information society' (typified by personal computer
and post- or late-modernity), affecting cultural assumptions about how decisions are made
and information processed. The epistemological has taken precedence over the ontological
with implications for the value of human life, relationships and meaning.®® This process has
taken place alongside increased affluence in ‘western' society — or 'first world' (no longer
geographical location but ideological, global and capitalist),®* enabling a hegemonic sense
of plurality and personal choice which in a consumerist society empowers or purports to
empower the individual (thus transcending privilege) despite late-modern emphasis on loss
of 'self'. For some this increase in personal choice is a delusion or overwhelming while for
others consumerism and its ways of viewing the world, has led to a belief in personal
empowerment, (materialist and hedonist), even a search for ‘spirituality’.®® The individual
has freedom to make up her own mind, often without fear of coercion, sanctions or
consequences that come with authority. Implications for church and divinely authorised

story and how it is made known indwell the contemporary problematic.

¢! See Bernice Martin (ch 1), 'Beyond Measurement', in Paul Avis (ed) Public Faith?

%25 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, pp17-19.

% See eg, CG Brown, The Death of Christian Britain (Abingdon: Routledge, 2001), pp187-92; and Veith,
Guide to Contemporary Culture, pp47-70.

% B Martin, 'From pre- to postmodernity in Latin America: the case of Pentecostalism’, in Heelas et al (eds),
Religion, Modernity and Postmoderrnity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), pp102-142.

% Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p95.
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8. Defining authority
The question of authority and modern and late-modern cultural shift has been interpreted

by some as 'subjectivisation’, a move from 'power from on high' to ‘power from below":

'Thus the modern world comes into being when power, rather than being seen
as the possession of sovereigns and monarchs (earthly and heavenly) to whom
individuals must submit their lives, comes to be seen as the possession of each
individual subject. [...] power is now thought to [...] be bestowed by "the people"
on their rulers, rather than the other way round. [...] In the very broadest sense this
process may be referred to as one of "subjectivisation” — since each individual
becomes a sovereign subject, rather than the subject of a sovereign."®

The Oxford English Dictionary (1964/88) however, defines ‘authority' objectively as the:

'‘power or right to enforce obedience; delegated power (to do, for an act, or
absolute); person or (especially in pl) body having authority; personal
influence, especially over opinion; weight of testimony; book, quotation,
considered as settling a question; evidence or declaration that may be cited in
support of a statement (on the authority of Plato); person whose opinion is
accepted, especially expert in a subject (an authority on bees)."®’

The concept of being 'in" authority and 'an' authority remain (though challenged). Yet the
definitions all imply subjective response (negative or positive, articulate or silent, willing or
resistant). Even so the first in the list (and 'older’ model) is still evident as coercion or
compulsion over personal will. It is no doubt assumed that in ‘western' society a 'free and
fair' democracy will exhibit 'justice’ (power de jure) and that also 'right' in law will prevail

even if there has to be such an act of compulsion or coercion (de facto).

% inda Woodhead, An Introduction to Christianity (Cambridge: CUP, 2004), p3.
%7 JB Sykes (ed), The Concise Oxford Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964/1988), p58.
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Over 100 years ago (1909) we find a very different emphasis with the ‘coercive'
objective element ‘'inherently’ much stronger: '[t]he word "authority”, as used in ordinary
language, always implies a certain amount of coerciveness. The most common meaning is
that of power to enforce obedience. [...] Without this element of coerciveness, authority
has no real meaning. All authority inhibits, forces or pains. It is of its very nature to act.'®®
Such a 'violent' understanding of authority, framed in an imperialist age with abuses of
'power’ and assumed hierarchies (patriarchal and monarchical), would (in a ‘first-world'
mindset) struggle to find acceptance today. This reveals a contextualisation socially,
culturally, historically and politically by which language is interpreted and meaning
derived. While the exercise of authority still has the ability, intended or not, to cause pain
the notion of this as being 'intrinsic' to its meaning is challenged. With the OED coercion
remains but is set alongside other kinds of authority. Against this cultural 'inheritance’ we
find ourselves distinguishing two forms of external authority: (a) coercive, compelling
external obedience, and (b) persuasive or consensual, calling for subjective consent.

Political theorists, such as April Carter, propose that the nature of authority is best
understood if it is distinguished from methods of compelling behaviour such as ‘force or
violence'; this includes not only physical but also legal force used by governments. In other
words, she is arguing that the term ‘authority’ (auctoritas — see 89) should be reserved for
the consensual, and that another term — eg ‘power’, be applied to the coercive. Carter,

however, makes the point that if authority is contrasted with force then the institution that is

respected for its authority should be able to maintain itself with minimum resort to force if

88 J Iverach and J Hastings (eds), Encylopaedia of Religion and Ethics (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1909), p249;
my italics for emphasis.
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not dispense with it altogether.®® The problem here is that she implies, against her own
definition, that 'force’ is therefore a certain kind of authority. The refusal to call 'force' or
‘coercion’ a form of authority, rather calling it ‘power’, makes the discussion difficult. I am
suggesting, therefore, that while ‘coercion' might be a less valid and inauthentic kind of
authority it is still nonetheless a form of authority (as indicated earlier), if only in a
weakened sense.

Even so, one might say that the preferred form of authority culturally is of the
persuasive, consensual kind. It is as a matter of fact the preferred form today, though it goes
against Weber’s ‘legitimate domination; which had de facto and de jure elements to it —
coercive power exercised ‘by right’. There is certainly theological support for it being the
preferred form in the church. Indeed, Baptist theologian Paul Fiddes reminds us that the
researcher using empirical methods in the service of ecclesiology (as in this thesis), 'needs a
theological conviction about the way God acts in the world; ecclesiology cannot be done
without sorting this out.”® He goes on to ask, 'ls God's activity in the world coercive,
unilateral, and interventionist? Or is it always persuasive, cooperative, and immanent?'’!
While | do not fully answer these questions at this stage, | can say that in relation to God,
present and active in church and the world, 1 speak of authority in a way that is in
contradistinction to force. Not that | want to sentimentalise ideas of God but if divine
authority rests objectively on the sovereign call of the lordship of Christ and the divine
illumination of the Holy Spirit in the written Word, in covenant relationship, then it is

viewed as preferable to coercion which relies on fear to secure obedience or literally

% Carter, Authority and Democracy, pp13-14.

" Fiddes, 'Ecclesiology and Ethnography: Two Disciplines, Two Worlds?' in Ward (ed), Perspectives on
Ecclesiology and Ethnography, pp33-4.

™ Fiddes, 'Ecclesiology and Ethnography: Two Disciplines, Two worlds?' in Ward (ed), Perspectives on
Ecclesiology and Ethnography, p34.
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enforces it thus denying freedom.’? Even so, there will be ‘authority' decisions (framed
around ideas of the divine) within the church that bring 'pain’, wittingly or unwittingly. The
challenge to all church communities is to discern and exercise authority in covenantal
unity, with love, humility and prayer, sensitive to the leading of the Holy Spirit such that
the 'speech act' (to borrow Karl Barth's phrase) of the Almighty is heard together. In other
words | am arguing for objective aspects in a persuasive view of authority (human and
divine), in order to prevent a fall into absolute subjectivity.

If we return to the social/political use of the word, it is important to recognise that in
both areas of what we are calling ‘authority' (Carter calls them ‘authority' and 'power"), there
are two underlying concepts known as de jure and de facto (see Green below, 812). De jure
is that which is ‘justified’ while de facto speaks of that which exists ‘as a matter of fact'. But
we must be careful not to distinguish too rigidly between de jure and de facto as there are
instances of de facto authority that are effective only as an extension of ‘cases of authority
where there is a socially recognised entitlement to it' and thus de jure also.”

With coercive authority there is the exercise of de facto power which requires
obedience and has no justification except in the power of the holder (eg tyrant or dictator).
De jure elements exist here 'by right', only in the legal-rational sense or as socially
recognised entitlement, while they are not necessarily present 'morally’.” By contrast
persuasive authority introduces de facto elements (‘an' authority) that come (assuming
reason) with expertise, or the authority of a charismatic personality, or authority based in

tradition. With persuasive authority de jure elements do not take the form of legal

"2 This 'fear' needs to be distinguished from 'reverence' that is a subjective ‘fear of God' with a desire to obey
in loving relationship with the Almighty (eg Prov 1:7; Luke 12:5; 2 Cor 5:11; Phlp 2:12).

"3 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p19.

™ The question of moral authority in itself is a major one but lies beyond the scope of this thesis.
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structures, but are only present in so far as those exercising authority have a 'right’ to do so,
requiring a 'proper' obedience because of 'recognised’ or ‘assumed' entitlement. As we shall
see below, Weber defines 'power' as the opportunity which permits one individual to
impose his will on the behaviour of others even if it is against their will. He rejects this
definition as too elusive and prefers the narrower concept of 'domination' (ie political
power).” By this means 'domination’ is achieved by ‘influencing others through the explicit
articulation of what one wants them to do and having these "commands" obeyed

implicitly.'™

The two-way relationship between ruler and ruled rests on the belief on both
sides in the legitimacy (de jure) of the authority that exercises domination (de facto).”’

For our purposes true authority, however, also needs to be distinguished from that
form of influence termed mere persuasion, whether it relies on reason or emotion, which
does not possess any objective de jure elements at all. When influence is effective without
domination this can only be because the recipient is persuaded that whatever is advocated
will be, or has become, worthy of respect and compliance and so implies some kind of de
jure elements subjectively perceived. This is important for our discussion, and generally for
the postmodern mindset, in that if God's authority is persuasive, with effective influence,
then there will be perceived de jure elements present without recourse to domination.
Beyond 'mere persuasion’, Carter reminds us (as Weber) that, ‘any preliminary definition of
authority entails a belief in the right of the authority figure to issue commands or judgments

[...] this right may stem either from having special qualifications to speak authoritatively or

from holding a social position or political office which bestows the right to give

7> See, Weber and 'legitimate domination' (§11).

"® HP Secher, 'Introduction’, in Max Weber, Basic Concepts in Sociology (New York: Kensington Publishing
Corps, 1962/2002), p20.

" See Secher, 'Introduction’ and Max Weber, ‘The Concepts of Power and Domination' in Weber, Basic
Concepts in Sociology, pp20 and 117ff.
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authoritative advice or to issue commands."™ Again this has implications for the way

Christ's authority is viewed in the church and with the response to his commands.

9. Authority and auctoritas
The essential meaning of the word and idea of authority, in its historical origins, is found in
the Roman concept of auctoritas and handed down socially and politically. The meaning of
auctoritas is not easily translated and so is best understood within the political structure of
the Roman republic. Here auctoritas, belonging to the Senate, was contrasted with the
potestas (power) belonging to the popular assembly: "The Roman Senate did not have the
right or the ability to command automatic obedience, but it could command a respectful
hearing, and because its counsel was authoritative the popular assembly would normally do
what the Senate urged [...] the main meaning is embodied in the Senate's relationship to the
plebs.™ Even so this does not imply ‘hierarchy' but ‘a relationship of dual inequality in
which the Senate possessed greater prestige while the people possessed superior power.'®
If auctoritas belongs to the Roman world alone, then it is only of antiquarian
interest and if it is abstracted from its context and generalised then it is in danger of losing
its meaning. However, as Carter points out, 'some degree of abstraction and generalisation

181

is necessary to apply it to a contemporary social context.”™™ The basic understanding is that,

‘auctoritas implies the ability to command respect and voluntary compliance both by virtue
1 82

of holding an authoritative position and by being qualified to give authoritative advice'.

We return to being 'in' authority and being 'an' authority (de jure and de facto). Such

"8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, pl14.
" Carter, Authority and Democracy, p17.
8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p20.
8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p17.
8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p17.
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auctoritas could also be transferred to the role of the parent, combining social status with
qualification, and thus used by Romans when the Senate was referred to as patres.®®

We touch on interchangeable ideas of parenthood, the patriarchal, expertise, the
authoritarian, hierarchy, office, respect and the right to be listened to and/or obeyed. In such
a social and political context, we might ask how this serves the ecclesial, given that: 'One
necessary element in auctoritas and in any form of authority is, [...] that it entails the right
to be heard with respect and the right to prescribe what should be done or should be

believed.®*

While authority is a concept central to social and political thought, overlapping
church life, its precise nature remains elusive. One reason for this is found in the ambiguity
and complexity of the use of the word, as in the different connotations belonging to two
adjectives: 'authoritative' and ‘authoritarian’. A second source of ambiguity lies with the fact
that the word is also used in very diverse spheres of social activity including knowledge,
politics, family, school, workplace, armed forces, church.

The first perspective (authority as ‘authoritative’) reminds us of Europe's
aristocratic order prior to the French Revolution and Age of Enlightenment, when society
was governed mainly 'by deference to hierarchy, by custom and by unreflecting prejudice.’
The second (authority as ‘authoritarian’) is expressed famously by the sociologist Max
Weber (1917) who accepted tradition as a source of authority but also looked for ‘an
alternative type of authority, and alternative grounds for it, in the modern bureaucratic state

185

in an increasingly rationalist world.™ His "alternative' is a 'modernist' attempt to rehabilitate

coercive authority within 'legitimate domination' — the legal-rational. The significant insight

& The authority of 'parent' must be distinguished from the absolute rule of the Roman father over his family.
8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p18. A concept addressed later under the theme of covenant.
8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p1.
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that ‘auctoritas’ gives us, is that non-coercive auctoritas has always contained de facto and

de jure elements, and it is this that is worth retaining in our present discussion.

10. Change and legitimacy

Another difficulty with authority stems from the process of cultural change. In aristocratic
Europe persuasive authority (eg tradition, expertise) was convincing and had an element of
objectivity (gaining widespread agreement) because of social structure, and was backed by
coercive authority. As already indicated, loss of these structures means that persuasive
authority (auctoritas) is now increasingly subjective and relative. This has been
problematic for the 'persuasive authority' element in today's church in that a coercive, hence
negative understanding, persists not only in the cultural mindset but also the church.

Within aristocratic society there was a strict hierarchy of social status, age, and sex,
ruled by an absolute monarch, over nobility and gentry, then craftsmen and artisans, with
the majority of anonymous labourers and farm-workers at the bottom of the social scale.®
This social order in Europe was maintained because of a 'normative’ acceptance of it, with a
set of values and ideology which unified, enshrined and legitimised the hierarchy,
especially if reinforced by the church. The morality of such a system was largely
unchallenged and expressed through tradition and custom, etiquette and 'generally accepted
prejudices.”® Society was also established by the 'patriarchal head of the household’. The
father was not only, 'the civil head of the family, but the organ of its traditions, the

expounder of its customs, the arbiter of its manners. He is listened to with deference, is

8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, pp4-12.
8 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p4.
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addressed with respect and the love which is felt for him is always tempered with fear.'®

Such language reminds us of the world of the Biblical text, Old and New Testament, thus
providing the church with a hermeneutical challenge in our age.

In addition to the father being set apart, the children were graded according to age
and sex, into different ranks with distinct privileges and obligations, usually established by
birth.%® Such hierarchy in the household, ‘was a microcosm of the order of society, a society
in which pupils were subordinate to their teachers, apprentices to their master, commoners
to the nobility, laymen to the clergy, subjects to their sovereign, and everyone to their
God.™ Indeed, the belief, (as developed by medieval Christian philosophy and cosmology),
in a social hierarchy with its fixed boundaries and destinies, extended beyond the human
sphere to both the heavenly and natural world where gradations in God's universe worked
its way through several orders of angels and other heavenly beings to ‘man’ and to the lower
forms of animal and plant life. This approach to authority ironically involved firstly, such a
veneration, deference, obedience and sense of duty toward superiors, that recourse to the
concept of authority could be dispensed with altogether. And secondly, it was necessarily
based on social and economic coercion often with the use of considerable force. This
concept of authority entailed belief in the right of those in superior position to give orders
and the obligation of those below to obey. While tradition, religion, the order of the
universe might be appealed to as justification, it was ‘authoritarian' and total. This presents

us with a challenge when considering the 'supreme authority' of Christ (chapter 2).

8 A, de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol 1, (Vintage: New York, 1945, first published 1835), p230;
cited in Carter, Authority and Democracy, p5.

8 yet Carter reminds us: ‘The social hierarchy in late eighteenth-century England was not wholly rigid [...].
Authority and Democracy, p9.

% Carter, Authority and Democracy, p5.
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Another model of authority found in aristocratic society was that of ‘wisdom,
learning or skill' (epistemic authority). The authority of older over younger was justified by
experience and greater knowledge, while ‘the authority of the teacher or master craftsman
was explicitly based on specialised knowledge and skill."** We might say that this kind of
authority is intrinsically different to hierarchical authority in that it does not depend upon
social status but on the respect given to a tradition of knowledge and expertise. While
Carter says that it does not confer the right to command in the 'strict sense of the word but
the right to convey information or to give counsel’, there can be no doubt that, implicit
within this worldview, commands would have been given with an obligation to obey. The
adjective appropriate to this form of authority would again be ‘authoritative' backed up by
the ‘authoritarian’ as in the authority of tradition. In addition, social arrangements as long
as they 'ensure that men are better educated and more experienced in most spheres of life
than women, and that the nobility do, in some sense, represent the best in society, then the
authority accruing to men and the well-born tends to seem right and natural.’*?

Authority based on wisdom and knowledge might remain but we now find a

position that can best be described as ambiguous simply because:

[...] social change can destroy this kind of authoritativeness. The authority of
wisdom based on experience is eroded if the past ceases to be a reliable source
of knowledge in the present, and if social values alter, so that the old and young
lose confidence in the relevance of the former code of beliefs and behaviour. If
change is sufficiently rapid then not only do the old lose their former claim to
wisdom, but adults lose their confidence to teach children about the world.
Change can also make traditions of learning or skill appear outmoded or
inappropriate.'®

°! Carter, Authority and Democracy, p5.
%2 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p7.
% Carter, Authority and Democracy, p11.
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Today certain kinds of wisdom and experience have quickly become ‘outmoded or
inappropriate’ because of change. In the ecclesia this then raises questions around authority;

about legitimacy, integrity and accountability within doctrine and praxis.

11. "Legitimate domination’

From a modernist and sociological perspective Max Weber (1864-1920) attempted to
rehabilitate coercive authority under 'legitimate domination’, stressing the de jure element
of legal-rational structures in society. He identified three kinds of authority: (a) legal-
rational (b) charismatic/natural (c) traditional.”* The first is 'legitimate domination’. The
second belongs to what we have called 'persuasive authority’, and the third includes
persuasion and coercion.” For Weber the terms ‘domination' and ‘authority’ are used
interchangeably deriving from the German word 'herrschaft’ indicating leadership, political
authority and domination. The word encompasses an entire system of dominance and
subordination supported by means of enforcement.”® Weber made a distinction between
power and domination and saw power as the ability of individuals to carry out their will in
a given situation, despite resistance. Domination however, refers to the right of a ruler
within an ‘established order to issue commands to others and expect them to obey.®” Even
so, according to Carter’s definition, this is still ‘power’ rather than ‘authority’. According
to Weber this combination of 'ruler’, '‘command' and 'right' forms a legitimate system of
authority, which applies to the state, large-scale organisations, large families and

administrative situations.

% See Max Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (1919/20) in 'Grundriss der Sozialekonomik,' Part 11,
Tubingen, 1925; translated in Max Weber, Basic Concepts in Sociology (New York: Kensington Publishing
Corps, 1962/2002), pp71-83.

% Ken Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2003), pp212ff

% Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, p283.

°" Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, p283.
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In our contemporary age the relationship is no longer so relatively straightforward.
Yet for Weber the two central elements to any system of domination are: (1) the perception
that authority is legitimate for those who are subject to it; and (2) the development of an
administrative staff to act as a barrier between the leader and the people. Each of the three
empirically observed types of authority viewed by Weber encompassed a total ‘apparatus of
authority' reflecting the relation between ruler, administrative officials, groups or persons
existing within the 'established order' and a means of enforcement.®® When using the word
‘authority’, Weber referred to the power a political leader has to issue commands and obtain
compliance from others. While there are many kinds of authority, Weber focuses primarily
on political authority and its various historical expressions and determinants.

Weber’s argument is that it is ‘legal-rational’ authority that has the greatest
potential for stability and legitimacy in a modern industrial society,” but stressed that, in
reality, authority would never conform perfectly to any of his three types; rather they are
'ideal types','® each of which defines a ‘pure’ form of authority. In any given example,
authority may stem from two or more sources and therefore it is possible to find examples
of authority that approximate to one of these types but is unlikely to be a perfect example.

If we follow Carter, Weber's favoured type is not strictly ‘authority’ at all, but only
power, distinguishing between legitimate domination — de jure — and ‘arbitrary’ power —
merely de facto. However, Weber does identify for us a relationship between subjective

belief and the validity of an authority when he says: 'But for sociological purposes it is

exactly such a probability of orientation toward the subjective belief in the validity of an

% Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, p283.

% Though Weber's three types remain this was the 'industrial society' of Weber's time (see p18).

100 Reminding us of Niebuhr's ideal types' in relation to 'Christ and culture'. The dichotomy between ‘ideal’ or
'blueprint' types and 'reality’ is relevant to later discussion (838).
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authority which constitutes the valid authority itself.""®* His recognition that even coercive
authority of law must win subjective consent indicates an overlap between consensual and
coercive models in a social context, implying some freedom of choice. One difficulty with
his model of legitimate-domination, however, is that a single ruler is implied. The model
that | want to explore is more collegiate involving the relationship and voice of those from
‘ground up' listening together with those appointed leaders plural and finding agreement in
the presence of the whole. Here 'consent’ is properly informed allowing for difference and
agreement as ground for legitimate auctoritas.

Later, Jurgen Habermas (b.1929), German philosopher, political scientist and
sociologist, developed ideas which included theories on authority and power, using Weber's
term 'legitimate domination'.'®® He writes of 'rationalised world views' and was concerned
to study, and relate to historical progress as was Weber (but in a neo-Marxist sense) via
developmental stages of social integration. By this he meant basic institutions of family,
state, differentiated economic systems, but was aware that new formations of authority
brought new categories of burden and problem solving. We return to acceptable, legitimate,
agreed forms of authority and their 'just' exercise within a given social context. Habermas’
critique of the legitimation of authority as well as his appeal to what he called 'the everyday

norm consciousness of different populations' reminds us that:

'[...] if philosophical ethics and political theory can know nothing more than
what is anyhow contained in the everyday norm consciousness of different
populations, and if it cannot even know this in a different way, it cannot then
rationally [begrundet] distinguish legitimate from illegitimate domination.
Illegitimate domination also meets with consent, else it would not be able to
last. (One need only recall those days in which great masses of people came

102 \Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (1919/20), p74.
102 Habermas, Communication and the Evolution of Society, pp186-88.
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together in the squares and on the streets, without being pressured to do so, in
order to acclaim an empire, a people, and a leader — was that an expression of
anything other than an untheoretical, average norm consciousness?) %3

We might ask if in today's society there is an 'average norm consciousness' (the authority of
public opinion) that is properly informed by trusted means. While Habermas identifies the
part that social relations must play in the legitimation of authority, he also insists that when
we pay attention to the social context we should be suspicious about claims to 'legitimate
domination’, for illegitimate domination can also be justified by appeal to de jure aspects of
authority. The church (institution) is thus challenged when claiming an authoritative gospel
and divine Saviour based on scripture and tradition and supported by appeals to 'divine

authority’, ‘biblical revelation’ (text) and ‘absolute truth’,***

12. Authority and belief

Today, within the process that is culture, the question of authority continues to impact
radicals as well as conservatives. The former are committed to change, even anarchy, and
'need to ask whether and in what spheres it is possible to dispense with authority altogether
and to consider the peculiar difficulties of trying to create new forms of authority."'>> The
problem is increasingly highlighted with information technology and 'networking' across
'boundaries’; in this situation, 'belief systems' conflict in trying to gain possession of the

dominant and controlling 'space’ such that for many it is difficult to know who is in ‘control’

103 Habermas, Communication and the Evolution of Society, pp202-3.

104 See eg, Avis, 'The State of Faith', in Public Faith? p136.

105 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p3; see also Carl Friedrich, Tradition and Authority, (London: The Pall
Mall Press, 1972). p113.
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and there for 'my well being'.’® This becomes an even greater challenge with the
postmodern emphasis upon reproduction and counterfeit, fiction, metafiction and reality.*"’
We edge again into a 'hermeneutic of suspicion' where no-one believes anything or trusts
anyone except one's self (and maybe not even that).'*®

The Enlightenment autonomous-self, deeply embedded in cultural linguistic factors,
becomes challenged by the postmodern idea of the devalued-'self' in a crisis of identity,
value and plurality; at the same time as seeing the reinforcement (ironically it would
appear) of the individualised and subjectivised-self.*®® Thus it seems that morality, for

example, personal and subjective, has become increasingly hostile to the idea of an

objective external authority and correlative ideas of obedience:**°

‘The 17" century witnessed the culmination of a profound mutation in Western
culture, in which authorities such as Scripture, church tradition or inherited social
custom ceased to function effectively as a sufficient ground for knowledge or
action. Truth or rightness, that is, could no longer be established by arguing from
authorities; rather, claims to authority are themselves subject to critical appraisal, so
that authority comes to be the conclusion, rather than the premise of the
argument.***

This suspicion and rejection of appeals to objective authority, in order to rationally
persuade, is bound up with modernist ideas that view the human-self as fundamentally

autonomous; a concept foreign to pre-modernity where one was ‘dependent’ upon God and

106 | ynch, Understanding Theology and Popular Culture, pp22-33.

197 \/eith, A Guide to Contemporary Culture, pp121-40.

108 See R Sennett, Authority, (London: Faber and Faber, 1993) pp191-7.

109 see Judith Roof and Robyn Wiegman, Who can speak? Authority and critical identity, (Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 1995), pp195-201.

110 5ee CFJ Martin, 'Understanding Medieval Philosophy: Arguments from Authority’, in Bunnin, N and Tsui-
James, EP (eds), The Blackwell Companion to Philosophy, (Oxford: Blackwell Pub. Ltd, 1996), pp501-2.

111 JB Webster, in David J Atkinson; David H Field (eds), New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral
Theology, (Leicester: 1\VP, 1995) pp178-9.
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in relationship community-wise, relatively fixed within a hierarchy created by privilege,
male and God-ordained. The change in perspective in today's society has moved from the
person exercising authority to an emphasis on the ‘receptor’. And now includes an
authoritative media, and response that is consumer-led — or claims to be. Authority is
increasingly: '[...] validated by a judgement of rightness on the part of the one to whom an
appeal for obedience is made. To be a free moral agent is thus to act in accordance with
norms which are contingent upon my "authorisation” (even my creation).'**2

Here we find a major 'shift' with private and public perceptions of authority and the
normative. Even so, Leslie Green (2000) believes that our two types of authority remain

(implying some stability): (1) authority based on special knowledge (being an authority)

and (2) authority based on special status in a social hierarchy (being in authority):

‘To have authority in matters of belief (to be “an authority”) is to have theoretical
authority; to have authority over action (to be “in authority”) is to have practical
authority. Both senses involve the subordination of an individual’s judgement or
will to that of another person in a way that is binding, independent of the particular
content of what that person says or requires. If a person’s authority is recognised
then it is de facto authority; if it is justified then it is de jure authority. The latter is
the primary notion, for de jure authority is what de facto authorities claim and what
they are believed to have. Authority thus differs from effective power, but also from
justified power, which may involve no subordination of judgement. In many cases,
however, practical authority is justified only if it is also effective.”**?

So, while objective forms of authority with position or professional expertise still exist they
may not be recognised, respected, received or responded to. Legitimate authority it seems

can only be fully effective if discerned subjectively (without coercion) while at the same

112 \Webster, in New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, p179.
113 | eslie Green, in Concise Routledge Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, (London: Routledge, 2000), p68.
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time acted upon objectively not simply by autonomous individuals but by a believing and

properly informed community;**

the objective and subjective working together.
13. Conclusion
When we look at authority we find that, pace Carter, it is exercised in basically two ways
that overlap: persuasive and coercive forms. The non-coercive speaks of the epistemic, the
expert and charismatic, perhaps appealing to codes or traditions. With coercion de facto
authority always exists, not necessarily by right but usually by imposed power, while
coercive authority which is also de jure operates by a right which is usually justified by
legal statute, as with 'legal-rational’. The two forms of authority overlap, for non-coercive
authority is de facto, ie in the context of authority of expertise, charismatic personality,
tradition (things habitually happen through class or family structure); yet it appeals to a
kind of right which is de jure, calling for obedience by means of persuasion, and pointing
to a moral structure in order to be justified but not imposed. All forms call for some kind of
obedience because of the appeal, explicit or implicit, to de jure authority.

We find then that in both forms of authority the subjective is necessary and implicit.
While I've been arguing that authority ought not to be dissolved into the autonomous
individual subjective alone, there is a valid subjective dimension. The recognition of the
subjective however reminds us that all authority only works meaningfully in a relational
context and so drawing us nearer to a theology of koinonia and community. Even so, when
we look to the authority of God there is no exact parallel between divine and human

authority, only an approximating fit with persuasive forms of authority and strong elements

114 As Roger Greenacre says, 'Reception does not create truth nor legitimise the decision: it is the final
indication that such a decision has fulfilled the necessary conditions for it to be a true expression of the faith.'
"Two aspects of Reception' in GR Evans (ed), Christian Authority, (1988), p51.
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of de jure pointing to a more heightened demand for obedience than say the expert's appeal
to de jure. They do not operate as simply parallel and in that sense, social, moral and
political authority can only approximate to the divine.™™ If authority relies on willing
agreement then it is a legitimate alternative to force which rests on fear or coercion, even
legal-rational, to secure obedience. As Carter also reminds us, authority, [...] must by
definition be differentiated from the type of influence which appeals to self-interest through
promises, incentives and bribes. If authority is fully accepted then obedience is the proper
response to authority — there is no need for further inducement.'**°

But where does this leave us with the ‘autonomous-self' who thinks she has a 'right'
to speak, and be heard, but is not in office (Weber's ‘charismatic’)? The position is not
objectively by right, but the person assumes a right of voice because of personal belief or
conviction, even cultural assumption, and gains a following. But as we have seen real
authority always assumes affirmation from a 'legitimating’ third party and always indicates
relationship. As Carter puts it: 'Authority has to be acknowledged by another person and so
denotes a social relationship. Certain individuals may have authority in the sense of
evoking voluntary obedience, but authority denotes a role rather than inherent character
traits.™*” Contemporary ‘celebrity culture', with cult following and status, may exercise a
kind of authority because of an attribute of personality, media saturation or cultural trend
but it still lacks the ability to 'compel’, except in a metaphorical sense. And as we have
seen, alongside the ‘dynamic’ language of 'authority' the individual, the community, must be
allowed 'the freedom to choose and obey'. Jesus had the exousia, (and auctoritas), which

the scribes lacked but which allowed the ‘freedom’ to choose and obey. This does introduce

115 See Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations (Cambridge, CUP, 1996), p 264.
16 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p14.
17 Carter, Authority and Democracy, p19.
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its own theological challenges as we explore Christian belief and praxis in relation to God,
scripture, church and the Lordship of Christ in the world.

Thus far we have looked at social theory surrounding the empirical exercise and
understanding of human authority. In the next chapter | explore theological foundations
around divine authority leading to the Christological and a theology of covenant (chapter
4). An ecclesiology rooted in scriptural expressions of divine authority that enters
meaningful conversation with contemporary culture highlights the need for a practical
theological and ethnographic partnership in the thesis. Here an essentially persuasive
authority is conceived with objective results and begins to take practical shape in 'its
religious form' as ‘the first and last issue of life' precisely because it belongs to and
emanates from the being and person of God who is triune and in, ‘covenantal fellowship

with his rational creatures.'**8

118 John Webster, ™In the Society of God": Some Principles of Ecclesiology', in Ward (ed), Perspectives on
Ecclesiology and Ethnography, p210.
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CHAPTER 2: THEOLOGICAL AUTHORITY

14. Introduction
In Christian belief, divine authority resides in God (ontologically) and his speaking; it is
revealed practically by Word and action in the world (immanent and economic) — his
presence and truth. In the last chapter we looked at sociological historical changes and
'inheritances’, around ‘'authority’ with implications for theological and cultural in the
present. A human cultural context is recognised, including language, by which God
communicates and humanity comprehends. Authority is thus a complex word with varied
emphases depending on context but positively signifying order and obedience, rule and
response, freedom and safety; negatively — control and oppression, cruelty and exploitation,
domination and fear (‘power' of Carter and Weber). The word always implies 'social
relationship’ with its roots in the Roman world of auctoritas — 'a relationship of dual
inequality’. Yet the 'top down' emphasis has changed with contemporary culture, from an
assumed absolute and objective right to coercion (assumed by areas of church past and
present) that by its nature caused pain, to a more persuasive, subjectivised form and 'my
approval'. Objective authority (de facto) necessarily continues, but in democratic societies it
assumes a just order (de jure), yet we still ask: ‘what model of authority is appropriate to a
faithful expression of divine authority in church and contemporary culture? Can an
essentially persuasive authority be conceived with objective aspects?

Though challenged, that which still continues is the concept of being 'in' (status)
authority and being 'an' (epistemic) authority; also de facto Weber's 'legitimate domination'
still manifests itself, as do traditional and charismatic authorities, all making an appeal in

differing ways to de jure 'right' to exist, speak and be heard (as with the ‘'legal-rational’
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element of 'legitimate domination’). In addition Habermas's observation that 'legitimate
domination' to be de jure must be accompanied by 'properly informed public consent’ is
noted; and needs to be recognised in face of a new de facto contemporary and complex
plural authority that is the media with implications for the authority of ‘truth’. But first
theological foundations need to be laid before we look at the authority of Christ and of
covenant. An ecclesiology centred on Christ needs to be established upon the fourfold
historical and theological foundation of scripture, tradition, reason and experience. These
are not presented as autonomous or conflictual but overlapping, contingent, interdependent,

relational — and drawing from the same divine source.

15. A fourfold foundation

It is recognised that with the proclamation of the Christian faith the early church™® ‘was
confronted by a problem which has never left it, that of a receding past.?° The event of
Christ's life and ministry, death and resurrection, had a contemporary flavour in that
everything happened within the life-time of the 'messengers’. As they passed away, so

alongside the recognised authority of sacraments,**

teaching based upon sacred scripture
made the paradosis (tradition) a means of making the reality and memory ‘contemporary’
for the following generation. In those post-Apostolic years, as the canon of scripture (Old
and New Testament) was gathered, and agreed 'universally' after three to four centuries,

initially more by usage than decree (episcopal authority and congregational praxis working

together), so the teaching alongside creeds (similarly developed and within the language

119 5ee eg, NT Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (London: SPCK, 1997); NT Wright,
Scripture and the Authority of God, (London: SPCK, 2005); James DG Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New
Testament (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1990).

120 RR Williams, Authority in an Apostolic Age (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1949), p40.

121 The authority of the sacraments (a sacred event commanded by Christ, in which God dwells and is active
by his Spirit), includes the Word of God (as per Forsyth), baptism and communion.
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and thought-form of contemporary culture), and usually in response to the challenge of
'heresy’, began to take the shape we know today.'?? The point is that an ongoing process of
biblical hermeneutic, discussion, debate, interaction, question (and conflict), and prayer, for
almost three centuries amongst church leaders and congregations, believed to be led by
God the promised Holy Spirit, brought the church universal to an authoritative canon of

sacred scripture still with us today.'?®

Yet while we have seen in the previous chapter that
any notion of authority must have de facto and de jure elements to it, we do not want to
pursue Weber's category of 'legitimate domination' (Carter's ‘power"); a route all too often
taken through ecclesial history — no doubt shaped by a contemporary cultural milieu.

While recognising that divine authority inhabits the scriptural narrative, and thus the
sacred Word revealed, | align myself with those who think that the process of debate,
discussion, difference needs to continue around this Word, not apart from it, if the exousia
of Christ is to make sense on the 'map' of contemporary culture; language, thinking,
practice. That is, tradition is to be a second source of authority after scripture. To cease
asking questions of the divine authority that resides within and breathes through the library
of sixty-six books (Roman Catholic: seventy-three), and also the church community, is in
danger of conveying that authority as static and archaic, an anachronism to postmodern,
contemporary cultural understanding. The act of prayerful dialogue, not only amongst an
appointed ‘elite’ but also within and amongst congregations equally inheriting the Spirit,

needs to take place if divine authority equating with the divine Word is to be heard in the

ecclesia and beyond. This assumes that in the 'act of preaching' centred on Christ, verbal

122 See eg, NR Needham, 2000 Years of Christ's Power, 'Part One: The Age of the Early Church Fathers'
(London: Grace Publications Ltd, 1998), p367; and Henry Chadwick, The Early Church (Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books Ltd, 1967/83), pp 22, 70, 107, 40-44, 81-2.

123 See Ray Vincent, Let the Bible be itself, ‘Learning to read it right' (Ropley: O Books, 2008).
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and non-verbal (formal and informal), the 'prophetic’ voice of God be heard and discerned
by the listening community.*?* The process however is not straightforward.

As theologian John Taylor (1992) wrote, concerning authority discerned and
authority conferred: ‘what is authoritative for humanity's knowledge of God is the
revelation communicated to a believing community through certain given experiences and
its continual reflection upon them. [...] there remains an undeniable "circularity” in this
method of identifying the point of authority. The believing community derives its
knowledge of God from certain special experiences, yet it is the community itself which
decides which those experiences are. The believers, or people of insight among them,
ruminate further on those experiences and then make their ruminations the touchstone for
judging truth from falsehood. The church takes it upon itself to define the canon of its
scriptures, yet submits its exploration of doctrine and ethics to the ultimate authority of that
selection of scriptures.*> He continues, 'The more crudely one states this “to-and-fro", the
more clearly one sees that this is actually how authority "works" in all walks of life. [...]
There is a formal authority which is conferred, and there is an inherent authority which is
discerned. The former is official and objective, the latter is personal and subjective.'*?®
Even so, while Taylor's insight is helpful the parallel with secular life is not exact, since (as
| argue) the discernment of the church, while containing personal and subjective aspects, is
not merely personal and subjective, but communal. The proposal in this thesis is that if

divine authority is to be discerned there is need for the locus of a prayerfully committed

ecclesia, a sacred listening together for the formal and inherent, the official and personal,

124 This doesn't exclude individual 'prophetic messenger' but sees the place and role of ‘covenant community’
as 'practical-prophetic'. The model | bring, different to but not excluding Healy, is that of the gathered
covenant community (ch. 6 and 7), graced by the presence of the Spirit of God, such that 'prophetic voice' —
the authoritative story/drama of God is discerned by those gathering — a listening prophetic community.

125 john Taylor, The Christlike God (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1992), p19.

126 Taylor, The Christlike God, pp19-20.
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the objective and subjective, guided by the Holy Spirit and the Lordship of Christ; a
triangulation that involves all believers in a sacramental event discerning the divine Word
in authority, narrative and covenant.

Yet as Anglican theologian Martyn Percy (2010) reminds us there also remains a
relationship with contemporary culture that challenges theology and church: 'For many,
engagement, it seems is a contested and risky affair. [...] Others prefer a different strategy,
namely one of deep engagement; but in so doing, can find themselves so transformed that
they become alienated from their roots.**” Such an insight supports the proposal that the
ecclesial community find its authority centred in Christ with engagement on the ground of
covenant relationship while building on the four foundations of divine authority we are now
considering. Perhaps the engagement that Percy calls for actually involves the elements of

reason and experience that are to be placed alongside scripture and tradition.

a. The authority of scripture

In this section, alongside theologians such as William J Abraham, | shall look at popular
evangelical authors and their perspective on divine authority as in Alister McGrath's A
Passion for Truth.'?® Reflecting on Abraham and others | am dependent on critique from
Baptist theologian Craig Blaising and Reformed Evangelical theologian DA Carson,
exploring themes surrounding the authority of scripture, such as 'inspiration’, ‘inerrancy’,
'infallibility’, 'revelation’, ‘truth’, ‘canon’, the 'Word of God'.**® According to McGrath, while

the church has always regarded scripture as authoritative, 'it has not always articulated how

127 percy, Shaping the Church, pp28-29.

128 Alister E McGrath, A Passion for Truth , The intellectual coherence of evangelicalism (Leicester: Apollos,
1996).

129 See 'Abraham's Canon and Criterion in Christian Theology: A Response by Craig A Blaising' (Churchman
115: 2001), pp103-9; and DA Carson, Three Books on the Bible: A Critical Review (JETS 26/3: September
1983), pp337-367.
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and why".**® This does suggest an over-simplification when so much has been written on the

subject through church history.**!

What might be agreed, however, is that when the
authority of scripture is articulated a rather circular argument (as above) is discerned such
that divine authority means divine inspiration and revelation thus delivering biblical
authority and therefore coming to us with divine authority. We find that the text of scripture
(Old and New Testament) is believed to be 'God-breathed' such that some Christians
conclude that it must be inerrant while others lay stress on the human and cultural
embodiment of the divine breath. What has emerged is a divinely given text that forms the
church's cannon of scripture viewed as trustworthy for faith and salvation. But we also need
to bear in mind the place of ‘interpretation’ (hermeneutics) in understanding this Word
divinely given lest we end up with an authority that is used coercively and the congregation
afraid to question or challenge. The debate needs to remain alive if divine authority as
revealed in scripture as the Word of God is to be discerned and recognised incarnationally
within church and culture.

According to Blaising, Abraham has ‘a publishing record as a critic of
fundamentalist and conservative evangelical doctrines of Scripture, particularly as they

impact theological method.™*? In Canon and Criterion,**

Abraham provides a history of
the problems in epistemology in western Christianity when trying to meet the

epistemological standards of ‘the modern era’ as with 'achieving indubitability, absolute

130 | ee Gatis, Biblical Authority in Recent Evangelical Books The Theologian 'The internet journal for
integrated theology' (www.theologian.org.uk/doctrine/biblical authority.html , 2005), p3 summarising
McGrath, A Passion for Truth , p57.

131 See eg, Harry Y Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1985); Bruce M Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987); FF Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (Downer's Grove, IL: IVP, 1988).

132 Baising, 'Abraham's Canon and Criterion', p103.

133 William J Abraham, Canon and Criterion in Christian Theology From the Fathers to Feminism (Oxford:
OUP, 2002).
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certainty, or as close to it as one can get in philosophical or theological argumentation by
appeals to reason or sense experience."** This includes 'the problem of trying to justify the
authority of Scripture by the same methodology with the same hoped for epistemological
result.** Setting himself in opposition to this approach, Abraham views the canon of
scripture historically as simply ‘a list of books' for use by the church ‘'as a means of grace'
rather than the ‘criterion' that it is for establishing the 'norm' of Christian doctrine and

faith.**® As Abraham puts it:

'‘Over a long period of time and due to a great variety of pressures, ecclesial canons,
which served in very diverse ways to initiate one into the life of God, were
transformed into epistemological categories. The simplest way to record this change
is to say that the term "canon™ ceased to be seen as a list of concrete items, such as a
list of books to be read in worship, and came to be seen as a criterion of justification
in theology. More broadly, Scripture and the tradition of the Church were
interpreted as sources of authority. [...] In general, the diverse and complex
canonical heritage of the Church was quietly divided up into Scripture and tradition;
in the process of abstraction and reduction, these were refashioned as epistemically
privileged criteria of truth in theology.'**’

Blaising argues that we need to understand the criteriological role that scripture has
had in the early church and through church history 'not because the church mistakenly came
to regard the canon as a criterion, but because the church was carrying forward by tradition
what had always been the case.™® And this is the point, 'The authority of tradition' helps
identify the necessary dialogue between tradition and scripture pointing to the authority of

the one divine source that is Christ as revealed by the Spirit. Abraham thinks scripture had

134 Blaising, 'Abraham's Canon and Criterion', p104.
135 Blaising, 'Abraham's Canon and Criterion', p104.
136 Abraham, Canon and Criterion, ppaff.

37 Abraham, Canon and Criterion, p2.

138 Blaising, 'Abraham's Canon and Criterion', p105.
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no criteriological bearing itself and that rather it was revelation, accessed by scripture,
which functioned normatively."*® According to Blaising, because Abraham is concerned to
refute a widely discredited 'dictation' view of inspiration his own theological assumptions
about revelation, divine discourse and scripture have so affected his historical perception
that 'he is not able to see the actual role that Scripture had in the early church.'**® While
Abraham believes that divine discourse does exist and that God speaks, even today, by the
Holy Spirit to individual believers, he has removed scripture from the category of
revelation or divine speech, and thus deprived it of normative authority. Even so, questions
surrounding ‘revelation' or what is meant by 'divine speech' further require explanation if
the authority of scripture is to make sense in contemporary culture and to avoid being
linked with dictation theory.**! For Blaising, Abraham misrepresents the patristic view of

scripture and so his thesis is faulty:

‘There is no dichotomy between canon of Scripture and its criteriological bearing in
the early church. Consequently, the history of theological epistemology cannot be
represented as having forgotten this point. There are undoubtedly problems in the
way authority has been treated in the history of Christianity, and Abraham
documents a good number of them. But they are not due to a misinterpretation of
Scripture as a theological norm."*#?

At this point my thesis agrees with Abraham in that ultimate authority lies with revelation

itself and not with the written word of scripture. Even so the indispensable access scripture

139 Abraham, Canon and Criterion', pp5-6.

140 BJaising, 'Abraham's Canon and Criterion', p105.

141 Blaising (pp105-9) brings further insight and discussion around Abraham's thesis, influenced as he was by
the tradition of Theodor Zahn (1904) and Alexander Souter (1917) on the meaning of kanon and kanonizo.
142 Blaising, 'Abraham's Canon and Criterion', p109.
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gives to this authority does give it a more normative status than Abraham appears to
recognise, and thus far Blaising’s critique has weight.

Another perspective comes with McGrath's evangelical approach to scriptural
authority as thoroughly Christological:**® 'Scripture, when rightly interpreted, leads to
Christ; Christ can be known properly only through Scripture.”™** For this reason we might
consider what McGrath calls, 'an inextricable and intimate connection between the word of
God incarnate and the word of God in Scripture, in that Jesus Christ is made known to us
through the witness of Scripture, which in turn centres on his person and work."*> Not only
is this connection centred on an agreed understanding of the person and work of Christ but
includes Christ's own view of scripture as paramount.**® Jesus, it is argued, held the Old
Testament scriptures in the highest regard as the ‘word that comes from the mouth of God'
(Mt 4:4). Scripture presented as 'the commands of God' is contrasted by Jesus with 'the
traditions of men' and the religious leaders are rebuked for nullifying the 'Word of God' by
their tradition (Mt 15:6). Such a view of scripture is carried over into the New Testament
itself with the words of Jesus also viewed as 'the Word of God' (eg Mt 24:35; Jn 5:24-27;
7:16) and the gospel of Jesus, the kerugma, summed up as ‘the Word of God' in content as
well as in the very act of proclamation itself (eg Acts 4:31). The Apostle Paul picks up on
the theme of ‘all scripture’ as 'God-breathed' (2 Tim 3:16) and continues with his instruction
‘preach the word." (4:2). So we find an interactive element, within scripture itself,

inextricably linked with the authority of Christ, that includes the Word of God, the Judeo-

143 This does not preclude the pneumatological given the need for the Holy Spirit to bring revelation and
understanding (John 14:15-27; 16:5-15; see Luther below).

144 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p54. See also John Stott, Evangelical Truth: A Personal Plea for Unity
(Leicester: 1VP, 1999), p69.

145 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, pp53-4.

148 A point raised by Carson's critique of an earlier work by Abraham, The Divine Inspiration of Holy
Scripture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981): Carson, Three Books on the Bible, p345.
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Christian scriptures, the gospel and God speaking in the public declaration, drama and
reflection (even 'doubt’: see Mt 28:17; Lk 24:11; Jn 20:24-31) — all within the community
centred on the Christ of the Christ-narrative. As McGrath puts it, 'Full authority on heaven
and earth has been given to the risen Christ (Mt 28:17-20). Authority of any kind is thus
primarily invested in the risen Christ; nevertheless, this leads on to a belief in scriptural
authority, on account of the most intimate and natural of connections between Scripture,
when rightly interpreted, and Christ."**’

Yet here there is more than an evangelical emphasis upon the hermeneutical sola
scriptura taking place, especially when the 'rightly interpreted' question is raised. For this
reason Reformed theologian Karl Barth's 'threefold Word of God' (Jesus Christ, scripture,
interpretation) and its clear focus upon Christ is also brought into the discussion.'*® My
argument is that a focus on the person of Christ, as evangelicals like McGrath suggest, can
be held with a more diverse view of what ‘the Word of God’ means as approached by
Barth. Even so, McGrath begins his chapter on "The Authority of Scripture' by citing the
Reformation and Martin Luther's declaration at the Diet of Worms (18 April 1521): 'My

conscience is captive to the word of God."*

While a useful place to start, when reinforcing
evangelical adherence to scripture as the 'inspired’ and ‘revealed' Word of God the Father,
this has the effect, witting or unwitting, of reinforcing the evangelical tradition as an
individualist, private and personal hermeneutic set against and contrasted with Roman

Catholic theology from which the Reformation broke away in the sixteenth century. We

need to recognise that Roman Catholicism today, while accepting a 'deutero-canonical’

47 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p55.
148 See Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: Clark, 1936-75), Vol 11/2, pp52-54..
149 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p53.
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inclusion with regard to Old Testament scripture, also includes the same sixty-six canonical
books agreed upon within the Protestant evangelical tradition.

What this does mean is that the argument for divine authority, the Word of God (in
the interaction of text and Christ, and in Barth also with preaching) and in the context of
covenant community, as understood and developed within the mould of Protestant and
Reformed evangelicalism with adherence to scripture divinely revealed, needs to be seen as
truth that belongs to the whole church centred upon the Lordship of Christ. From this
foundational place the authority of scripture speaks to all traditions. Many, for example,
even with ‘intractable differences’, would agree with the Westminster Confession (1646,
Reformed) on the 'sufficiency of scripture’; though from a Catholic perspective ‘the whole

counsel of God' as 'sufficiency’ might be contested:*

"The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for his own glory, man's
salvation, faith and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and
necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture; to which nothing at any
time 1'31 to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of
men."'

Further to this, Baptist theologian Steven Harmon, while expressing concerns, writes
positively of such a move in the light of Vatican Il and Dei Verbum: "The place of Scripture
in the economy of divine revelation has great potential as a locus for convergence between

Roman Catholics and Baptists, even while their respective understandings of the relation of

150 While it can be argued that this is not entirely consistent with a Catholic view of scripture, in that a
Catholic view of tradition does not view Scripture as ‘the whole counsel of God’, since there are two streams
(scripture and tradition) from one source, it does maintain that ‘true tradition' is to be distinguished both from
'new revelations' and ‘traditions of men’, and does express the language of divinely authoritative 'sufficiency'
that all might agree on.

151 Westminster Confession, I, 6; in EFK Muller (ed), Die Bekenntnisschriften der reformierten Kirche
(Leipzig: Bohme, 1903), 545.11-20; cited in McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p53.
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Scripture and tradition in this economy remain a source of many of their most intractable
differences.* McGrath is committed to historical evangelicalism and the need for its (‘the
Christian community') life and thought to be 'grounded in, and continually re-evaluated in
the light of Scripture.”™>® While he does not appear to address the problem of individual or
private interpretation (fragmenting the Protestant branch of the church for over 500 years),
he is careful to point out that evangelicalism is not 'a religion of a book' but rather ‘focuses
upon the person and work of Jesus Christ." In this way he affirms the ‘centrality and
sovereignty of Jesus Christ in all matters of faith and life." And in this sense highlights for
his own purpose ‘an inextricable and intimate connection between the word of God
incarnate and the word of God in Scripture, in that Jesus Christ is made known to us
through the witness of Scripture, which in turn centres on his person and work."*>*

At this point the question of 'inspiration’ comes to the fore indicating how God has
revealed himself in scripture. According to evangelical, John Stott, a ‘mechanical theory' of
inspiration by ‘dictation’ is to be rejected in favour of a ‘concursive' theory where the human
authors' work remains ‘the Word of God'.'*> When we identify divine authority with
scripture it is, '[b]ecause Scripture is the revelation of God by the inspiration of the Spirit'

and therefore, 'has authority over us."*® Stott ties the authority of scripture to its role in

making Christ known (revelation) and to its status as the 'Word of God' (inspiration).

152 Steven R Harmon, Dei Verbum § 9 in Baptist Perspective (brill.nl/ecso, Ecclesiology 5 (2009)), pp299-
321. A paper presented to the bilateral conversations between the Baptist World Alliance Doctrine and
Interchurch Cooperation Commission and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity,
Rome/Vatican City, 2-8 December 2007.

153 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p53.

5% McGrath, A Passion for Truth, pp53-4.

155 stott, Evangelical Truth, pp58-60, cited Gatis, Biblical Authority, p1. See also, Carson's ‘critical review' of:
Abraham, The Divine Inspiration of Holy Scripture; Barr, The Scope and Authority of the Bible, (London,
SCM, 1980); | Howard Marshall, Biblical Inspiration (London: Hodder, 1982); in Three Books on the Bible,
pp337-367.

1% stott, Evangelical Truth, p65, cited Gatis, Biblical Authority, p1
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Scripture has authority because it witnesses to Christ inspired by the Spirit.”>” And thus we
are directed also toward the pneumatological — the revealing work of the Holy Spirit.

Stott discusses the perspicuity, sufficiency and inerrancy of scripture focussing
mainly on the question of inerrancy but not tying this doctrine to authority. He emphasises
that practical submission to what the Bible teaches is more important than subscribing to
‘an impeccable formula about the Bible."™®® It is when he introduces the existential and
practical need 'to listen, to believe and to obey' that he links the trustworthiness of the Bible

to its authority and brings us back to the heart of our discussion;**®

these thoughts are
echoed among ‘church’ participants in the York survey on the supreme authority of the
Bible (chapter 5, §32d). Stott agrees with JI Packer'®® and McGrath on the truth of scripture
when he points out that the total trustworthiness of the Bible is 'as a consequence of its
entire truthfulness.™®* But what Packer means by ‘entire truthfulness' is for him the same as

inerrancy.'®

We return to language, meaning and the evangelical emphasis upon Biblical
authority.’®® One might ask if there is room to disagree, question, discover together as
community without being considered ‘other’. We need to be careful of an authoritarian

approach to scripture that stresses infallibility and inerrancy while excluding enquiry. The

Bible's message is totally trustworthy; a Christ-centred, Spirit-inspired text that needs to be

%7 Gatis, Biblical Authority, p2

158 stott, Evangelical Truth, p73-74.

159 stott, Evangelical Truth, p54.

180 31 Packer, Truth and Power: The Place of Scripture in the Christian Life (Wheaton: H Shaw, 1996).

161 stott, Evangelical Truth, p73. See BB Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible (Philadelphia:
The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1948/1970). McGrath believes that evangelicals
increasingly express misgivings over Warfield's (1851-1921) 'particular manner of grounding and expressing'
scripture's authority, because of its reliance ('Old [Reformed] Princeton school") on inadequate ‘rationalist
foundations' more akin to Enlightenment rationalism. See McGrath, A Passion for Truth, pp57-8, 116-17.
Such a view agrees with Abraham though challenged by Carson in "Three Books on the Bible', pp342-45.

162 packer, Truth and Power, pp14,46.

163 Gatis, Biblical Authority, pp5-6
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explored with mutual respect on the 'safe ground' of church community and understood as
the result of both divine and human response within a particular cultural context.

We shall later consider the authority of scripture and the divine voice, finding their
play within the interaction, drama, listening and story-telling of the believing-prophetic
community; the ‘congregational hermeneutic'. But there needs to be agreement on language,
meaning and understanding. Without a divinely inspired and trustworthy text, suprema
scriptura rather than unqualified sola scriptura, the divine narrative centred in Christ, the

church has no ground for agreement or exploration.

b. The authority of tradition

As with authority, ‘tradition'*®*

is a slippery word with both negative and positive, objective
and subjective, connotations depending on context. Yet | want to present ‘tradition’
(paradosis) ecclesiologically as thoroughly Christological coming to us from Christ himself
(the Head of the church who has received all authority), revealed in scripture, and thus

arriving with divine authority. This 'tradition'*®

was 'received’, directly or indirectly, by the
Apostle Paul (and the 'Twelve/Eleven’) ‘from the Lord" himself and ‘passed on'
(proclaimed/taught) by him/them as proclaimed ‘gospel story’ (1 Cor 15:1-3) and

participatory sacramental gospel-drama revealed in Eucharist and baptism (1 Cor 11:23-26;

Mt 28:18-20). This ‘tradition’, that is God's Word (the gospel) proclaimed and participated

164 _atin translates Greek paradosis as trado/tradere from which derived English ‘tradition’. This means not
only items of belief handed down (tradita)' but the 'very act of transmission (traditio) or "traditioning".'
Tradition is not the Word of God as Scripture is, but 'the dynamic process of transmission, "preserving,
expounding and spreading abroad" the Word of God.', Paul S Fiddes, Preface, in Roger A Ward and Philip E
Thompson (eds), Tradition and the Baptist Academy (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2011), ppxii and xv.

165 See discussion on 'The Gift of Authority' between Roman Catholics and Anglicans, in ARCIC (Anglican-
Roman Catholic International Commission) 11, (The Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order, Montreal
1963, Section 11, para. 39). ARCIC, The Gift of Authority, 'Authority in the Church 1I' (London: Catholic
Truth Society; and New York: Church Publishing , 1999), p16.
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in, came directly from Jesus himself and was 'received and passed on'. Implied within this
‘tradition-story’ we include the sacrament of baptism in the making of disciples as also
directly commanded by the risen Christ himself to his Apostles; and its inherent call to
‘obey’. So we find that Apostolic tradition comes with all the authority of Christ and
therefore to be received and passed on as such by the apostolic community in each
generation. How this is worked out 'on the ground' — the ‘traditioning' — is another 'story'
running through ecclesial history. This outworking of the ‘tradition’ is the ‘traditioning’
process within the local and universal church always bringing us to the Christ of scripture.
As Fiddes reminds us, it is therefore ironic that Baptists (non-conformist or what might be

1166

called 'dissenting catholics'™"): 'have often denied the place of tradition in their belief, life

and mission, placing tradition over against scripture as a polar opposite.'®” He continues:

'‘As one writer has put it, "Baptists have come to make a tradition of rejecting
tradition".*®® Where they have been aware — sometimes vaguely and uneasily — that
traditions underlie the written form of scripture, as a tradition about the words and
actions of Jesus lies behind Paul's statement, they have often failed to draw the
conclusion that, in the economy of the Holy Spirit, scripture and tradition always
belong together. Tradition is assumed to have come to an end with the writing of the
text. But tradition is not only prior to the text but must follow on from the text, as
the community of the church reads and interprets the scripture in its common life.
As long as a congregation looks for the mind of Christ in scripture together, rather
than each member consulting the Bible in lonely isolation, there will be tradition.'**®

When we consider differing ‘western' church ‘traditions' and ‘traditioning’, confusion

and conflict can ensue especially around Roman Catholic and evangelical Protestant

1% As Steve Harmon: Dei Verbum § 9 in Baptist Perspective, p299.

187 Fiddes, in Ward and Thompson, Tradition and the Baptist Academy, pxi.

1%8 philip Thompson, 'Re-envisioning Baptist Identity: Historical, Theological and Liturgical Analysis',
Perspectives in Religious Studies, 27/3 (2000), p302.

169 Fiddes, in Ward and Thompson, Tradition and the Baptist Academy, ppxi-xii.
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discussions on the subject. The irony on both sides continues, for having begun with
scripture the challenge for Protestantism today is the number of Catholics now believed to
be interested in the Bible: 'One hundred years ago it was almost axiomatic that Catholics
did not read the Bible; the twentieth century has changed that picture dramatically.*”® As
already seen Baptist theologian Steven Harmon is positive toward The Second Vatican
Council (1965) and Dei Verbum implying a 'locus for convergence' between Catholics and
Baptists. But this depends on how 'tradition’ is understood for Roman Catholic theology, at
least since Vatican Il, has understood ‘tradition’ in a more dynamic way than previously. It
understands revelation to be the Word of God in the sense of a self-disclosure of the triune
God (as Forsyth below), a loving conversation between God and the church as the bride of
Christ.!™ Tradition is therefore seen as the living process by which the dialogue continues,
while scripture is always the inspired, written expression of that revelation. These are not
viewed as two sources of revelation, or two sets of truths, one written and one unwritten but

deriving from one source or well-spring which is the triune God:

Sacred tradition and sacred scripture, then, are bound closely together, and
communicate with one another. For both of them, flowing out of the same divine
well-spring, come together in some fashion to form one thing, and move towards
the same goal. Sacred scripture is the speech [or Word]*" of God as it is put down
in writing under the breath of the Holy Spirit. And tradition transmits in its entirety
the Word of God which has been entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and
the Holy Spirit. It transmits it to the successors of the apostles so that, enlightened
by the Spirit of truth, they may faithfully preserve, expound and spread it abroad by
their preaching.'’

170 Raymond E Brown, 'The Church and the Bible', in Michael A Hayes, and Liam Gearon (eds),
Contemporary Catholic Theology: A Reader (Leominster, Gracewing, 2001), p9.

7% vatican 11, Dei Verbum, 8, in Austin Flannery, O.P., (ed.), Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post
Conciliar Documents (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1977), pp754-5.

172 | atin: locutio dei.

173 vatican 11, Dei Verbum, 9, in Flannery (ed.), p755.
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Vatican Il shows that scripture and tradition are now seen as 'dynamic realities'
intimately connected as gifts from the one Holy Spirit. The final section of Dei Verbum
‘describes how the church holds, and is helped to interpret rightly, this single deposit of
God's Word which is formed by scripture and tradition together." The problem for Baptist
and evangelical theology is found when Dei Verbum concludes the above statement:
'Hence, both scripture and tradition must be accepted and honoured with equal feelings of
devotion and reverence.""* As Fiddes points out: 'lIt will seem to Baptists, standing in their
particular tradition, that this phrase makes scripture and tradition co-equal as well as co-
inherent, and undermines the corrective function of scripture as the "norming norm" of all
development of doctrine.’” Even so, Fiddes encourages Baptists to make an 'imaginative
leap of understanding that Roman Catholics see things differently’ as the phrase, is taken
from and intended to show continuity with the Council of Trent (1545-63), ‘when much else
in Dei Verbum proposes a more dynamic approach to revelation and tradition than the
earlier Council.*”® His appeal to 'sympathetic disagreement'*”’ between Baptists and
Roman Catholics illustrates two different historical processes of ‘traditioning’ with one
community guarding against the ‘equalizing of scripture and tradition' and the other
affirming ‘continuity with earlier insights' given by the Spirit and meaning subject to

‘affirmation of critical scholarship' by means of ‘a constantly renewed appropriation’.’®

7% \atican 11, Dei Verbum, 9, in Flannery (ed.), p755.

175 Fiddes, in Ward and Thompson , Tradition and the Baptist Academy, pxv.

178 Fiddes, in Ward and Thompson Tradition and the Baptist Academy, pxv.

77 A phrase useful to the thesis and believers of differing traditions agreeing to 'walk together' in covenant.
178 Here Fiddes cites Joseph Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XV1), 'Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation:
Chapter 11, the Transmission of Divine Revelation’, in Herbert Vorgrimler (ed), Commentary on the
Documents of Vatican I, Volume 3, transl. Lalit Adolphus, Kevin Smyth and Richard Strachan (London:
Burns & Oates, 1957-69), p194, in Tradition and the Baptist Academy, pxv.
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For McGrath, ‘tradition’, with culture, reason and experience, are seen as: 'rival
approaches to authority'.!”® Having set up an antithesis between these and scriptural
authority, he proceeds to 'subject them to critical evaluation'. Each appears a potential threat
to evangelical Christianity and its valuing of the primary authority of scripture. As
indicated, from a Baptist perspective, it is always theologically right and proper to establish
the uniqueness and divine authority belonging to scripture, its inspiration and revelation, in
the first instance. But scripture, the 'norming norm', need not be seen as alien to tradition.
Covenant-community dialogue based on the authority of scripture centred in Christ, is vital
for discerning the Word of the Lord. Yet without the ‘tradition’ discussion becomes
rudderless. The church engages with the Word who is Christ, revealed in the gospel
kerugma, but it is the ‘traditioning’ process that makes real ‘on the ground' in the 'reality"
and language of congregation and culture. The Word of the Lord is wider yet, without
eclipsing it, interactive with and judged by the sacred text and in this manner prepares us

for the authoritative place of ‘tradition’ in the ecclesia. As Forsyth expressed it (1917):

'[...] the Word does not mean the Bible, but the whole medium of communication
between God's soul and man's. As this was gathered to a head in Christ, Christ is the
unique Word of God. And since Christ is gathered to a head in the atoning and
redeeming Cross as the incarnation not of love only but of grace, the Word is there
in the most pointed way. [...] As it comes from God the Word is the Son; as it
comes from Christ through his Church it is the Spirit, the Gospel."**°

Without the Bible how do we discover this to be true? The Word of God, grounded in the
kerugmatic and centred upon Christ, is also God's sacrament to a sacramental church and

world, coming to us with divine authority and presence. The problematic within Baptist

179 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, pp66-117.
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theology surrounding 'sacrament’ and ‘presence’ and Roman Catholic belief in the 'Real
Presence' of Christ in the Eucharist should not obscure the place of divine authority (God
speaking) in both scripture and tradition to the ecclesia and the world. Indeed there is a
kind of 'sacramental theology' at work in this very dialogue about the Word. To explore the
authority of tradition means doing so in dialogue with scripture, the Christ of scripture and
the ‘traditioning’ community. It doesn't mean ignoring or conflicting with scripture but does
mean valuing and understanding the necessary place of 'tradition’ in the economy of the
Holy Spirit; all sourced in Christ and pointing to the authority of Christ in his church.
McGrath reminds us that, ‘[flor some writers, “tradition” has considerable
authority.*®" But he then appears to limit tradition, 'to designate a traditional doctrine or
belief, which has binding force on account of its antiquity.”®* This I think is to miss the
heart of biblical ‘tradition’ that speaks of that which was directly commanded by Christ and
passed on, hence his direct rule, to his church not simply in belief but in praxis; especially
in both gospel proclamation and the drama of participation in baptism and the Eucharist.
Helpfully, McGrath goes on to say that the idea of ‘tradition’ is important to modern
evangelicalism, in that evangelicals have always been prone to read scripture as if they
were there first. He reminds us that others have been there and read the scriptures before us:
'Scripture and tradition are thus not to be seen as two alternative sources of revelation:
rather they are coinherent. Scripture cannot be read as if it had never been read before.®
While agreeing with this definition of 'tradition’ it still falls short of the necessary biblical
and Christological focus upon the source of all God-given ‘tradition’, the direct command of

Christ himself passed on, and 'traditioned’, thus overcoming and not being limited by a

181 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p94.
182 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, pp94-5.
183 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p95.
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'receding past'. In this way the authority of Christ comes to us directly, to his church
community in praxis and existentially, such that tradition and scripture have a meaningful
partnership and purpose.

‘Traditioning' is the continuing incarnational ministry of the risen Christ by his
Spirit to the contemporary world in and through his living Body the church. Such a 'passing
on' is thoroughly Christological and in turn brings us to interpretation, authority and
faithfulness to the 'Christ-tradition' in both teaching and praxis. This proclamation and
hearing of the gospel, is liturgically centred in Christ in community and discerned in
sacrament, within the common life and preaching of the koinonia empowered by God the
Holy Spirit. This needs to take place creatively within the formal/informal,
intentional/incidental context of ecclesial exchange; the divinely authorised ‘tradition’ that
serves in harmony with the primacy of the divinely authored Word that is scripture plainly
read and interacted with and heard in the ongoing drama of 'congregational hermeneutic'.

A wider use of the word ‘tradition’ often used negatively (see York interviews),
identifies church practice and beliefs (liturgy and authority structures/practices) developed
over generations, within different ecclesial streams forming a distinctive of local, even
national, church life and identity. For some these understandably do not carry the same
divine authority as an explicitly Christ-authored 'tradition' coming from scripture, but to the
'discerning’ it often does convey the latter implicitly and when perceived without prejudice
it can also be an inspiring source for hearing the Word of God.*®*

Following Christ's ascension, the apostolic community that remained (Acts 1:14)
was committed to the content and person of the gospel as delivered by Christ himself,

believing that the auctoritas of a risen and exalted Christ, lay behind its message and

184 See Percy, Shaping the Church, p43.
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ministry. This authority of Christ, the church believed, was in its preaching, teaching,
sacraments, ministry, 'dynamic happenings', and common life — unity in diversity.'®® Thus
the authority of Christ as revealed in scripture (Old and New Testament) had implications
for a continuing 'tradition’, whereby God continued to speak, in and through the church, the
story — the narrative that is Christ. Such a 'handing on' (tradition) was already established in
Old Testament religious culture with the Law and the Prophets and teachers and scribes
within synagogue and temple.*®® And in this sense the concept of God speaking and having
spoken was firmly embedded in the life of the Old Covenant community finding its full
summation in the person of Christ the living Word of God become ‘flesh’ (Jn 1:1-18). Thus
we come to an already ‘traditioned’ living out of the Word of God centred in Christ and now

'passed on' in the life of the new covenant community that bore his name.

c. The authority of reason

Here | want to address authority and reason in relation to scripture and the ecclesial
tradition. The Church of England, for example, is well known for its triad on authority
whereby scripture and tradition are not viewed without recourse to reason, thus referencing
Richard Hooker (1553/4-1600), whose ‘influence is everywhere in seventeenth-century
Anglicanism' especially with regard to the synthesizing of what was to become the
Anglican threefold appeal to Scripture, Tradition and Reason.'*®” My own discussion on the
authority of reason in the divine economy is purposefully Christological. But in doing so |

want to look again at McGrath and the place of ‘'reason’ in contemporary evangelicalism.

185 Dunn, Unity and Diversity, pp11ff.

188 Dunn, Unity and Diversity, pp81ff.

87 Henry McAdoo, 'Richard Hooker', in Geoffrey Rowell (ed), The English Religious Tradition and the
Genius of Anglicanism (Wantage: IKON, 1992/3), pp106ff.
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The implication with all theology is that while dealing with the musterion of God,
'that which, being outside the range of unassisted natural apprehension, can be made known

188 there will be 'reason' exhibited within the frame of Christian

only by divine revelation
belief. Yet as theologian John Webster, commenting on Barth and the knowing of God,
writes: '[o]ur knowledge of God is thus not a function of any cognitive capacities which we
may possess, but of the fact that, in Christ, we have peace with God."® Thus humanity is

not dependent upon reason alone, to know God, but God's revelation by his Spirit, such that

the two (reason and revelation) come together through faith in Christ. As Barth puts it:

'When we speak of this peace, and therefore of the man ready for God to whom God
is knowable, we are speaking of Jesus Christ, of the reconciliation of man with God
that took place and is eternal in Him the Son of God."%

Yet the human ability to reason cannot be removed from the equation. Such a problematic,
however, does not have to be rational and logical in form but ‘'reasonably and coherently’
transparent if kaleidoscopic in richness of symbol, language and meaning; as evidenced by
the compiling of creeds profoundly expressing the historic faith coming from the musterion
of God and revealed in the One who is the 'Logos’ of God. The endless writing of texts
about texts theologically, let alone the interaction and overlap with other disciplines, is
evidence enough of this recourse to reason assumed within the 'traditioning’ process.
Within Protestant evangelical thinking the need for a 'reasonable’ and ‘reasoned'

faith has remained over the centuries often because of reaction to what were perceived as

188 WE Vine, An Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (London: Oliphants, 1940/73), p97.

189 John Webster, Barth (London and New York: Continuum, 2000), p81.

190 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol Il, Part 2, ‘The Doctrine of the Word of God' (London: T & T Clark
International, 1957), p161; cited in Webster, Barth, p81.
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Roman Catholic superstitious abuses in the medieval church. One problem is that
evangelicals can so retain a Reformation mindset that they fail to recognise the work of
scholastic theologians of the Middle Ages, seen as the epitome of reason, especially
Aristotelian reasoning. The other difficulty has been such an emphasis upon the eighteenth
century Enlightenment, or Age of Reason, with its foundation in scientific rationalism that
'reason/rationalism' have become confused and also replaced God or become the category
with which to define God and thus descending into a non-biblical Deism. It is important to
recognise that the Trinitarian God of the orthodox Christian faith is revealed as a God of
'reason’ as implied with the personification of ‘wisdom' in the OT. Proverbs 8, for example,
is cited by early Christian authors (as early as the second half of the second century CE) as
the divine wisdom 'emanating’ from God, belonging to God and a part of his Being and thus

to be identified with the 'Logos', or the divine reason.'**

Wisdom, logic, reason, making
sense (even if beyond human understanding) clearly belong in the Christian tradition to the
Being of God. The difficulty comes when it is believed that God can be known by human
reason alone. The power of divine revelation cannot be ignored as long as it is not used as
an excuse for the unreasonable and irrational, an abuse of authority and its attendant power.

With the rise of Protestantism and its emphasis upon the Word of the Lord (as
Martin Luther), the use of scripture and the act of preaching required an appeal to reason in
the sense of that which was considered reasonable to believe as centred in Christ. The
tenets of the faith had to make 'good sense' within the bounds of coherent faith. If post-
resurrection, 'beginning with Moses and all the Prophets', Christ 'explained’ all that ‘was

1192

said in all the Scriptures concerning himself' = then there is implicit with the gospel itself

191 Holmes, The Holy Trinity, pp39-41.
192 |_uke 24:27 (my italics for emphasis).
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an appeal to reason from the Son of God himself based on the authenticity and
trustworthiness of scripture (OT in this instance). Furthermore we find it recorded that
Christ 'opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures.' (Lk 24:45). The ability
to think, reason, understand dependent upon the enabling power of God is implicit again
with the proclamation and participatory dynamic of believing the gospel. As Luther
preached, identifying this passage as 'a very beautiful and a model sermon’, he pointed out

the deficiency of our knowledge on the content:

25. But the Evangelist answers this and analyses this argument by stating their heart
burned within them while he opened to them the Scriptures, and in the Gospel
following says Christ opened their mind to understand the Scriptures.'*?

Luther therefore makes plain from this passage the need not only for ‘understanding’ but

'revelation’ by the Spirit as reason plays its part in the self-communication of God:

'[...] it is necessary not only to read, but also to understand what is said. Hence Paul
says in 2 Cor 3,14-15 that the veil of Moses remains before the face of the Jews
when they read the Old Testament, which only Christ alone can take away. And to
his apostles Christ says, in Mt 13, 11: "Unto you is given to know the mysteries of
the kingdom of heaven; the others, however, though they see and hear, yet they do
not understand.” 26. Therefore the Bible is a book that must not only be read and
preach?g, but it also requires the true interpreter, that is, the revelation of the Holy
Spirit;'

193 The Sermons of Martin Luther, Volume II: 283-300 (Grand Rapids, M: Baker Book House, 1983). A
sermon (Luke 24:13-35) by Martin Luther (1483-1546); taken from his Church Postil. Originally published in
1906 in English by Lutherans (Minneapolis, MN: All Lands Press, 1906), as 'The Precious and Sacred
Writing of Martin Luther', Vol. II.

194 The Sermons of Martin Luther, Volume I1: 283-300
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In the same sermon, Luther, having identified the locus of 'understanding' with 'revelation’
and the Spirit, the impossibility of knowing God by human reason alone, also highlights the

place of Christian 'experience’ and the need for listening — ready to learn with humility:

‘as we learn from our own experience now-a-days that it is of no avail to prove most
clearly from Scripture the articles of the true doctrine to our opponents and to point
out their errors. [...] 27. But this revelation also requires pupils of the right kind,
who are willing to learn and to be instructed, [...] For this is a doctrine that makes
our wisdom foolishness and blinds our own reason, before it can be believed and
understood; for it is not born of man's wisdom, like other sciences and arts on earth,
which have sprung from reason and can be grasped by means of reason. Hence it is
impossible to attain to it by reason, and if you undertake to measure and reckon how
far it agrees with reason, you will not succeed."®

The quest for biblical understanding of truth, centred in the One who is 'the Truth’,
implies therefore that 'good sense' is not to be ignored if it conforms to orthodox
interpretation of scripture historically agreed and recognised in the universal church.
McGrath, however, appears troubled by the rise of reason following on from the
Enlightenment 'demand that knowledge must be universally accessible’.!®® The way he
presents the problem, Enlightenment thinking believed the Christian message to inherit the
idea of a ‘privileged’ knowledge of God and because this could only be known by
'revelation’ it had to be rejected on 'moral grounds' because, in other words, it was not just.
If revelation is not universal then God was causing moral problems by limiting revelation
to Jesus Christ, the text of scripture, or the church; a 'scandal of particularity.**’ The

problem for McGrath is that the Enlightenment believed that ‘reason alone', accessible to

1% The Sermons of Martin Luther, Volume I1: 283-300

196 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p88.

97 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p88 referencing Gabriel Fackre, ‘The Scandals of Particularity and
Universality', Mid-Stream 22, pp32-52.
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everyone with a rational faculty, could provide the universally valid resource, accessible for
all cultures, historically and geographically in order to discover knowledge of God. As we
have seen this is contrary to the deep-rooted Christian conviction about 'revelation' and as
McGrath points out the argument is 'now regarded as fatally flawed' not only in terms of
internal coherence but also in that 'the Enlightenment assumption that there was only one
"rationality”, independent of time, space and culture, is no longer regarded as having any
credibility.’ There are now ‘and always have been — many different "rationalities"."**®

Thus far we can agree with McGrath, human rationalism cannot be the means by
which to access God and nor can there be only one universal rationalism to which every
theological, moral and ethical truth must conform. Such a reductionist approach, appealing
to a universalist logic of intellectual coercion and domination, is devoid of the revelatory
power and freedom coming from the God who is found in Jesus Christ. As McGrath says,
summoning the locale of philosophy and scientific rationalism: ‘'[r]leason promises much,
yet fails to deliver its benefits.”*® The difficulty with McGrath, however, appears to be his
interchangeable use of 'reason’ and ‘rationalism' while at the same time stressing the
'difference’ between them: ‘Reason is the basic human faculty of thinking, based on
argument and evidence. It is theologically neutral, and poses no threat to faith — unless it is
regarded as the only source of knowledge about God. It then becomes rationalism, which is
an exclusive reliance upon human reason alone, and a refusal to allow any weight to be

give to divine revelation.”® Reason is thus presented as having a role 'in exploring the

relation between a functional and ontological Christology: if Jesus is our Saviour, yet only

198 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p89.
199 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p90.
20 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p91.

63



God can save, reason suggests that Jesus must (in some sense of the word) be God.?** In

this way reason is presented as having its place in reflecting upon and partnering revelation
with its own internal coherence and rationale. Yet Calvin is cited, following on from
Aquinas, as arguing that Christianity was based upon a knowledge which, although
rational, transcended human abilities, and was thus mediated solely through revelation:
'Knowledge of God the redeemer was a matter of revelation, not reason.?%? Clearly there is
a tension in the use of these words and their meaning. At least we can agree that God
cannot be known by human reason alone and Christian faith cannot be devoid of human
reason in the account of divine revelation.

Ironically from an evangelical perspective the discipline of Apologetics, while
grounded in the truth of divine revelation in scripture, appeals to the logic of reason often
quoting the New Testament text (the authority of scripture): '‘But in your hearts set apart
Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the
reason for the hope that you have.'?®® The employment of ‘reason’ in such arguments appeal
to the 'truth’ of experience as well as doctrine in the Christian faith.?** Clark Pinnock, for
example, writes of five circles of credibility' to build his argument for 'good reason' to put
one's trust in Christ: 1. pragmatic, 2. experiential, 3. cosmic (or metaphysical), 4. historical,
5. community.?®® All such approaches to apologetics show that more than one line of
argument is required if the 'reasonableness' of faith in Christ is to 'make sense'. The

pragmatic supplies the practical value of the Christian faith with confidence in its

21 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p91.

22 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p92 (my italics for emphasis).

203 1 peter 3:15; my italics. See, Clark H Pinnock, Reason Enough, 'A Case for the Christian Faith' (Oregon:
Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1997), p93. John M Frame, 'Presuppositional Apologetics', in Five Views on
Apologetics (Grand Rapids, M: Zondervan, 2000), p214.

20% gee eg, Pinnock, Reason Enough, p13.

205 pinnock, Reason Enough, pp13-15.
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trustworthiness. The experiential speaks of the universality of religious experience and of
the central place for this within the gospel and not to be dismissed as merely 'subjective’.
The cosmic shows that 'belief in God makes rational sense of the world and fulfils the deep
human desire to explain and understand it." The historical provides two 'reasons' that are
important for the basis of faith. The first is concerned with God's intervention in the world
with ancient Israel and the life of Jesus and the second concerns the person of Christ. The
argument based on community focuses upon the new human reality, the followers of Jesus,
involving the story of personal and social healing through faith in Christ.

The Church of England also, has always been able to support the central importance
of scripture to faith along with its appeal to tradition and reason. When Elizabeth 1
ascended the throne (1558), seeking to bring stability to the throne and nation (as well as
avoid the religious turmoil affecting other parts of Europe), she steered a middle course
between Catholicism and extreme Protestantism. In this she was greatly helped by the work
of Richard Hooker. Questions raised over 'the power and authority of the word of God' in

1206

relation to the employment of 'man's reason="> was evident at the time of Hooker. His

response to ‘the word of God', was to see: 'reason as a necessary instrument, without which
we could not reap by the Scripture's perfection that fruit and benefit which it yieldeth.”®®” In
this he was earlier influenced by John Jewel, Bishop of Salisbury, and his Apology for the
Church of England (1562), 'the first full-length essay in Anglican self-understanding' in
which 'Scripture and the Primitive Church are the criteria by means of which the

authenticity of a Church and the truth of its teaching are assessed.'?%

206 Richard Hooker, Ecclesiastical Polity, I111.viii.4, 10 (Manchester: Carcanet Press Ltd, 1990), pp116-17.
27 Hooker, Ecclesiastical Polity, I11.viii.4, 10, p,117.
28 McAdoo, 'Richard Hooker', in Rowell (ed), The English Religious Tradition, p108.
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The question of authority in Anglican circles is still a live debate, as indicated by J
Robert Wright (1990), who identified the problem inherent within, ‘three major Christian
answers to the question of "authority,” all of which have had some following within the
Anglican tradition as it has sought the proper and appropriate source in which Christian
authority may be grounded.”?®® These three approaches are located first within ‘the Holy
Scripture’ as if the truth contained there ‘were univocally obvious to anyone who reads it.'
And secondly, 'to find the source of authority within the individual testimony of the Holy
Spirit as perceived by each true believer in prayer, who is in this way supposedly enabled
by private guidance to distinguish among contradictory interpretations." The third
consideration has been to locate the source of authority within ‘the calm certainty afforded
by the institutional church, which is thought by those who follow it to offer a collective
wisdom that is presumably more objective.’**® While these three approaches are not exactly
the ternary of scripture, tradition and reason but rather three means of interpretation of
revelation — the plain sense of scripture, private illumination by the Spirit and the collective
mind of the church (and thus re-shaping of the sources of authority) — the one most often
identified as 'Anglican’ continues to be the triad of Scripture, Tradition and Reason.?*!

For Anglicans holy scripture, as in the wider church, is the foundational source of
Christian revelation, with the New Testament complementing and completing the Old.
Tradition is viewed as the gradual opening up and handing on of scriptural truth throughout

history with reason (often including ‘experience’) as the most acceptable way to

209 3 Robert Wright , The Sources and Structures of Authority in the Church (Anglican paper for the second
Anglican/Oriental Orthodox Forum at the Monastery of St Bishoy, Wadi EI Natrun, near Cairo, Egypt, March
12-18, 1990), p1.

219 \Wright, The Sources and Structures of Authority in the Church, p1.

211 GR Evans, Authority in the Church: a challenge to Anglicans (Norwich: The Canterbury Press, 1990),
ppl2ff.
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appropriately evaluate and measure the two other sources of authority.?*?

Anglicans do not
claim to rely on any one of these sources separately. Scripture alone without the collective
and developing interpretation of the church community always brings danger of an
individualist and unhistorical fundamentalism, while emphasis on tradition can lead to an
uncritical conservatism and reason to a rationalism belonging to private judgement.?*®
While this triad may not have originated with Hooker, influenced as he was by
Thomas Aquinas and John Jewel,”** he certainly expounded it clearly in arguments on
divine and ecclesial authority as found in his major work, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical
Polity (1594, 1597 and posthumous), written at the height of the controversy between
Puritans and Catholics. What we find with Anglican thought, even today, is that the answer
to problems raised by ‘the question of authority’ are not to be found in the decree of a
representative magisterium and pontif (as in Roman Catholicism) but in an understanding,
developed by Hooker, that locates the response to scripture along with the individual
testimony of the Holy Spirit in reason and the collective wisdom of the church in tradition.
The problematic still remains one of maintaining the centrality and rule of a personal Christ

without isolating scripture, tradition and reason, such that the one divine source of authority

is dispersed or distributed by plural means in the context of a united church.?*

212 gee Wright, The Sources and Structures of Authority in the Church, p1.

213 gee Wright, The Sources and Structures of Authority in the Church, p1.

1% McAdoo, 'Richard Hooker', in Rowell (ed), The English Religious Tradition, pp115,121-23.

215 gee Stephen Sykes and John Booty (ed), The Study of Anglicanism, (London: SPCK, 1988) , pp79-117;
and, Paul Avis, Anglicanism and the Christian Church (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1989), chapter 17.
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d. The authority of experience

In the language of Hooker, the church is both 'a society' and ‘a society supernatural.*® But
what does this look like in practice and the present day? This is where the authority of
experience becomes invaluable pointing us to us to ethnography in method as ecclesiology
(chapters 5 and 6). In this we are reminded that not only is the church community, in all
denominations, human and therefore belonging to culture and this world but also to God
and brought together by him through faith in his Son as enabled by his Spirit. It is a
reminder that there is a subjective element, not only with individual believers, but
potentially with congregations and corporate experience of God. As Sykes highlights, the
problem of authority for Anglicans is not so much about external organs of authority,
whether synods or bishops' meetings, but in the 'hearts and minds of members of the
Church. Authority in a voluntary society does not issue from claims, but from general
recognition.””’ Indeed, it is vitally important concerning authority, let alone divine
authority, to have an adequate theology of the church, otherwise there is no authority and
all plausibility structures collapse. And in this matter, whether Anglican, Roman Catholic
or Free Church, there is no reason to hesitate in saying that the church itself, with its
ministry and sacraments are a 'divine gift to our world".?*® But in addition it is necessary to
recognise that this gift is and has been 'embodied in sociologically ambivalent ways in time,
history and culture.”*® This does not mean that we have a hybrid construct of church, as if

fifty percent heavenly and fifty percent earthly; but a way of seeing the church as at one

218 Hooker, Ecclesiastical Polity, 1, xv, 2, p87.
217 gykes, 'The Genius of Anglicanism', pp238-9.
218 gykes, 'The Genius of Anglicanism'’, p239.
219 gykes, 'The Genius of Anglicanism'’, p239.
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and the same time embedded in created sociality and the agent of God's new creation.'??°

While Sykes speaks of the Anglican communion, the principle holds true for the whole
church, for we cannot escape being that expression of the divine in this world — the
theological finding expression in the sociological — and in a cultural context of change.

When it comes to experience and authority, by implication subjectively experienced
(and embraced corporately), the place of worship, sacraments, hearing the Word of God
and community are vital ingredients together. While there are many different 'species' we
find that, 'in some final sense doctrinal authority for Anglicans is largely, although not
entirely, derived from the tradition of worship.??* And in this, | suggest, the context of
experience in all church traditions might be authoritative not only for worship but also for
doctrine and the common life: sources and structures of authority allowing for a spirituality
that permeates and unifies the life of all in the Body of Christ — the 'now' of Being and
presence — experiencing the life of the Spirit. And thus we are helped toward a way out of
an ecclesiological inner-tension concerning the written word, the Christ and the believing
community by the pneumatological — the revealing work of the Holy Spirit.

The early Baptist tradition of giving 'personal testimony' speaks of this '‘Being and
presence' in another way, not only as a personal confession of faith and the telling of one's
story at baptism (before the locally gathered congregation) but in the ongoing sharing of

story and journey (‘earthly pilgrimage’)?%*

together. This was something to be experienced —
‘embodied’. And while in the early twentieth century we may find difficulty with the
modernist note of ‘autonomy’, ‘individualism' and ‘certainty’, the desire to experience God

(and tell of this experience) has always found a necessary dialectic around the personal and

220 gyikes, 'The Genius of Anglicanism'’, p239.
221 \Wright, The Sources and Structures of Authority in the Church, p9.
222 |mmortalised in John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress (17" century).
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corporate freedoms of the divine and human story: "The authority of which we are in quest
clearly must be an authority which does not destroy our personal freedom. It must compel a
humble acceptance of the will of God, and also clearly recognise the autonomy of the
individual personality and our responsibility for our own beliefs. Experience of God, in the
Christian sense, is both the apprehension of God and the certainty that we are apprehended
of God.”?*® While the concern to recognise the responsibility of one's own beliefs needs to
be balanced with divine revelation and community story (‘apprehended of God') the
underlying recognition here is that it is not enough for human beings to simply accept given
certainties but to ‘discover them'.?** Yet Strachan's argument further reminds us of the
'inner-ecclesial’ tension, as above, that forms another strand in this thesis (Christ, scripture
and church) in relation to experience and authority: The authority of this experience is our
certainty of the character of God, His nature and purpose. Neither ecclesiastical dogma
guaranteed by the authority of Church or Bible, nor the position that religious belief can be
induced by "reasoning" or logical demonstration will bring us the certainty we require.'?®
McGrath writes of ‘culture’ and ‘experience’ as ‘characteristic of "liberal” approaches
to theology, which, distressed by the particularity of the Christian faith, attempt to found
theology on allegedly "universal" foundations.'”? | suggest this is again over simplistic in
its attempt to establish the authority of God and truth in relation to church and scriptural
authority. My concern is not to see experience as a threat, unless unwisely or privately

handled, but positive and dynamic when shared openly in the life of covenant community.

The experience of God the Holy Spirit in confirmation of faith and the Word of God as

223 RH Strachan, The Authority of Christian Experience (London: Student Christian Movement, 1929), p19.
22% strachan, The Authority of Christian Experience, p19.
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recorded in scripture has a necessary place in the life of the believing community otherwise
the expression of an authoritative faith becomes 'legalistic’, 'distant’ and 'alienating'.

With this in mind my view of authority and the vital place of ‘experience’ explores a
category where | especially draw upon the ethnographic methodology of Scharen and
Vigen®?" among others. But first | am drawn to anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu who wrote

of 'embodied learning?*®

such that all learning is embodied, and to the way that Fiddes
interprets this perception using the language of ‘engagement' and 'participation’: '[w]hile of
course we observe objects in the world, "engagement™ is common ground between the data
of human experience and religious talk about "acts of God." We cannot observe God, but
we can engage in the life of God, participating in the relationships we may call Father, Son
and Spirit.””* Fiddes goes on to say, '[t]his is the greatest challenge to the assumption of the
Enlightenment that human beings are the great subjects in the world, and that the remainder
of nature is an object to be mastered and controlled. We need to get beyond subject-object
thinking to a kind of thinking characterised by engagement and participation.”®® Such
language, | would say, helps us toward a theology of authority that includes experience,
bringing together the sociological and theological. Bourdieu's concept of habitus introduces

an embodied 'system of structured, structuring dispositions, which is constituted in practice

and is always orientated towards practical functions.'”** Thus Bourdieu's aim of overcoming

221 gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, pp61-5.
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the dualism of subject and object shows an overlap with the Christian model of the body of
Christ, identified by Fiddes as ‘a highly participative idea’;?*? and this brings us to divine
authority and the place of experience as a valid category in the fourfold model.

Before we go further, | shall briefly introduce the subject of ethnography (especially
in relation to 'experience’) and its place in the thesis, for as Scharen and Vigen put it,
'[e]thnography is a way to take particularity seriously — to discover truth revealed through
embodied habits, relations, practices, narratives, and struggles. And as it is joined with a
theological sensibility, our conviction is that each particular life, situation, or community is
potentially, albeit only partially, revelatory of transcendent or divine truth.”** This
helpfully points us toward the hoped for intersection between theology and sociology — but
what is ethnography (born of anthropology and sociology) in practice? As Scharen and
Vigen point out one problem could be that it turns particular experiences into ‘a kind of
over-simplified, static, and idealised “stand in" for a more complex, even infinite reality.'?**
But as they further argue, while this is 'a potential pitfall’, if 'methodological care and
critical self-awareness' are exercised, this is 'not a reason to rule out ethnography as
theology.”?*®> And this is the point: ethnography is being employed (and in this thesis) in
partnership with theology, and as theology, thereby informing particular aspects of human
experience, which for our purposes mean ‘church' and ‘non-church' response toward
authority, including divine authority, in a particular locus; thus revealing the divine.

Ethnography at root means a ‘writing of culture': ethno (culture) and graphy

(writing). Scharen and Vigen make two important points concerning ethnography: 'First,

%2 Eiddes, 'Ecclesiology and Ethnography’, Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, p32.
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the active, necessarily imperfect and yet potentially revelatory process of meaning-making;
and second, ethnography as a process with distinct and disciplined aspects that together
contribute its particular character.”®® Both points are of particular interest with their
emphasis upon the 'dynamic process' and the potential for revelation and ‘'meaning-making'
in the context of culture.

Ethnography is thus a qualitative rather than quantitative means of research and as
such there are many tools that the ethnographer will draw upon in his/her work such as
participant observation, focus groups, individual interviews, extended immersion within a
particular culture or community.?® For my purposes | make use of 'individual interviews'?®
in order to reflect on attitudes toward authority, ‘church' and ‘'non-church’, reflecting the
divine such that our discussion of the context of culture relates to both reason and
experience in the four-fold approach to authority and the three-fold inner problematic. And
for our purpose this helps identify the place of experience in the realm of authority as a
form of 'embodied knowing'. Vigen reminds us: ‘[n]otions around what constitutes an
adequate method in the doing of formal theology and ethics have been earnestly discussed
and hotly debated by Christian scholars, institutions, clergy, and laypersons for centuries.
In particular, a focal point of contention has been differing takes on the role and category of
human experience.'”” It is this category that | also pursue as relevant to postmodern culture
and its challenges to authority both in the human and theological realm.?*

While many theologians and ethicists now acknowledge experience as a valid

source, it can also be viewed with suspicion and conveyed as such to congregations,

2% gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p16. My italics for emphasis.
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evangelical or otherwise (as for example by McGrath). Experience has been dismissed by
some because it is considered subjective, personal and emotional with a 'persistent fear' of

'relativism — in belief and ethics.’**" As Vigen summarises the argument:

'If experience is given too much weight in the analysis, claims to transcendent or
universally normative truth will degenerate into biased, or at least problematically
limited visions, based on one's own preferences and encounters.'?*2

With Scharen and Vigen, | understand experience to be a multi-dimensional source that is
legitimate and accessed through many varied disciplines providing rich, non-simplistic,
understanding by means of the critical use and interpretation of multiple and mutually
corrective sources including: 'sociology, natural sciences, anthropology, literature, story-
telling, the arts, history, sacred scriptures, autobiography, ethnography, ecclesial doctrines,
and theological accounts.””® When perceived like this it becomes more than just 'my
experience’ but rather that of ‘individuals and communities — in history, over time, and as
discovered through the careful study of texts, artifacts, embodied practices, living
traditions, etc.”** Thus experience with experience, integrating with other sources of
knowledge, provides us with a picture which brings another dimension to the subject of
authority as explored within a cultural and ecclesial context. And while my approach will

245

be limited to 'little’ ethnography~* it is nonetheless a legitimate attempt to hear those voices

on the ground in a particular space. As Scharen points out:
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'While many disagreements over the proper balance of [reason, scripture, tradition,
and experience] exist in the scholarly literature, | wish to point out that experience
is never simply just one among the four sources. Rather it infuses all the others, as a
sort of founding source or means of knowing."**®

While differing Christian traditions may be able to point to a repository of sacred traditions,
doctrines, texts, and other practices this will not be sufficient to keep theology 'relevant and
real' in a particular context — wherever that might be.?*” As Vigen argues, ‘These sources of
theological and moral wisdom and identity must be accompanied with an interpretive
competence that resonates within a given community.'**® Within the authority of experience
we find that while ecclesial ‘identity' appears to be concerned with the faithful keeping of
the sacred tradition and interpretation of it, the more important questions ask not if a
community is being faithful, but 'how is it faithful?* and in doing so bring ethnography and
experience together.?*° If we can give the category of experience a certain significance here
then we create space for interaction and reflection in all disciplines or sources of
epistemology — scripture, tradition, reason and sciences (meeting McGrath's concerns) in a
way that inspires and supports interdisciplinary conversation and reflection. When we
appreciate the complex nuances and rigour of experience then we are more enabled to see
ways that human beings are shaped by these sources and in turn shape and reinterpret them.
This kind of awareness brings a positive contribution to the different Christian faith (and

‘other’ religious and non-religious) traditions and communities such that divine authority is

248 Christian Scharen, 'Experiencing the Body: Sexuality and Conflict in American Lutheranism.' Union
Seminary Quarterly Review 57:1-2 (2003), p101, cited in Vigen, ‘Theological Justifications', in Ethnography
as Christian Theology and Ethics, p63.

7 \figen, 'Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p62.

8 \figen, 'Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p62.

49 gee eg Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption: Theology for a Worldly Church (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2007), ppl11-12, cited in Vigen, Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as
Christian Theology and Ethics, pp62,64.
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read and heard afresh in Christ. As Vigen points out: '‘Giving more weight to experience
shows respect both for the traditions and scriptures we inherit and for the lives and events
we create and encounter.'’®® Personal and corporate experience of God's authority, under
the rule of Christ, belongs to the local story, inspired by the ongoing activity of the Spirit,
and ought not to be dismissed but included in the richness of the divine metanarrative.

For this reason, and in response to the ecclesia we should view experience as not
simply one category among the others but rather as 'the interpretive vehicle' for '[w]e
mediate all moral and theological knowledge through our flesh — inclusive of bones, hearts,
emotions, conscience, and embodied minds.’** For some Christians, adding to the ‘inner-
ecclesial tension', this approach may threaten their sense of 'the transcendent divine
presence in creation'. But in response to this | would say that the inclusion of experience as
a valid theological category means we are taking 'God's incarnation in the world
seriously.””™ So rather than fearing the subjective in theology we shall find that
acknowledging its presence brings an honest and authentic theological response to all truth
claims, as they reach toward the divine, the transcendent, even beyond language, coming
from specific positions, perspectives and bodies.”>®> As Fulkerson remarks: 'When
understood as bodied ingression into the world, place is truly fundamental in generating
knowledge ... The world takes shape through our bodies.”* And even within the
limitations of human language, culture, reason and experience — ‘all knowing is embodied

knowing' — and thus incarnational for the church, in 'Being and presence' in this world.

20 v/igen, 'Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p63.

1 \/igen, 'Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.

%2 \figen, 'Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.

23 \/igen, 'Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.

2% Emphasis hers. See Fulkerson, Places of Redemption, p25 (where pages 24-31 offer an in-depth discussion
of place), cited in Vigen, Theological Justifications', in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.
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e. Summary

Overall my discussion, in context of culture, relates to both reason and experience in the
four-fold approach to authority. And while McGrath has problems with experience he does
agree, in relation to reason and cultural context, that 'experience is a vital "point of contact
for Christian apologetics in a postmodern world.’® He also insists that experience 'be
addressed, interpreted and transformed in the light of the gospel proclamation of
redemption through Christ, as this is made known to us through Scripture." As such he
‘anchors theology in the bedrock of divine revelation, while linking it up to the world of
human experience, thus ensuring that Christian theology remains both authentic and
relevant [...].”*® In harmony with the authority of the triune God, revealed by his Being in
relationship, presence in revelation, creation and incarnation, we discern the practical action
and voice of the divine in scripture, tradition, reason and experience in dialogue. But this
‘discernment’ does not take place in a vacuum (or just privately). There is a divine call to

covenant community (the ecclesia)®’

to listen, discern, agree, respond together in love and
unity — in relational koinonia — such that the Word of the Lord is heard and acted upon.
With this in mind | shall be exploring in the next section the work of Karl Barth and
covenant. Up until now I have been claiming that the ultimate source of authority to which
scripture, tradition, reason and experience point is Christ. There is a possible tension, not
only between these four sources of authority, but between these and Christ as the final
authority (the ‘Word of God’). Traditionally, as above, the tension has generally been

between Christ, scripture and institution. Barth deals with this problematic — with (a) his

understanding of Christ and church, centred on the idea of covenant; (b) his understanding

2% McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p87.
26 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, p87.
7 See chapter 4, 'The nature of covenant community’.
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of the ‘three forms of the Word” (Christ, scripture and proclamation). Barth relates his
theology of covenant to his understanding of the final authority of Christ as the Word of
God. But as we shall see he does not relate covenant to the social organisation of the

church. This | seek to address in my later chapter on covenant (chapter 4).

16. Authority and the work of Karl Barth

As Anglican scholar Stephen Sykes has commented: 'if we ask ourselves why it has been
possible in the last twenty years for the Roman Catholic Church to become so vitally
interested in the theology of the two chief reformers of the sixteenth century [Luther and
Calvin], the answer is just as likely to lie in the impetus given by Karl Barth's theological
career to recapture the sense of the divine indwelling in the Church which informs so much
of their work.'>® It is this recovery that his theology made of the belief that divine authority
‘dwells’ in the church because Christ is present that both challenged the Protestant church
and awakened a response from Rome.

For the Reformed theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968) the authority of God, the
ultimate authority, lies in the truth that God is sovereign, 'Wholly Other' and beyond any
cultural or religious project even if only in the sense that he cannot be ‘subsumed by it'.?*®
As Barth reminds us, God is present in culture and speaks his Word there but is not to be

confused with culture nor assimilated into culture. The same Word has authority in church

as in culture and is therefore not confined to church (chapter 7), for Christ is indeed the

28 S\ Sykes, 'Authority and openness in the Church’, in Stephen Sykes (ed), Karl Barth: centenary essays
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1989), p69.

29 Al Barth's methodological labours were devoted to trying to show that despite the necessary cultural form
the "Wholly Other", that which is not a member of this or any universe, can find speech within, engage with,
human culture without being subsumed by it.' TJ Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p43.
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'Light of the World'.?®® Themes such as the ‘christological covenant’, 'Trinity and
revelation’, 'the Word of God', 'the revelation of God in Christ' are addressed profoundly in
his many writings, especially his major work, Church Dogmatics; and all with a reference
to reconciliation through incarnation. While he is indebted to the methodology of
modernism he critiques and dismantles it from within, in such a way that he is associated
by some as being concerned with issues that today surround the word ‘postmodern’. He
brings clear criticism to certain kinds of 'natural theology' that inevitably begin with the
anthropological because for Barth divinity, and hence divine authority, finds its meaning
and power only in God's initiative: his history, his dialogue, together with humanity,
ultimately found in the God-man, Jesus Christ. In this way his work is an outstanding
instance of an attempt to relate and relegate the authority of Bible and church to that of
Christ and of interest to this thesis because it reflects his answer to the relation between
these three forms of authority and the inner Christian problematic.

In Barth, it is in the person of Christ that we find fully reconciled the tension of both
the human and the divine when confronted by the challenge of authoritative voice. In the
authority of Christ every believer together finds common ground such that: "The claim to
authority is the courage to dare, never forgetting the supreme power of God and therefore
always mindful of the freedom of conscience, to speak to men in the name of God, with the
prophetic 'Thus saith the Lord".?®* With Barth we find an approach to scripture, where the
written Word becomes the means, mainly through the act of preaching, whereby the living

Word of God is Christ speaking and comes to the believer as an actual event in which

280 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol 1, Part 2, 'The Doctrine of the Word of God' (London: T & T Clark
International, 1956) p18; and Church Dogmatics Vol 2, Part 2, (1957), p242.

261 'Roman Catholicism: a question to the Protestant Church' in K Barth, Theology and Church, ET, LP Smith
(London, SCM Press, 1962), p320, cited by Sykes in 'Authority and openness’, p69.
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‘proclamation’ becomes 'real proclamation’. As Williams puts it concerning Barth's
approach to Scripture, 'There is no power in the Bible itself, according to Barth, apart from
each successive act of God in speaking through it. The Bible is not past revelation, but it
attests past revelation when through the medium of past revelation we hear the voice of
God today.'?®® And this is the point, Barth brings to the fore that awareness of God speaking
'here and now'. The tension is found in that the authority of the canon of scripture addresses
the church which has discerned and affirmed it, while divine authority belonging to the
church as covenant community exists because Christ dwells and rules in the midst as
declared by that same Word. To recognise the exalted Christ as both over and relating to
text and institution is to discover the continual freedom to hear the Word of the Lord in the
here and now spoken with divine authority in and exclusively in the person of Christ. Early

in his writing (1947) Barth was clear on this point:

"The prophetic-apostolic witness, through which the congregation of Jesus Christ is
established, is the single normative form of the Word of God for that congregation.
There are many things in the heavens and on earth, but there is only one God. There
are many ideas about God, but there is only one true knowledge of this one God,
true because derived from God's self-testimony. There are many events, powers,
forms, and truths which are important, worthwhile, and indispensable for us men,
but there is only one Word of God, only one Jesus Christ, in whom the
confrontation of the gracious God with sinful men took place once for all. And
because not all, but only these particular men are the elected, called prophetic and
apostolic witnesses to Jesus Christ, there are many hidden forms but only this one
visible form of the one Word of the one God. Only in this form is God's Word
finally, decisively normative, binding, and authoritative. The Church of Jesus Christ
acknowledges the unique Word of the unique God in this uniquely visible and
uniquely normative form. In this knowledge, it sets the biblical canon.'**®

282 \Williams, Authority in the Apostolic Age, p132.
%63 Karl Barth, Die Autoritat und Bedeutung der Bibel 1947, in: Die Schrift und die Kirche, Zollokon-Zurich
1947, in Karl Barth, God here and now (London and New York, Routledge, 1964/2003), p60.
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In this way Barth establishes and brings near the Creator with believing humanity in
covenant relationship together in the God-man who is Christ. He insists that: 'From [the]
revealed fact of the unity of God with man effected in Jesus Christ, the first truth that we
learn is the simple one that God is not alone. He does not live His divine life only in His
own space. There is a world-space in which He is the Lord of a being distinct from
Himself, ie, of man, this giving proof of its reality.”?®* In this sense ‘creation’ and 'covenant'
become correlative in that with Barth creation is the external basis of the covenant of grace
and covenant is the internal basis of creation: 'Covenant is not an accidental modulation of
created reality, but the fulfilment of its essential nature as established by the creator.’*®
Furthermore Barth brings us in his writing to realise the fulfilment of this covenant as
found in the doctrine of reconciliation, ‘the heart of the message received by and laid upon
the Christian community and therefore with the heart of the Church's dogmatics.”®® The
history of God the Creator is the 'Emmanuel’, the God with us whose story is identical with
the person and action of Jesus such that: "The fellowship which originally existed between
God and man, which was disturbed and jeopardised, the purpose of which is now fulfilled
in Jesus Christ and in the work of reconciliation, we describe as the covenant.’?®’

The problem encountered with a doctrine of divine creator who is sovereign, brings
Barth into dispute with the Reformed tradition, largely because of soteriological and
anthropological consequences. For him the doctrine of election should not be dominated or

controlled by church tradition, because this only undermines the biblical nature of the

doctrine. Rather it should be grounded in the self-revelation of God in scripture and in the

2% Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol. 111, Part I, "The Doctrine of the Word of God' (Edinburgh, T & T
Clark, 1975), p25.

265 John Webster, Barth (London and New York, Continuum, 2000), pp97-98.

266 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1V/1, p3.

267 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1V/ I, p22.
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person of Christ, not only as past revelation but as that which speaks to us today. This God
is not distant from us, nor simply 'God in general'®®® but God as he has revealed himself
primarily in fulfilment of the divine self-election, whereby God elected or predestined
himself in Christ. In this way, in Christ we discover election as both divine self-election
and the election of humanity, setting us free from the idea that the doctrine of election
could be expounded without reference to the incarnation, 'as if election concerned a relation
between God and humanity to which Jesus Christ was largely incidental, or as if the line
from the will of God to the elect did not traverse the history of Jesus. Barth simply refuses
to follow the tradition here, insisting that whatever anthropological entailments the doctrine
of election may have, they are to be christologically determined.’?*®

The intimate connection between creation and covenant is grounded for us
anthropologically as well as theologically in Barth with his emphasis on the doctrine of the
Trinity. For him creation, covenant and Trinity cannot be separated but must be united in
the confession of the church, otherwise there is a dual problem of creation formed as an
independent act of God unrelated to the work of salvation and a salvation-history set apart
from God's act of creation.?’® This authority of revelation, set against liberal Protestant
dilution, was seen to be intrinsically linked with reason and scripture, and thus made real in
covenant community, the church, by its focus and reality christologically. God's ultimate
revelation is found objectively and intrinsically in the act of God in Christ and made known

by the Holy Spirit through the content and proclamation of the Word.*"*

268 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/2, p49.

289 \Webster, Barth, p91.

219 mBeing human" and "being elect", being chosen to live and act in the sphere of the covenantal mercy of
God, are all ways of talking of a single reality." Webster, Barth, p102.

21 \Webster, Barth, pp62-64.
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a. Authority and the Word of God

Barth places his theology within the domain of the church, as covenant community, rather
than assuming the role of modernist theology that begins from outside and within human
reason. The problem, according to Barth, with theological liberalism, is that revelation
becomes religious history and experience, established not in the freedom of God to be and
act as God, but by the wider human anthropological context. Barth doesn't deny that there
can be revelation in culture because God is committed to the human context. What he
challenges is the thought that revelation is somehow dependent upon the human context.
For this reason his theology commences not with cultural preliminaries but with God's self-
revelation as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. For Barth the Word of God is a 'speech act'
undertaken uniquely and particularly by God and from God. This event, whereby God has
spoken, speaks and will speak, encounters us through the human means of scripture and its
proclamation in the church, centred in Christ and the problem of obedience, and is

addressed in one single move:

'"Where authority is, there is obedience. The authority of the biblical witness is the
authority of Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church and the cosmos, He who is the
subject of this witness. The Bible, therefore, is no "paper pope™ and its authority not
of the legal kind. It is, rather, a spiritual authority. It is Jesus Christ Himself, whom
the Bible calls and to whom the Bible witnesses as Lord, and it is the Spirit of the
Bible, who exercises and commands authority inside the Church and by the agency
of the Church in the world.”*"

It is not a static deposit of truth or number of statements delivered and then consulted by
the church. This one event of the one Word of God according to Barth is a dynamic act that

needs to be understood in three forms: (1). the act of revelation itself, (2). its witness in the

272 Barth, Die Autoritat und Bedeutung der Bibel 1947, in Barth, God here and now, p69.
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prophetic and apostolic text of Old and New Testament, (3). in the preaching or sharing of
that Word in the church, the covenant community, serving and proclaiming together.?"

It is this dynamic that for Barth highlights the fact that the place of revelation is
emphasised theologically in the context of divine-human reality: ‘Not God alone, but God
and man together constitute the content of the Word of God.””’* Here we find the freedom
of God to act and be as God in the anthropological context, to be wholly 'Other’ in relation
to humanity. God's self-revelation as Trinity, revealed by the Spirit and grounded in Christ
the Logos, brings us to this dynamic act of proclamation-event in covenant community, but
more than this, a community that is enabled to listen and obey. And while it has been
argued that there are problems with Barth's insistence on the divine unity and self-
differentiation that weaken the sense of relations between the divine persons and the
'relationality’ that characterises the essence of God, this is misdirected for his concept of
God is Trinitarian from the beginning, calling us to hear the Word of God in Christ. Indeed,
'Revelation’ (the Word) means that there must be a 'Revealer' and place of 'Revealedness'
(revelation to particular people in a particular context), such that three modes of revelation
brings us to three modes of divine being and the Trinity. Against views that suggest Barth
begins with a single subject, he does in fact begin with the triune experience of revelation —
revelation which leads us to the doctrine of the Trinity. It is important to recognise the
strength of Barth’s commitment to Trinitarian theology while pressing the topic of unity by

introducing the action of the perichoresis (mutual interpenetration) of the triune modes of

273 See also, Barth, Die Kirche — die lebendige Gemeinde des lebendigen Herrn Jesus Christus 1947, in: Die
Unordnung der Welt und Gottes Heilsplan, in: Studienabteilung des Oekumenischen Rates der Kirchen In
Genf (Ed), Vol. I: Die Kirche in Gottes Heilsplan, Zurich 1949, in Barth, God here and now, pp75-104.

2% Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/2, p207.
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being of God: 'each of the Three only with the other Two'.?”® This perspective of
perichoresis means that while text and institution are subordinate to a living relationship
with the Word of God, in a context that is Trinitarian they are no longer distant and

impersonal but near and meaningful in living authoritative relationship:

‘For the Bible is a sign which, it cannot be contested, does at least point to a
superior authority confronting the proclamation of the Church. In contrast to Roman
Catholicism and Protestant modernism, we felt that we ought to take this sign
seriously. For that reason, at every decisive point we took our answer to the
question of revelation from the Bible. And the Bible has given us the answer. It has
attestecl%o us the lordship of the triune God in the incarnate Word by the Holy
Spirit.”

This Word itself is centred in the Gospel of Christ and in that sense presents the
church, as is recognised by the Reformers, with a tension: 'Catholicism testifies and affirms
a sure knowledge that he who really and primarily acts in the Church is absolutely and
primarily God himself in Jesus Christ. Continually through its liturgy and its dogma,
Catholicism attests: God's presence makes the Church to be the Church, he preaches, he is
the sacrificer and the sacrifice, he prays, he believes, he is “the real | of the Church".'””’" But
as Sykes says: 'The revolutionary potential of the gospel is always in need of ecclesial
management: and conversely, one must add, managerial Christianity is always in need of
revolutionary transformation.”?’® It is in this sense that Barth's account of the significance of
the indwelling divine presence in the church, and therefore the basis of its authority is to be

recognised, for it is an authority that is divine, discovered in the Word proclaimed and

275 Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/1 , p370, cited in Webster, Barth, p60.

276 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/2, p457.

2 Barth, Theology and Church, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1934), p16, cited in Sykes, 'Authority and
openness', p70.

278 gykes, 'Authority and openness', pp70-1.
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revealed by the Spirit exclusively in the person of Christ; the Gospel that is his incarnation,
subsitutionary atoning death, resurrection, exaltation and ongoing ministry in the life of the
covenant community. This gospel is indeed the action by which the God, who is

unknowable, makes himself known and in relation.?’®

b. The personal authority of God in Christ Jesus

As we have seen Barth is uneasy with a philosophical theology that discusses the divine
nature only after establishing belief in the existence of God by a process of demonstrable
reason. While Barth is not anti-reason, he is compelled by a deep commitment to the self-
(subjective)-existence of God, which in principle is not of itself demonstrable. Definitions
of the nature of God are disallowed by Barth because he starts and ends with the reality of
God who makes himself known through self-revelation. For Barth his use of the term 'God'
is always Trinitarian and relational, with the supreme and final self-revelation of God
exclusively found and made known in Jesus Christ, the God-man, in whom God saves and
glorifies covenant partners for himself in reconciliation. In this way we find Barth's classic
treatment of divine sovereignty linked to a Christian humanism that prepares us for the
problematic of authority in Christ-text-institution.

It is in his account of the relation of God to humanity that we find Barth in
conversation with his Protestant theological heritage and committed to finding an answer to
the question concerning God being God for us. His response is to reject those premises of
nineteenth century theology that dwell on the priority of religious subjectivity and

experience, the identifying of God with ethical value, the proclamation of Jesus as the

219 Acts 17:22-33; and see Sykes, 'Authority and openness', p71.
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archetypal religious and moral consciousness. Barth came to the conclusion that God's
relation to humanity cannot be considered as separate or distinct from the reality of God's
self-presence and self-revelation in Jesus Christ. In other words his authority is relational
with humanity and exclusively found in the person and story of Christ. In relating three
sources of authority there could be a danger of making Christ an impersonal reality, but
Barth avoids this with his classic treatment of divine sovereignty — ie the active presence of
God as Lord. The link is therefore made with Christian humanism and the problem of an
impersonal text and institution is overcome.

At the same time Barth firmly places theology within the church and so takes on the
same role as other activities in that realm such as a faith that comes from the ‘determination
of human action by the being of the Church and therefore by Jesus Christ, by the gracious

address of God to man'?°

and prayer, 'the attitude without which there can be no dogmatic
work.”®* Barth challenged Protestant theology preoccupied as it was with a theology in
which the self-reflective human subject was considered self-evident. Instead Barth came
with a procedure that he propounded as theologically normative: 'As the man Jesus is
Himself the revealing Word of God, He is the source of our knowledge of the nature of
man as created by God.””® By such a move Barth reversed the direction of Protestant
thinking, in the middle of the twentieth century, on the authority of Christ and of God in
relation to the human subject.

When Barth addresses the subject of authority and church office in Church

Dogmatics, (Volume 1, Part 1), it is Sykes who reminds us that of methodological necessity

Barth relates authority to 'openness’. In this way Barth 'proposes to "manage the

280 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/1, p17.
281 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/1, p23.
282 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 111/2, p3.
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innovation", to be a Church which is simultaneously a crater in which the apocalyptic shell
has burst, "a void in which the Gospel reveals itself", and yet at the same time a Church
which says and does something authoritative in concrete, fallible human witness to this
reality.”?®* He goes on to highlight Barth's discussion of ‘the presence of Christ in the Word
of God preached in relation to the ecclesiastical office of pastor or priest, or bishop and of
Pope.' Barth insists, referencing Luther, Melanchthon and Calvin, that 'Protestants have no
grounds for objecting to the development of the bishop's office, or of the mere idea of
vicariate or of succession.?®* The ministers represent not themselves but Christ in the
outworking of the church's call and the offering of the Word of Christ and sacraments,
because they do so in place of Christ. The ecclesial, theological and cultural problem
however is clearly identified with the question: 'How far does one have only a
representation and not rather a supplanting of Christ??®®> Here Barth's discussion identifies
the pragmatic in that there should be some clearly concrete way in which the sovereignty of
Christ over the church is evidently distinguished from the powers exercised by human
beings in church. As Sykes says — this does provoke some complex questions.?*® The
response from the view of this thesis is to point to the invaluable ground of understanding
provided by covenant theology. This is itself a perspective developed by Barth in relation to
the question of divine authority and which focuses upon the personal authority of Christ in

the congregation.

283 gykes, 'Authority and openness', p74.
28% gykes, 'Authority and openness', pp74-5, citing Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/1, pp95-9.
28 gykes, 'Authority and openness', p75.
28 gykes, 'Authority and openness', p76.
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c. Authority and covenant relationship
Barth does not define God as a Being who exists alone in his own space but as 'Wholly
Other' who in Christ is Lord of a being distinct from himself and at the same time brought
into active fellowship with himself. Barth brings together christologically, a theology of
creation and covenant that are intrinsically connected, whereby God who is Lord of all has
not left humanity alone. Barth expounds a doctrine of reconciliation between God and
humanity in Christ that is a fulfilment of the covenant commitment initiated by God
himself. In Church Dogmatics we find that Barth brings together a deliberate christological
concentration in Christ who 'is the atonement’, who maintains, accomplishes and fulfils the
divine covenant as unilaterally carried out by God himself. When Barth uses the term
covenant, it is rooted in reconciliation where God is encountered in the divine act in Jesus
Christ. The covenant becomes soteriological and anthropological, ‘God with us' as well as
'us with God' and Christian existential reality is found in the Gospel of Christ as human
reality encounters the divine in faith and on bended knee.?’

The substance of God's claim is to be found in ‘the name of Jesus' that is, 'the

substance of God's Law'?®®

and Barth makes it very clear that God's command is not simply
something statutory or directive but an event in which God has purposed his relationship
with us in Christ. The name of Jesus speaks of a real historical event which sums up and
completes God's covenant with humanity. This means that not only is salvation at the heart

of God's purpose for us in Christ but the ongoing ethical primacy of Christ's moral teaching

whereby good action corresponds with God's truth and grace in Christ. Indeed the

87 '[God] does not exist in His divine being and perfections without Jesus Christ, in whom He is both very

God and very man. He does not exist, therefore, without the covenant with man which was made and
executed in this name. God is not known completely — and therefore not known at all —if He is not known as
the maker and Lord of this covenant between Himself and man.' Church Dogmatics, 11/2, p509.

288 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/2, p568.
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command of God grants freedom®® and as such Barth insists that election is not just the
provision and inclusion of destiny but the appointment to active fellowship with God
Almighty. This indeed is the power of the gospel toward all who believe and as such God
declares himself Lord of a being distinct from himself, declaring himself to be wholly
‘Other’ but in covenant relation by God's own free decision.

And not only is this relation in covenant with God but with one another in Christ in
covenant relationship, the church, such that with Jesus in the midst the enablement is found

to listen to the voice of God through 'others' both in Christ and beyond yet not without him:

'In the identification of the Word of God and Church dogma as we find it in this
definition of the term we can only see an example of the splendid isolation in
which a Church finds itself when it has seized the Word of God for itself, taken it
under its own management, and lost the capability of listening to the voice of
another.?%

In this sense church is a community where according to Barth the two hallmarks of an
authentic authority lie not in the church itself ‘but in its openness to and dependence upon
Christ.”®! Here is the place where members of covenant community, with good order and
legitimacy, together discover the mind of Christ who rules in their midst and bestows his
authority. The challenge that Barth brings to the whole church, is that of a genuine
authority whereby the church speaks the prophetic 'Thus saith the Lord', while at the same
time admitting the 'human voice, open to question and to the future.”®? The problem in

church community, local or global, comes with the voice that appeals to the highest

289 gee Barth, Ethics (Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 1981), pp349ff.
29 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/1, p267.
291 gykes, 'Authority and openness', p81.
292 gykes, 'Authority and openness', p82.
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authority yet has lost the intimacy of listening to the Christ in their midst, where divine
authority is revealed in one Body. Here at the centre is found the need for openness where
none are relieved of the need to question; covenant understood not in terms of a fixed legal
document or contract but as an ‘event' and 'presence’ which calls for ‘openness’. While Barth
sees this implication of what we might call the ‘vertical’ dimension of covenant (between
God and humanity), for the horizontal dimension (between members of the community) he
does not provide an ecclesiology in which the latter is worked out, and here | suggest that
the Baptist tradition might fill a gap (see chapter 4).

How, then, might we bring the sociological discussion of authority, which I
discussed in the last chapter, back into the picture and relate it to the theological? There |
considered the need for some objective elements (de jure and de facto) to be present even in
an authority that is essentially persuasive. So we might ask if an essentially persuasive
authority that is divine can be conceived of with an objective dimension. With the working
together in the ecclesial community of the ‘fourfold foundation' we find the inference that
God Almighty acts in the world in a way that is persuasive, cooperative and immanent.
There is therefore a continuing of objective de facto and de jure elements (indeed any
notion of true authority has to have these) but without Weber's emphasis upon ‘domination’
(Carter's 'power’). The God of scripture (OT and NT) has always established relationship
with people on the basis of covenant — an agreement to ‘walk together'. This introduces a
legitimate exercise of divine authority 'by right' but not coercive. At the heart of the new
covenant relationship is the language of crucifixion: 'surrender’, ‘humility', 'suffering’, ‘pain’,
'death’, 'love'. And any recourse to what might be termed a modified kind of 'legitimate
domination' has to be relational and persuasive — indeed incarnational. As we have seen,

scripture, tradition, reason, experience, do not operate independently but interactively and
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relationally, revealing divine authority, not simply at an individual level but corporately, as
the ecclesia listens in covenant relationship. As Barth affirms, while not especially thinking
of God's persuasive authority: divine authority (implying de jure and de facto elements) is
revealed: (a). in God's Word (and in the wider sense of 'God speaking’). (b). personally in
Christ. (c). in covenant relationship.?*® In this way the human dimension continues to reveal

the outworking of the incarnational divine voice and drama within the cultural horizon.

293 gee Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/1, p17; 1/2, p207; 11/2, pp175-94.
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CHAPTER 3: AUTHORITY AND CONTEMPORARY CULTURE

17. Introduction

In chapter 1 we looked at authority in relation to change in culture, from the 17™ century,
through modernism to present day post/late-modernity. This has challenged the church and
its message, shaping attitudes, inside and outside toward authority. The challenge in
particular exemplifies the shift from external to internal, objective to subjective. Ever since
the seventeenth century and Rene Descartes' declaration cogito ergo sum the 'western’'
worldview changed forever along with its model of certainty. The new belief in the
individual thinking-self, no longer necessarily dependent upon the divine, ushered in the
eighteenth century Enlightenment or Age of Reason. From this point on all ‘truth’ was
questioned and only accepted if empirically proven and rationally deduced — and in relation
to the individual thinking-self. Such a scientific, mechanistic and individualist view of the
universe, shaped nineteenth and twentieth century modernism.

Challenges to Enlightenment and modernist thinking, inside and outside the
church,?** emerged but with an assumed paradigm of the individual and personal, such that
the ground for modernity continued to thrive well into the twentieth century; as with
existential philosophy and its emphasis on the crisis of individual choice and meaning.?*
And while modernity influenced the thinking and scholarship of the Christian faith,
especially nineteenth century liberal theology (and not always negatively so), the heart of
modernity was secular and sought to promote an understanding of life, meaning and

construct of the universe that didn't need a divine Being or any such original cause. If it did

29% Eg, 18th century Pietism and 19th century Romanticism; see Veith, Guide to Contemporary Culture, pp36-
37, 40, 230.
2% NJ Demereth 11l and PE Hammond, Religion in Social Context, (New York: Random House, 1969), p171.
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include God, then it was usually the Deist impersonal deity absent from the universe, rather
than the Trinitarian personal God, involved with creation including humanity.

This change of focus, with its rejection of appeals to an external authority, whether
God or tradition, as a means of rational persuasion, was linked to a fresh understanding of
the human-self, presumed to be authentic and rational, not bound by prejudices shaped by
religious tradition or social convention, and therefore autonomous. But as late-modernity
(late twentieth-early-twenty-first century) has asked, ‘can such a purely modernist and
autonomous individual-"self" truly exist?” We are all 'shaped' or constructed in some way
or other by an-'other'. Thus the individualism of Enlightenment thinking, now challenged
by late-modernity's loss-of-self, brings us to a shift from external to internal emphasis on

authority. As Heelas and Woodhead point out:

'One can also cite the growing cultural prominence of provisions which enable
people to reflect on private or subjective-life. [...] TV shows probe life-issues; [...]
books and articles devoted to matters of psychology and self-help proliferate; [...]
there is the role played by what might be called "the ethic of subjectivity”, which is
evident in the value attached to self-expression and fulfilment; to doing "what feels
right”, "following your heart”, "being true to yourself”, cultivating "emotional
intellizgeence" and respecting other people's feelings. [...] and being "comfortable”
[...].

In other words, the Enlightenment view of the autonomous and rational-self, appears to
continue but under a different form. We find this in the exercise of individual judgement, as
for example, in the moral realm. External authority continues not to be appealed to as a
basis for action, but is validated by a judgement of rightness on the part of the person(s) to

whom the appeal for obedience is made. To be a free moral agent continues to mean acting

in accord with norms contingent upon 'my authorisation (even my creation)'. Yet we are

2% Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p80; see also social theorist Jean Baudrillard p166, n.4.
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reminded also that all of us belong to post/late-modern communities of belief and not that
of the isolated-self. In that sense Habermas's ‘average norm consciousness' and Weber's:
'[...] subjective belief in the validity of an authority which constitutes the valid authority
itself', continue in tension with each other.

Whether by the 'self' of modernity or the absent-'self' of postmodernism, authority
continues to be challenged but in differing ways. In such a context late-modernity believes
that the human-self is constructed by language and society, showing that 'self' is not a free-
standing subject (autonomous) but constructed and thus 'absent’. The nature of this
‘subjectivity' finds expression in a world of moral relativity, feelings rather than rationality,
an ‘otherness’, something ‘different’, a ‘singularity’ in a constellation of signs where the
self can be both absent and subjective. The irony is clear, for if the metanarrative or
universal story is removed (as in postmodern thinking) all one is left with is the 'self’, that
is, one's own perspective. Instead of 'self' as the cause of social context (as Enlightenment
thinking), it appears sedimented out for it is no longer the authorial-self that constructs the
world. In this sense the self of our late-modern age has elements of both the modern and the
postmodern. The 'self' emerges from social network (still there as an anonymous-self), yet
suspicious of ideology and thus revealing its presence.

As Webster puts it, This profound suspicion of authority is deeply embedded in
Western moral thought, as well as in political and legal practice. Its persuasiveness depends
upon the extraordinary success of its exposure of the pathological or oppressive character
of many conceptions of authority and their social embodiment.”®’ In this context, the
challenge to divine authority and that of the church comes both with the Enlightenment

belief in the autonomous-self as the ultimate authority and the late-modern loss-of-self that

27 \Webster, New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, p179.
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has become a socially and culturally embedded ‘average norm consciousness', an authority
residing in 'the court of public opinion'. In this sense there appears a crisis of identity in that
the postmodern critique of the autonomous-self still ends up with an assertion of the
thinking-self that is the Enlightenment-self over against external authorities. This
challenges the church as it attempts to respond without compromising the Christian
metanarrative that claims divine authority.

To explore this | identify four challenges to authority that exemplify this shift of
emphasis from external to internal, objective to subjective: (1). The challenge of late-
modernity to metanarratives (818). (2). The challenge to coercive authority (819). (3). The
challenge of private judgement in the church (especially but not only amongst Baptists)
(820). (4). The challenge of open textuality (821). These are understood primarily against
the contemporary backdrop of late-modernity identifying not only a philosophical and
ideological shift but one that is expressed culturally and sociologically. In the context of
modernity, leading to late-modernity and a pluralist and relativist mindset, this continues to

challenge ideas of divine authority traditional to church and the teaching of scripture.

18. The challenge to the metanarrative

In this section | see the concept and reality of late-modernity as not straightforward.?*® | use
the terms 'post-' or 'late-modernity’ interchangeably but prefer the prefix 'late-' rather than
'post-' (or 'ultra-") as 'post’ implies that which went before, as if modernity is now past and
superseded. The 'ultra’ prefix suggests an extreme and ultimate or final position that hardly

seems evident in a continually changing and developing society and in relation to the

2% gSee Bernice Martin, 'From pre- to postmodernity in Latin America: the case of Pentecostalism', in Heelas,
et al (eds), Religion, Modernity and Postmodernity, p102.
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'modernist' concept of continual universal progression.”®® Veith's distinction between
'post/late-modernism' and 'post/late-modern’ is helpful as the former refers to a 'distinct
ideology' and the latter to ‘a period of time'.3®

Here is an awareness, whether philosophically or sociologically fuelled, that
changes to what have been accepted as normative to a modernist worldview and meaning
are taking place across 'western' society — even globally. At the same time, as already
indicated, even a casual observation of society shows that the modernist mindset of
Enlightenment rationalism and scientific progress is still evident with its rationalist-cum-
centralising and controlling tendencies whether politically, scientifically or ideologically. >

In this context the metanarrative or ‘grand story’, from a late-modern perspective
speaks of a universal story or ‘'legitimating myth' constructed in order to explain ‘universal'
meaning. The Enlightenment (a mainly humanist project), for example, has itself attempted
to rationally explain the existence of the world and humanity leading to a modernist
concept appealing to universal 'laws’. The foundation of such ‘laws' excludes 'myths' or
religious dogmas of pre-modern thinking and builds upon the concept of 'universal
rationality alone'.>®> Modernist thinking believes itself to be scientific, purely rational and
objective, and thereby freed from religious 'narratives' attempting to explain humanity and
the universe. Late-modernism says however that this is itself an illusion because every

society, within and beyond 'western' location and ideology, is bound by a system of

myths/narratives (or metanarratives) by which every community legitimates itself.3* While

299 gee JF Lyotard, The Inhuman, (Cambridge/Oxford: Polity Press and Blackwell Publishers, 1993), who
preferred ‘rewriting Modernity'. p24.

%90 \/eith, Guide to Contemporary Culture, p42.

%01 see Michel Foucault, The Will to Knowledge, ‘The History of Sexuality' (London: Penguin Books,
1976/79), p95.

%02 See Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, pp44-47.

%93 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p44.
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modernism claims to have replaced myths with rationalism, it is in reality dependent upon
its own mythical appeal to a 'grand narrative'.

Grenz, amongst others, reminds us that the 'modern era viewed itself as the
embodiment of a narrative of progress — a myth that legitimated technological invention
and economic development as the means of creating a better world for all human beings."**
However, following two world wars, the holocaust, continuing wars, and exploitation of the
"Third" world by the ‘progressive’ capitalist 'First’ world, the modernist project is challenged.
There has therefore developed a 'postmodern’ hermeneutic of suspicion concerning any all-
embracing metanarrative and claim (including religious ones) to universal explanation — as
a dominating and exploitative one. The postmodern writer and philosopher Jean Francois
Lyotard wrote: 'l define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives.”® Such
incredulity, resistance, unbelief toward ‘grand-stories' addresses a suspicion of dominating
ideologies as a projection of the dominating-controlling-self.

Clearly modernity and its methodology no longer remain unchallenged regarding
claims to dominate the explanatory centre-ground of meaning in relation to life and the
individual-self. It is held up to question by late-modern multiple perspectives and new
approaches to understanding the construction of society, identity and the thinking-self,
involving the 'local story.®® Paradoxically however, late-modernism brings its own
'metanarrative’ by claiming authoritatively that there is no 'grand’ overarching story to

explain the meaning of life — only 'local' stories. While Lyotard writes of the 'producing'

function of modernity that, ‘is constitutionally and ceaselessly pregnant with its

%% Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p45.

%% JF Lyotard, The Postmodern condition: A Report on Knowledge. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1984), pp xxiii-iv.

%% gSee JF Lyotard, The Differend (Minneapolis: University of Missesota Press, 1988), p157.
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postmodernity’,*®” late-modernism still presents us with its own metanarrative while at the
same time denying itself.
There is an irony in that the dominating-self of modernity is still alive under the

guise of late-modernity and its denial of the individual-self.*%

Only now it is subjectivised
(interiorised with feeling) with voice, personalised and empowered by means of globalised
media, culture and technology. Such an understanding and empowerment of the human-self
becomes evident metaphorically and in reality with the personal use of IT, and the ability to
‘channel-hop' with TV or computer screen (symbols of individual empowerment), albeit
with the late-modern anonymous-self in control. In this sense the prefix 'late’ suggests a
more recent development of modernity but with a shift from the centred, totalitarian world
of modernism, thereby providing a different context for modernity and a different
expression of its being.>*

When we turn to the ecclesial, the problem for modernism and biblical authority
turns around the modernist prejudice against the 'non-rational’ story in favour of universal
scientific-rationalism while for postmodern theory the problem is a radical reaction against
any universal claim in favour of the local and particular. This does not make it more open
to biblical tradition and its claims to authority but can help us recognise ‘communities’ in

which we participate. | suggest here, an echo with Baptist ecclesiology and focus on the

authority of the local covenant community (chapters 4 and 7):

'The conviction that each person is embedded in a particular human community
leads to a corporate understanding of truth. Postmoderns believe that not only our
specific beliefs but also our understanding of truth itself is rooted in the community

7 |_yotard, The Inhuman, p25.
%98 See Veith, Guide to Contemporary Culture, p71.
%99 See Lyotard, The Differend, pp45-46, 121.
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in which we participate. They reject the Enlightenment quest for universal,
supracultural, timeless truth in favour of searching out truth as the expression of a
specific community. [...] truth consists in the ground rules that facilitate personal
well-being in community and the well-being of the community as a whole."**°

The postmodern relativist pluralism that this produces gives place to the 'local' nature of
truth such that all beliefs are held to be 'true’ within the context of believing ‘communities'.
These may be clearly or loosely formed or identified depending on context or approach and
less concerned with systematic or logical thinking and more comfortable with a mixing of
elements of incompatible belief systems. This reminds us that because of the relativist and
pluralist stance 'late-moderns’ are not concerned to prove themselves 'right' and others
‘wrong', such that what is right for one group might not be for another and what is wrong in

another context might be right, 'even preferable’ in another.®**

Quite logically therefore they
believe that 'belief and truth' are ultimately a matter of social context and that what is right
for one person might not be for another. The Enlightenment individual freedom to choose,
believe and doubt, is thus developed but within the frame of 'believing communities’ that
deny the dominant-self while valuing personal emotion and intuition.

This will be problematic for Christian orthodoxy if truth is allowed to mean
whatever is required depending on social context. This will also bring major implications
morally, as well as doctrinally, for the church in both its traditionally confessing faith as
well as its moral praxis. Lyotard's ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’ means that the
Bible’s authoritative claim to truth valid for all people is seen as coercive, even arrogant.

And while globalisation has opened a fresh perspective on the world and its understanding

of community and belief, the singular authority surrounding Christ, scripture, church and

%19 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p14.
31 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p15.
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meaning is challenged. For while authority is often understood in terms of commands or
laws to be obeyed or doctrines to believe, with late-modernity the authority of the grand
story or metanarrative becomes a category in which other stories are contextualised. In this
way, every story has its place in the grand scheme, relative one to another and understood
socially and culturally in context.

So modernism, while rejecting all religious myths as 'irrationally' telling their 'story’
to provide meaning for life, employed its own metanarrative as it came to embrace all
departments of learning with a 'universal-story' that believed in the progress of humankind
based on reason alone. Confidence in Enlightenment rationalism is therefore inseparable
from the 'myth' of Enlightenment. Following on from the failure of this story, in both its
progressivist and Marxist revolutionary forms in the twentieth century, late-modernity not
only pronounced modernity unbelievable but unmasked it as a myth that sought legitimate
domination — the onward march of progress becoming the legitimation for suppressing
difference and dissent. Furthermore late-modernity considers all metanarratives, including
Christianity, oppressive since their claim to universal truth must suggest in reality the
imposition of somebody else’s truth on others.

Yet the late-modern emphasis on ‘local’ and ‘particular’ also brings its own kind of
domination with, for example, its use of the local, personal ‘story’ as an ‘authoritative’
media-cum-advertising promotion communicating: 'message-for-product’. In this way the
consumer buys — not so much a product — as an ‘idea’.*'? While the end result is still
capitalist, communication reveals an exploitation within the local/global-postmodern
mindset, for with the telling of the story the consumer is no wiser concerning ‘facts’ about

the product — and here conspiracy theories, cynicism and breakdown in trust — abound.

%12 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, citing L'Oreal's advert: 'Because you're worth it', p80.
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With global communication instant, familiar and omnipresent, ‘another' myth is perpetuated
and consumed. Daily diets of ‘soap operas’ (audio-visual messages in the global market,
computer games, web-sites), make it difficult to know whose truth or myth one is
identifying with, believing, consuming or buying into. Society lives with ‘text’, 'image' and
‘voice’, believing or otherwise, depending on whose truth or reality one is engaging
with.>*® The authoritative Christian 'truth', distinctive in the world of ‘stories’, becomes
vulnerable to a manipulation of language and individual, and/or community consumerism.

The complexity and conflict, as well as fascination and wonder, that comes with
multiple worldviews external to and interacting with one another, brings differing insights
that increasingly take place within 'believing' groups. While such diversity is one of the
positive hallmarks of late-modern culture and to be highly valued it also has power to erode
long-held values and traditions that might not ‘appear' relevant to contemporary lifestyle,
story or conscience. It is highly relativist and pluralist and as such de-centred and resistant
to the authoritative voice of an all embracing metanarrative as the source of meaning. This
local relativism and pluralism is a challenge to the universal embrace of Christian truth,
presenting a challenge to the authority of the Christian story and its outworking locally.

In addition to challenging the metanarrative and its overarching claims (and the
existence of the individual-self), the late-modern community is convinced that life on earth
is fragile and uncertain, and that the Enlightenment model of the human conquest of nature

must change to that of cooperation with the earth if humankind is to survive.3*

Modernity
and its methodology is undermined as the concept of universal truth, discovered and proven

empirically and rationally, is questioned. The human intellect is challenged, in theory at

#13 Herbst, 'Political authority in a mediated age', in Theory and Society, p32,
%1% Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p13.
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least, as the sole arbiter of what is to be believed. Non-rational ways of knowing with
emphasis upon emotions and intuition are included, along with the cognitive, as an holistic
approach to self-understanding. Questions of nature and nurture, the importance of
community and social dimension are emphasised including 'local' faith and spirituality, in
the belief that there are many truths. For some the concept of human existence may take
place ‘within the context of a divine reality’, but this does not necessarily mean an orthodox
Christian understanding of God as Trinity.*"® It does mean however that there might be
space for discussion concerning the divine and claims to universal authority — even if
postmodernism disputes the concept.3°

Ironically, globalisation with its severe compression of time and space has,
according to some, eroded the local exercise of authority and further confused the question
of moral authority while increasing the rule of the few (social, entrepreneurial and
political). This has become more distinctive as characterised by the integration of financial
systems (as well as their collapse), the internationalisation of production and consumption,
the spread of global communication networks and belief systems, the intensification of
forms of global commodification and cultural consumption.®” Here we find a new kind of
homogeneity, within the context of heterogeneous ideology (local/national cultures and
communities), that comes with new 'post-modern’ cultural identities and mix.

As indicated the relationship or shift from external to internal authorities of late-

modern 'subjectivised' thinking is complex. It is no longer modernist individualism that is

seen as isolating the independent thinking person from an ‘other' but a recognition that

%1% Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p14; also Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp156-8.
%16 See Lyotard, JF, The Differend, p142.

317 See Stuart Hall, ‘Culture, Community and Nation’, in James Donald and Stephanie Donald (eds), Identity,
Authority and Democracy: Research papers in Media and Cultural Studies, (Brighton: University of Sussex,
1995), pp39-56.
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while late-modernity has shifted ground to focus more on the ‘group' or 'network’, the
individual as a person with self-conscious identity still exists (or thinks s/he does). None of
us is the Enlightenment island to his/herself, unaffected by ‘others’; we all 'belong’
somewhere in relationship (even if metaphorical and imagined). Such that personal identity
as a mark of the individual has not ceased to exist — only recognised as functioning in a
different way. Possibly the individual speaker, author and actor is now seen as implied by
social networks, sedimented out of communications rather than being a foundation in them;
this kind of individualism is then accentuated by the denial of metanarrative, yet with
relativist-cum-individual access to global communications in ‘space’ rather than ‘place’.
This brings a deeply subjective but not autonomous-self and shift from external to internal
locus of authority. The individual-self of modernity, denied existence by late-modernity,
brings with it socially and culturally a crisis of identity, (paradoxically the anonymous-self
in relation to society), leading to individual, privatised and subjectivised authority.

The compression of time and space, referred to, has had a profound effect upon
construction of identity and new subject positions within the field of representation.
Referring to the work of Anthony Giddens, Stuart Hall writes (in the context of modernity),
of place as the specific, concrete, known, familiar, bounded, site of specific social practices

and relations which have formed us and within which our different identities are produced:

‘In pre-modern societies, he suggests, space and place largely coincided since the
spatial dimensions of social life were for most of the population dominated by
presence; that is to say, by localised activities. The advent of modernity increasingly
tears space away from place by fostering relations between absent others who are
locationally distant from one another.”*®

%18 Hall, “Culture, Community and Nation’, in Identity, Authority and Democracy, p44.
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This, | suggest, is further developed with late-modernity for while place geographically
remains fixed, and persons may have ‘roots’, space iS now crossed in a moment of time by
text, image, sound and voice (even this can be manipulated or distorted to convey a version
of the 'truth’ — we are into the realm of the hyper-real, including deception and delusion).

Hall, quoting Doreen Massey, indicates that there is always a power geometry to all
of this — with a culture of suspicion and mistrust. Those on low income, for example —
‘working' or ‘underclass’, the marginalised, (including ethnicity and gender), cross
traditional power-defined boundaries with access to mobile phones, websites and instant
global communication. Here is a fashion-accessory, identity and status marker, a symbol of
individual autonomous-being as individuals are empowered to communicate across time
and space — and while mobile. This enables a sense of personal authority and power
(delusional or real) or its inversion (a 'loss of self'), as many appear anonymously within the
same locus, inhabiting a common praxis, but without inter-communication socially.

There is also a power fluidity to all of this as personal access to technology suggests
that identity and authority can be detached and disembodied from specific times, places,
histories, traditions and roots. In turn this has implications for the communication and
reception of an authoritative Christian story, its tradition, community and meaning within
contemporary culture. The certainty that comes with an authoritative faith also means
learning to co-exist within a new field of openness and exchange. To question the faith
espoused by a particular tradition however, does not have to mean that faith is undermined.
The problem arises when traditions become 'mutually opaque' and there is a failure to listen

to the 'other'.*"® This brings its own challenge to sharing the divine story together.

%19 See Lyotard, The Differend, p157; and Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/1, p267.
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As indicated, late-modernity believes each person belongs to a ‘community’ and
usually more than one simultaneously. Such an understanding provides us with a version of
truth leading to a corporate understanding of many truths possibly held together in tension.
In this pluralist sense it becomes difficult to say that one perspective is authoritatively more
true than another. It is simply seen as 'different’. And in this sense of multiple ‘truths’, being
different yet equally acceptable, we find further difficulties regarding the traditional
Christian understanding of truth, especially in relation to divine authority, the Biblical
metanarrative and church. The challenge to the church suggests a need to recognise
different 'shades’ of emphasis and interpretation within the same field of representation,
even within the same local community, while 'belonging' to the same Lord.

The relativist pluralism of modernism was highly individualistic, elevating and
isolating the personal, but within late-modernity this has not been removed — as empirical
research regarding the 'subjective-self suggests.*?® It has simply taken on a different form.
As indicated: '[p]Jostmoderns live in self-contained social groups, each of which has its own
language, beliefs, and values. As a result, postmodern relativistic pluralism seeks to give
place to the "local” nature of truth. Beliefs are held to be true only within the context of the
communities that espouse them."*** But this might be approaching the 'group’ idea with too
narrow a focus for in practice there tends to be a flexibility as to how many groups one
person might belong to, akin to ideas on social ‘identity'. As in the interviews (chapter 5),
many people appear to be able to move in and out of groups and identities and hence the

use of 'different’ language and 'selves' as required.

%20 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp80, 84-5, 87, 88, 166-7 n.4.
%21 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p15.
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Further complications arise when late-modern understanding of truth leads one to be
less concerned than previous generations to think systematically or logically as if in a
straight line. In this sense, for example, many are comfortable with mixing different styles
of clothing, past and present, as well as seemingly incompatible ideas, such that late-
modernism is happy to mix different and incompatible belief systems as with classic
doctrines of the church and traditionally non-Christian ideas such as re-incarnation.??
There is therefore a continual need for Christians to find coherence in language, doctrine,
tradition, practice, even though the ground of communication has changed. The point is that
postmodern ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’, while a challenge, does not need to
undermine but can inform, if the Christian story is employed as a non-dominating narrative.
At the same time the late-modern challenge to the individual-self, with attendant views on
authority being subjective, may be better informed by a ‘covenant’ understanding that
values ‘community' and 'relationship’ — without imposition.

One irony with ‘local’ groups is that they may not be local but trans-local-or-global,
with the shared space virtual and the provision of personal and communal communication
provided by resources such as email, Facebook, U-tube, Twitter, video-conversation,
mobile-text-messaging; thus further emphasising the '‘anonymous' individual in relation to
the 'other’, in a late-modern world that denies the individual-self. Such a situation makes the
exercise and reception of authority problematic in that expectations become confused
because of differing assumptions concerning meaning and language between individuals
and groups. This may contribute toward a problematic relating to reception of the divine
and Biblical at the local and personal level whether individual and/or community. For this

reason, the Christian metanarrative might become more accessible to the late-modern

%22 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p15.
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mindset if it is first presented (and perceived) not as a dominating ideology, and second, as
belonging to wider communities or networks within which a person 'belongs'.

In this sense the late-modern perspective can become helpful within the context of
what appears a fragmented and sometimes controlling and dominating, even alienating
church. The early church of the first century was highly diverse yet held together by a
common faith in person and story — Christ incarnate, crucified, risen and glorified. The
context of sending, going, proclaiming, listening, receiving, debate, discussion, correcting
enabled the receiving of truth divinely authorised. And while such a statement
oversimplifies the case, the New Testament narrative, within the context of contemporary
views on 'society' and ‘self', might again enable a fresh ground of understanding concerning
the exercise of divine authority — and in relation to community. Diversity in late-modern
society need not mean a loss of integrity concerning the authority of the 'story’. The
Christian metanarrative is an invitation to engage with the story ‘'together' in covenant

community such that it becomes openly accessible rather than a source of domination.

19. The challenge to coercive authority

In this section I look at the question of power including the way this has impacted gender
relations. The historian Michel Foucault (1926-84) is the postmodern theorist most
concerned with questions of power and its legitimacy. He sees knowledge as systems of
thought which become controlling, in other words socially legitimated and institutional, as
with church, prisons and female sexuality. Foucault defined his research into knowledge
(epistemes) by what or whom they exclude or disqualify, as with modernism’s exclusion of

the 'mad’, 'sick' and ‘criminal’. This had implications for feminist thinking, identity and the
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exclusion of women from ‘the record’ or their representation in literature as insane or
criminal. Foucault highlights the interaction between legitimate and excluded histories.

With late-modern thinkers such as Foucault there has been a tendency to promote a
suspicious view of all authority as 'power and coercion'.*?* In a Christian context questions
are usually raised concerning the authority and sovereignty of God, and whether divine
authority should be conceived in terms of political (implied as coercive) authority. How far
does the God of the Bible compel 'autonomous’ human beings with regard to truth, moral
conscience and obedience concerning faith in Christ or even find it legitimate to do so?
Such a view conflicts with voluntary confessions of faith and the perceived right of the
individual as free to choose. Indeed ideas on coercion usually revolve around questions of
liberty; that of individual and corporate freedoms and what they mean.***

As we have seen the impact of globalisation upon trends, ideas, language, culture,
has contributed to a pluralist multiculturalism in which Christianity and the message of the
Bible is but one more product in the market-place of consumerist faith — secular and
religious. Also post-modernity and its rejection of universal authority, takes modernity’s
rejection of authority for the sake of autonomy to an extreme, subverting modernism itself
and throwing doubt on the autonomy of the subject. For postmodernism the modernist
project is authoritarian because behind the particular Enlightenment rhetoric of autonomy
and freedom there is believed to be a project of universal domination by the ‘'western’
world, hence a suspicious hermeneutic toward all authority — intrinsic or extrinsic.

In this way there has arisen a kind of cultural resistance to all perceived forms of

authority (especially when assumed to have 'effective power’) as being coercive, including

%23 Eoucault, The will to knowledge, pp94-7.
2% TH Pickett, Inventing nations (London: Greenwood, 1996), p5.
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that which historically has been male, white, middle class and capitalist. The modernist
project of progress in ‘western' science, technology and education is assumed to be equally
applicable to any society regardless of indigenous culture or needs. This is critiqued as the
‘McWorld’ colonialism of all kinds of peoples, exploiting all by means of economic and
consumerist imperialism.*?® The Christian story has been challenged by this popular mood

of late-modernity and its view of cultural and religious imperialism:

‘[...] postmodernism extends the Enlightenment’s rejection of authority not only to
all extrinsic authority but also to the intrinsic authoritativeness of science and other
forms of modern knowledge. The elitism which the modern exaltation of experts
entails is the means by which some gain power over others. In other words, all
pretensions to truth which others should accept, even when autonomous reason is
supposed to be the criterion, are unmasked as means of domination. Hence, in
postmodernism, freedom or autonomy comes to be opposed to every kind of
authority, even the purported authority of truth. All truth is somebody s truth. I must
be free to believe my own truth. The Enlightenment principle that there is no
authority outside oneself is taken to its fullest possible extreme.”*%

The implication is that Christianity is another imperialist excuse for domination,
ideological, reasoned and experiential. The influence of late-modernity, also brings multi-
faceted or layered beliefs into both the subjective and objective, including the ‘now’ and
‘new’ experiential and irrational, such as astrology, UFOs, crystals, reincarnation. Any kind
of authority, beyond free preference, is usually rejected for a ‘pick-and-mix’ choice of
seemingly incompatible elements in a religious supermarket, where a concept such as the
universal authority of God or truth is alien and viewed as suspect in terms of power and

control over human lives thereby taking away the right of individual freedom.?*’ Foucault

%25 Richard Bauckham, Scripture and Authority Today, (Cambridge: Grove Books Ltd, 1999), pp8-9.
%26 Bauckham, Scripture and Authority Today, p8.
%27 Bauckham, Scripture and Authority Today, p9.
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for example, writing of the control of human activity in institutions points negatively to

church influence when writing of the factory time-table:

1. The time-table is an old inheritance. The strict model was no doubt suggested by
the monastic communities. It soon spread. Its three great methods — establish
rhythms, impose particular occupations, regulate the cycles of repetition — were
soon to be found in schools, workshops and hospitals. [...] but even in the
nineteenth century, when the rural populations were needed in industry, they were
sometimes formed into "congregations”, in an attempt to inure them to work in the
workshops; the framework of the "factory-monastery” was imposed on the
workers.*?8

It speaks of oppression and control, an 'imposed’, as with the division of class, that of 'great
manufactories' and ‘workers'. Of course it is difficult to see how there could have been
production in this context without some form of controlling force or order. The problem
comes with the oppressive and exploitative nature of authority and power and it being
related historically to ecclesial and hence divine praxis. Yet even Marxist or neo-Marxist
models of labour have never managed to avoid exploitation, abuse and injustice. We are
also reminded that authority has a 'natural-social’ foundation in order to fulfil necessary

functions which historically have taken variable forms.*** As Burchell reminds us:

‘a natural basis of power is found in differences in personal qualities and capacities
[...] and exists in the form of authority. Authority derives from natural or acquired
differences in skill, knowledge and accomplishments made evident in the
performance of necessary collective tasks which evoke the admiration, esteem and
respect of others. It involves the capacity to influence others, to command their
obedience in actions and gain their submission to one's views in counsel.”**°

%28 M Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 'The Birth of the Prison' (London: Penguin, 1977/91), pp149-50.
%29 G Burchell, 'Civil society and the system of natural liberty' in The Foucault Effect (Hemel Hempstead:
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), p136.

%0 Burchell, The Foucault Effect, p136.
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Along with the effects of commerce promoting a 'division of labour', a so-called 'natural
kind of division of labour' is seen in the domain of relations of power or authority. Foucault
wrote: 'liberalism begins with the recognition of the heterogeneity and incompatibility of
the principles regulating the non-totalisable multiplicity of economic subjects of interest
and those operating in the totalising unity of legal-political sovereignty.”*! The coercive
totalising whole is thus viewed with suspicion (a late-modern suspicion of Weber's
‘legitimate domination’) especially within capitalist dominion and institution.

In the 'western' church there are different assumptions concerning the model and
exercise of authority with implications within a late-modern cultural context. Anglicanism
believes itself to carry a ‘dispersed authority’ compatible with its diversity of belief and
practice, while Roman Catholicism still exercises a centralised ‘plenary authority’ over the
faith and morals of Roman Catholics. The ‘dispersed authority' of Anglicanism speaks of its
latitudinarian’ approach theologically and is liturgically expressed in ‘voluntary
association’.*** And even though Canon Law would require certain elements of the Book of
Common Prayer to be adhered to, there is a freedom within the Episcopal structure of its
authority (including Archbishops, bishops, local clergy — male and female) that allows
room for a range of theological emphases. Paul Avis, while concerned for its lack of moral
authoritative voice, writes of Anglicanism's notion of authority as being, 'somewhat
attenuated. It seeks guidance from many sources. It encourages the individual to think and
decide for himself or herself. It fears to intrude on the sanctity of conscience. Its character

is personal and pastoral rather than legal and formal.'**®

%! Burchell, The Foucault Effect, p137.

%32 3 Sykes, The English Religious Tradition and the Genius of Anglicanism, pp227-54; also Norman Doe, An
Anglican Covenant, pp182-6

%33 paul Avis, Authority, Leadership and Conflict in the Church (London: Mowbray, 1992), pp1-2.
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The 'plenary authority' of Roman Catholicism however, is expressed more as an
absolute 'top down' authority, 'legal and formal', while the Pope claims ‘immediate
universal jurisdiction’ over the Christian church.*** Following the Reformation and
Enlightenment, Catholicism became a ‘fortress' opposed to the modernisation taking place
outside its walls.**® The centralised approach to clergy training and accountability, along
with the standardisation of Catholic doctrine, teaching and moral decree led to a tightly
controlled institution, with the uniformity and exercise of absolute authority continuing into
the twentieth century; only relaxed following "The Second Vatican Council' (1962-65).

Woodhead writes of a 'masculinised authority and centralised power' when writing
of Roman Catholic eighteenth century response to modernity and its attendant
individualistic pluralism and relativism.®*® In context of such a wide and historically
positioned ecclesial understanding of authority, the non-conformist Baptist model
promoted the authority of the ‘'gathered community' inter-dependent with other local
communities of believers — not 'self-ruling’ (not ‘autonomous'), but local congregations free
from external ecclesial control or domination. Such a model, non-hierarchical, identifies a
‘covenant’ with equals before the God of the New Covenant who rules in his church by the
risen and exalted Christ and the leading of the Holy Spirit. Every local church is thus 'free’
to find its own path under the rule of Christ as revealed to the community. Nevertheless, it
is recognised (interviews, chapter 5) that a congregation might still be coerced or
dominated by the minister or influential members within it, or a majority not sensitive to

the needs of a minority — or most of all — to the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

% Avis, Authority, Leadership and Conflict in the Church, pix.
5 \Woodhead, An Introduction to Christianity, pp305-320.
%6 Woodhead, An Introduction to Christianity, p309.
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On the wider issue of church leadership and coercive authority the vast majority of
church leaders are still male.*®*” Here we find an issue concerning power and the
marginalised — gendered or ethnic. This has raised all kinds of issues, especially in relation
to aspects of coercion, in the context of feminist and ethnic thinking and the framework of a
post-modern ideology. While the argument finds echoes in class, race and gender, | want to
explore the question of coercive authority especially in relation to gender.

From a secular perspective Simone de Beauvoir (1949) wrote: ‘One is not born, but
rather becomes a woman’,**® implying that what it means to be an acceptably stereotypical
woman is a social construct imposed by the male. Since that time there has increasingly
been a radical questioning of the traditional experience and role of women in church and
society, as well as positive and negative responses to feminist inspired socio-cultural
changes, not only in the 'First', but also 'Developing’ world. Christian women impacted by

this movement have sought a fuller expression of their personhood in terms of mutuality

and equality with men. With regard to church ordination, Anne Carr (1990) wrote:

‘Emphasis on historical consciousness and on tradition raises the question of
whether women seek ordination because of developments in the secular sphere or in
the church. Clearly it is because of both — the church reflects its culture even as it is
meant to transcend culture as a prophetic voice.”**°

This living out of the prophetic (God speaking through an-'other' being heard and
obeyed) has meant, both for men and women, an overcoming and desocialising of the

sexual stereotyping and passive roles that have been shaped for women by men and a

%7 Eg, Paul Beasley-Murray, Power for God's sake, (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1998), p25.
% Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, (London: Pan Books Ltd, 1953/88), p295.
9 Anne E Carr, Transforming Grace (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1990), p41.
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challenge to coercive male authority. Christian women have discovered that some of the
gender stereotypes identified by feminist thinking fits with their own experience while men
have had to admit recognition of behaviour patterns now unacceptable in the face of
expected norms. Awareness has developed, as a result of such studies, that both female and
male, are subject to being socially, ideologically and textually constructed: ‘Regardless of
the propensities and achievements of particular individuals, the majority of men and
women (versus exceptional individuals) live out sex-specific orientation.”®* This in itself
has had implications for authority and its exercise, within the church and beyond, as well as
challenging traditional understanding of divine authority and Biblical interpretation that has
shaped meaning and identity socially and individually.

A challenge to male coercion and construction of women is found in the female text
and voice tradition of ‘women’s writing’, traced back many centuries, with authors such as
Hildegard von Bingen (twelfth century),*! Julian of Norwich (fourteenth and early

fifteenth centuries),>*

and Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
(1792). In addition, the tradition of ‘patriarchal naming’, labelling ‘rebellious’ woman with
‘madness’, has been identified in major literary works centrally concerned with the figure
of the ‘madwoman’, and all in the context of societal language that privileged men and the
value of male ‘reason’.®*?

Women in the church have often not been treated as equals with men but

‘constructed’, ecclesiastically-cum-socio-culturally, as ‘second class’ in the view of many.

%40 patricia Martin Doyle, 'Women and Religion', in Rosemary Radford Reuther, (ed), Religion and Sexism:
Images of Woman in the Jewish and Christian Traditions, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), p25.

1 Elisabeth Gossmann, 'History of Biblical Interpretation by European Women' in E Fiorenza, Searching the
Scriptures (Crossroads Publishing Co, 1997), p29.

2 G Warwick, (ed), Revelations of Divine Love, p135 cited in D Hampson, After Christianity, (London:
SCM Press Ltd, 1996), p242.

%3 See Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture (1985), in Lizbeth
Goodman, (ed), Literature and Gender, (London: Routledge, 1996), p109.
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The question is raised concerning the Biblical worldview in this context. It is suggested that
men appear to have largely defined theology and ministry based upon their own
experiences and reading of religious traditions within ecclesiastical contexts, rather than a
Biblical theology. Male leadership and knowledge has been determinant, and few have
been aware of ‘gender’ as a category of analysis. Over the last fifty years, however, there
has been a vast amount of literature published on gender, sexuality and relationships, such
that feminist theory has been recognised and women have begun to gain a public voice

within society and the church:

‘It indicates an entirely fresh way of perceiving reality. No longer can one study
pastoral theology without asking important questions about the role of the social
and cultural context.>*

Unfortunately church teaching has often contributed to the subjugation, domination,
control, silencing and even abuse of women, among Christians and society, whilst
providing religious and so-called divine justification for doing s0.>*> For some, the use of
male-controlled tools of hermeneutic within cultural and social plausibility structures,
continue to prevent many women from taking their full part in preaching, teaching, praying,
ministering, leading and being. The late-modern argument is developed from modernity
that a dualist, sexist and essentialist language structure (textuality), as well as philosophy,
has founded a tradition which has shaped western Christian thinking. A universal

phenomenon has developed pejoratively toward women, where the male ‘lens’ has been

%4 Bonnie J Miller-McLemore, ‘Sexuality and Relationships’; in James Woodward and Stephen Pattison,
(eds), The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), p234.
% Elaine Storkey, What's right with feminism? (London: SPCK, 1985/89), p46.
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normative and where the male of the species occupies the central position and women have
had to speak, if permitted, from the margins.
David Rutledge offers a ‘deconstructive’ critique of Judeo-Christian religion and its

androcentric, even phallogocentric use of language:

‘[...] feminism’s “marginality” is in fact not a result of, but the necessary condition
for patriarchy’s centrality. It is only a short step from this realisation to the point
where the issues at stake in the feminist struggle can be seen not so much as issues
of truth and propriety as ones of influence and power, in particular the power of
those at the centre to determine where the margins lie and who inhabits them.”**

For many women, the reality, the power, ‘out there’ is a patriarchal construct, organised,
controlled and perpetuated both ideologically and linguistically. Here is the narrative,
phallogocentric symbol and semiotic, the iconography by which and within which all live
their lives, practise their faith and establish their individual and communal sense of
personhood. The personal becomes political and the feminist agenda one in which the all-
embracing problem is patriarchy, and the female relegated to that place of ‘otherness’.
Sociological and cultural discourse rooted in modernity has however established the fact
that there is a polarisation of dualistic signs and signifiers such that some see the female
signified as accordingly unable to move and none able to ‘transgress the text’. Concepts of
male/female are placed in hierarchical relationship and binary opposition in a way that for
the female/oppressed has always been pejorative: white/black, good/evil, body/soul,

God/nature. Consequently there is the accusation, that a culture of misogyny, abuse,

8 David Rutledge, Reading Marginally: Feminism, Deconstruction and the Bible (Boston: BRILL, 1996),
pp2-3.
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pornographic and sexist exploitation has been androcentrically legitimised publicly and
privately, culturally and ecclesiastically.

Feminist thinking and influence has brought a radical questioning of the traditional
experience and role of women, in relation to the ‘authority of men’ in both church and
society. Christian women now seek a fuller expression of their personhood in terms of
mutuality and equality with men. This has meant, both for men and women, an overcoming
and desocialising of the sexual stereotyping and passive roles that have been shaped for
women by men.**’ In church life, the ordination of women to the Anglican priesthood
(1991), the publishing of The Woman’s Bible (1995) and The Inclusive Language Bible
(1995) bear testimony to this. The Baptist Union has included women ministers since the
1920s though not all Baptist churches/ministers within or beyond the Union agree on this
subject. There have been differing responses to feminist inspired socio-cultural changes,
not only in the 'First' world, but also the 'Developing’ — especially in relation to the
marginalised 'other'. On gender, race and power, Penny Jamieson, writes that most feminist
analysis, whether Christian or secular, derives from the perspective and experience,
oppressive and marginalised, of white women living in western-style society.>*® Where
there are other racial and ethnic populations within society, white women are often ranked

among the white population which so often is the dominant grouping:

‘There is then, for me, a real sense of oppression and exclusion from collegiality
with Maori leadership in our church. | have found this very painful at times; and
there have been many within the Diocese of Dunedin who, out of support for me,
would fall into the easy reactionism of racism themselves.”**

7 Miller-McLemore, The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology, pp234-43.
8 penny Jamieson, Living at the Edge (London: Mowbray, 1997), pp27-9.
%9 Jamieson, Living at the Edge, p29.
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Indeed, as with feminist writing, the language of oppression, coercion,
marginalisation, domination and exploitation can be extended to that of the colonial and
post-colonial experience as Elleke Boehmer reminds us when writing about Britain and
Empire. As with Iverach's definition of authority (88), we find that it is the language of the

uninvited and the coercive de facto kind of authority that prevails:

It is difficult to proceed much further without indicating more clearly, if in a
preliminary way, what words like colonial, imperial, and postcolonial mean. [...],
imperialism can be taken to refer to the authority assumed by a state over another
territory — authority expressed in pageantry and symbolism, as well as in military
and economic power. It is a term associated in particular with the expansion of the
European nation-state in the nineteenth century. Colonialism involves the
consolidation of imperial power, and is manifested in the settlement of territory, the
exploitation or development of resources, and the attempt to govern the indigenous
inhabitants of occupied lands, often by force.**°

The question of Christ’s ultimate authority and how this is exercised in church and
beyond is not only theological but pragmatic concerning the outworking of truth, in relation
to gender, race and class, as is the exercise of ecclesial authority in the context of a
pluralist, relativised and increasingly secularised society. The rejection of a modernist
metanarrative, patriarchal and white ‘western’, also includes the rejection of colonial
authority, often challenged by disenchantment with authority, or the western notion of
authority. In this process the Christian story itself is challenged although the Christian
metanarrative itself is meant to challenge and question coercive forms of authority.
Rejection of the metanarrative, as in the previous section, is thus symptomatic of a wider
contemporary challenging of coercive authority. Late-modernity brings its own

intensification of this rejection, begun in modernity, thus ‘transgressing the text’.

%0 E|leke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p2.
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20. The challenge of private judgement

Modernity, and its focus on the 'thinking-self', has along with a Christian emphasis upon
personal salvation, fashioned a tendency in the church to see individual and private
judgement as the only alternative to hierarchical authority, despite a history of
‘congregational’ hermeneutics — especially amongst non-conformist and evangelical
churches.®®* For our discussion this raises questions concerning the individual believer and
covenant relationship in the context of ecclesial praxis and tradition for (as we have seen in
chapter 1) wherever there is ‘community' (real or virtual), family, institution, societal or
state there will usually be some kind of authority exercised.>*?

For many, whether church or non-church, the word ‘community’, normally referring
to a group of people living in one locality and who inhabit a culture of shared values, has
been undermined, if not challenged by both modernist and late-modernist ideas and praxis.
Even so the ecclesia is still a ‘community’, however expressed or understood, that is called
to demonstrate how people, with difference, can relate together in Christ-like love and
unity.®* The extent to which ‘western’ Christianity has imbibed modernist-cum-humanist
individualism, for example, reveals how much it may have lost its distinctive approach to
community, story and divine authority. The loss of identity is paradoxical amongst
believers who self-consciously look to the Christ of scripture as their model.*** In addition

the late-modern challenge to language, meaning, the individual and truth, has impacted

Christian values and community once normative in relation to identity.

%1 N Wright, Challenge to Change, pp191-211.
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So while modernity and late-modernity question the legitimacy of ‘other’
authorities, late-modernity also challenges all universal authoritarian decrees, re-focussing
on the personal and particular ‘story’, even to the primitive or ‘savage’ that has been lost to
us.®° It extends the Enlightenment’s challenging of authority not only to all extrinsic
authority but to the intrinsic authoritativeness of scientific statements and other forms of
modernity.®*® The elitism which the modern exaltation of experts entails is viewed as the
means by which some gain power over others. All pretensions to truth which others should
accept, even when autonomous reason is the criterion, are revealed to be means of
domination. In addition late-modern pluralism allows all groups the freedom and space to
believe their own truths, by unmasking all beliefs as instruments used by diverse interest
groups struggling for power.*’

As a result late-modernism comes to be opposed to every kind of pretence to
universal and dominating authority, even that of so called truth because all truth belongs to
someone. And while late-modernity focuses on a plurality of truths for a community of
'selves’ what appears to happen in reality is that the individual ‘feeling’ is there that each
person must be free to believe their own truth. When this takes place the Enlightenment
philosophy that there is no authority outside oneself is taken to the extreme. Modernist
universality is challenged by late-modernity’s celebration of particularity and diversity. Its
empowering of individuals and minorities, marginalised and oppressed, sets its
epistemological autonomy over against the authoritarian claims of rationality. The pluralist,

late-modern society allows little agreed basis on which to argue or persuade, revealing

%5 gee Lyotard, The Differend, pp155-6.
%6 Bauckham, Scripture and Authority Today, pp5-6.
%7 See Foucault, The will to knowledge, pp94-7.
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instead self-interest groups and power politics.**® The authority of the church and its
message, text and voice, are challenged by a resulting cynicism regarding truth revealed
and a retreat into the private world of the ‘anonymous-self’.

Authority speaks of that which is 'legitimate’ and 'authentic’, that which is ‘authored’,
bringing effective influence, recognised and responded to, if not questioned, challenged or
avoided (chapter 1, 87). The question becomes one of perceived legitimacy especially
where there has been cultural and historical difficulty and the 'interface’ between authority
and its recognition and reception is complex — as the question of ‘ultimate authority' moves
between the private individual, the ‘court of public opinion' and the divine. The church and
secular history are littered with failure in the locus and praxis of authority, between
individual and community, such that truth is undermined, conscience defiled and the
governing voice, let alone the 'voice' of God, devalued.

The quest for ‘private judgement’ reminds us therefore that belief and practice,
based upon the ‘cannonical text’ and the authority given to it or recognised by the church
universal, requires reception and 'belief' at the local and personal level.** The Christian
view of authority, as expressed by the Apostle Paul, whether secular or ecclesial, comes
with the highest call to recognition and submission, but always within a Christ-centred
conscience (eg Romans 13:1-7). On the other hand theology, the spoken word, text and
meaning enter the cultural life of the Christian 'consumer’ but always in a relational context
whether local/wider church influence and/or local/global communities in which we live and

interact: real, virtual, hypothetical, metaphorical.

%8 See Bauckham, Scripture and Authority Today, pp8-9.
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For Baptist Christians authority, especially external, is not straightforward, not just
because of emphasis on baptism by immersion vis-a-vis christening that challenged the
national and historically dominant church, but because there is an approach to authority in
Baptist life that was birthed in dissent. The broad emphasis from the beginning has, in
accord with its Protestant roots, been (within the context of community) upon personal
faith.* This has found expression with an emphasis upon personal conscience and the
individual believer in relation to the forming of local covenant-congregations, not
independent of each other but, necessarily working together in relation. The sense of
independence in relation to authorised state religion is that which Baptists have identified
with for over four hundred years, while during the last two hundred years such corporate
independence has moved to become (certainly in popular thinking) more entrenched and
potentially, as well as literally, isolating for local congregations and individual believers.

To represent one Baptist point of view on the concept of authority therefore presents
difficulties. In the early years of the English Baptists before 1660 when King Charles II
was restored, following Cromwell and the Civil War or 'English Revolution' (itself a
political and national context for dissent), the problem of authority was raised which led to
the founding of the first Baptist churches in 1612.%** The question of separation from the
state church with its backing from government, universities and the majority of fellow-
countrymen was not an easy one to make in, ‘early seventeenth century England when that
which was old and settled and powerful seemed true for those very reasons — reasons which

today might, for many, seem rather to be the very arguments which prove the need for

%0 BR White, The English Baptists of the Seventeenth Century, (Didcot: The Baptist Historical Society),
ppl8-24.
1 White, The English General Baptists 1660, pp16-22.
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change.®? Since 1517 with Luther and the Protestant Reformation, ordinary people had
been taught to judge for themselves (rather than listen to the decrees of an authorised
church politic) the teachings and practices of the Christian church, by what they believed to
be the teaching of scripture. But how far does one go in claiming as a principle the
authority of the Bible, as interpreted by each individual person, before there is anarchy?*
Most Baptist Christians will agree, together with most in Christendom, regarding the
supreme written authority of scripture in matters of faith but the question is raised as to
who is its ultimate interpreter and what does this mean in practice? Now, as then, this is a
major issue in the Protestant church worldwide (as in our previous chapter).**

In Elizabeth I's reign it was believed to be that of State church authority which
meant the Queen through Parliament and the Bishops. Dissenting Christians, such as
Baptists whether General (Armenian) or Particular (Calvinist) and strongly influenced by
Anabaptists from the continent, believed it must be the ‘congregational’ hermeneutic that
prevailed, together seeking the mind of Christ who ruled in his church. There was room
permitted to listen to the individual prophetic voice, but this had to be tested by the
believing community.*®> There may be a popular contemporary emphasis upon the
individual in church life but the inescapable fact, as we are reminded by the secular late-
modern hermeneutic, is that every individual is in some way shaped by the ‘community’ or

an 'other'. West further highlights the problem of an individualist hermeneutic, though his

view that 'individual Christians, produced the Baptist situation’, would now be contested:
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'We have stated that the claim to stand by the authority of the Bible as the Word of
God, and the interpretation of it by individual Christians, produced the Baptist
situation. But in it all there is the question to be faced as to how far one can go in
claiming as a principle the authority of the Bible, as interpreted by each individual
person. At some point the interpretation of the Bible by the community, the church
must become relevant. Otherwise it would become possible for there to be as many
interpretations of the Word of God as there are Christians!'**®

Even so, while there continue to be popular misconceptions of the role of the
individual and that of 'private interpretation’, such that is separate from community life,
there will always be the potential amongst Baptist Christians (let alone other models of
Christian authority) of fragmentation; not only concerning the individual but with regard to
questions of meaning and the life of the church. In praxis it is usually the dynamic of the
individual in relation to the ‘community’ that engages hermeneutically and is necessary to
the life of the church — but not separate to it.

While West locates interpretation at the local level there is still a danger that the
problem addressed to the individual believer could be applied to the local church, viz., as
many interpretations as there are local Baptist churches. This then becomes problematic
with regard to unity and truth, unless of course an essential unity of interpretation can be
established and valued such that 'difference’ is meaningful. Discussion continues today
concerning the relationship between individual believer, Christian communities and the role

of authority. Even as William Angell put it in debate with Roman Catholics (1974):

'If there is any consensus among Baptists [writing as a Southern Baptist, USA] —
any Vincentian Canon concerning "that which has been believed everywhere,
always, and by all" — it must be an insistence upon the sole authority of the

%6 \WMS West, Baptist Principles, (London: Baptist Union of Great Britain and Ireland, 1960/75), p7.
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Scriptures for faith and practice, along with the right and duty of private
interpretation. '’

And this for me is the problem, not only with insistence on the sole authority of scripture
for faith and practice but the question of 'right and duty of private interpretation'. If 'private’
belief is insisted upon too far then pastorally, doxologically and every other way in the
ecclesia there will be anarchy and a continual given-ness to dissent. As it is, there is no
longer a Baptist consensus, even in the USA (if ever there was one) concerning the 'right
and duty of private interpretation’. Even conservative Southern Baptists opt for 'suprema
scriptura’ and ‘congregational’ interpretation rather than ‘an unqualified sola Scriptura.*®®
Possibly an appeal to late-modern thought with agreement in ‘difference’ and its
roots in the thinking of 20™ century philosopher Jacques Derrida (see below §21) and
others might help us. Such an approach has been taken up in a new form by ‘emerging
church' writers and Baptist thinkers attempting to find 'space’ for differing views and
interpretations equally based on scripture, both in moral and doctrinal praxis, but without
fragmentation or domination. The attempt however could be problematic in its desire to
find 'postmodern’ solutions for the church in relation to a ‘postmodern’ secular generation
that is already disaffected toward church and Christian belief. If it changes the ground of
authority based in the tradition of gospel truth in Christ, in a world where absolute truth is
now challenged and each person has freedom to believe whatever s/he believes to be true,

then this will only bring problematical implications for a Christian understanding of God,

Biblical revelation and meaning in the church. Late-modern thought however, may help us

%7 William J Angell, Seminar on Authority, (North Carolina: Wake Forest University, 1974) p40.
%8 See eg, James Leo Garrett, Jr, Systematic Theology, Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990) p181, cited in
PS Fiddes, Foreword to Baptists and Tradition.
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such that agreement in 'difference’ together provide us with a helpful model for recognising

and receiving divine authority in a fragmented and disaffected world.

21. The challenge of open textuality or expansion of meaning

If modernism has mastered the world through science and technology then it is believed
that late-modernism constructs it textually.>® It is said that late-modernism retreats into a
world of purely linguistic arbitrary signs, thereby gaining freedom from all authority,
though it might be argued that ironically this leaves modernism free to continue subjecting
the extra-linguistic world to its own form of domination.*”® With the late-modern
worldview, as expressed by those such as Jacques Derrida however, there is no extra-
linguistic world because everything, has its own language. In this sense nothing can be
detached from its origin and signs cannot be separated from the world even though the
effect might be to separate communities and identities. The problem caused by
Enlightenment autonomy and freedom from extrinsic authority, is not solved by moving
into late-modernity’s ‘deconstruction’ of the text, for ‘the will to power’ still pervades all
human consciousness however constructed.®”

In this section we shall look at the late-modern stress upon the open meaning of the
text, while at the same time recognising that there is a weakened sense of referentiality
through signs and symbols despite the tradition of understanding symbol as opening up an
objective reality (participating in the collective sense of being and hence meaning). The

difficulty arises in a late-modern context because the deconstruction of an eternally fixed

%9 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), pp 86-87.
#7% Bauckham, Scripture and Authority Today, p13.

31 E Nietzsche, The will to power. Walter Kaufmann and RJ Hollingdale (eds) (New York: Random House,
1967), ppl4-15.
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and meaningful text, highlights the instability of meaning. This can be problematic in
relation to the eternal authority of scripture in that we need to find signs and symbols,
appropriate to our contemporary age, through which external authority might be expressed.
The traditional signs and symbols of the Christian faith all become challenged in a
consumerist and digital age which lays stress upon the interactive, the visual and the
virtually real. Here the corporate body of believers physically meeting together is further
challenged by the private world and personalised interaction that comes with individual
choice, even when focussed on an authoritative Biblical text that speaks of an incarnate and
exalted God-man. Here we are brought to the question of hermeneutics, of interpretation
and meaning, to sacred 'text' and the authority ascribed to and received by such.

From a 'First’ world late-modern perspective there is uncertainty over questions of
authority in all areas of society because of the outworking of a ‘deconstructionist’ approach
to the ‘text.>"> By contrast a more conservative and ‘fundamentalist' view (even modernist
because of Enlightenment certainties delivered by an appeal to rationalism), whether
religious or secular, usually allows no room for such vacillation. Followers appear to be
attracted because of dogmatic, at times non-critical and unthinking certainties espoused.
Conflicting and multiple views can develop when media-text saturation and stereotyping,
or ubiquitous authoritarian-type media-control appears to manipulate public opinion;
further shaped by endless ‘conspiracy theories'. From a Christian perspective this touches
upon moral and doctrinal authority as well as the praxis of ecclesial authority both within

local church groups and expressions of faith in the market-place.

%72 Jacques Derrida, Faith and Knowledge, in J Derrida and G Vattimo, (eds), Religion (Cambridge/Oxford:
Polity Press and Blackwell Publishers, 1996), pp1-66.
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The late-modern debate further says that the meaning of a text (I see 'text', however
expressed, as an important sign and symbol to be valued amongst social communities), of
whatever kind that may be, cannot be limited to authorial intention, even if we could know
it. Accordingly the text reveals a life beyond the author who, in late-modern terms, is 'dead’
(see Roland Barthes, p132). This presents a challenge, positive and negative, to Biblical
text and message where for Christians, whoever the human ‘messenger’, divine authorship
has been variously understood (2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 1:20). So for a moment | want to
highlight questions of interpretation, subjectivity and sign or symbol.

What is not always acknowledged is that the source of our authoritative
understanding is often located in commentary or an interpretative community or both
including the personal background and ‘belief-system’ that has shaped each one of us. In
this sense, the idea of a ‘God-breathed’ scripture suggests belief in a ‘living’ text which
could provide many possibilities of fresh insight within the frame of legitimate orthodoxy —
if authoritative exposition is articulated in the context of a 'listening’ and ‘sharing'
community of believers under the direct rule of Christ and where the acknowledged
'‘teacher’, is not the exclusive source of authority.

Here we move into the realm of signs and symbols as recognised and valued by the
'believing community’. Stephen Parsons writing in the context of abuse as exercised by
ecclesial authority speaks of a distinction between sign and symbol, that if understood
correctly affects the way scripture is interpreted and acted upon.”® He believes that failure
to distinguish between sign and symbol will result in confused practice. For him a sign is a

precise representation of an idea or object pointing to the signified (meaning). He believes

%73 Stephen Parsons, Ungodly Fear, (Oxford: Lion Publishing, 2000) pp233-6.
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that symbol, whether in religious language or otherwise, evokes and suggests meanings that

touch an individual at a deeper level of meaning:*"*

‘It is through symbolic language that we approach things that are not immediately
knowable. The whole realm of what, in religious terms, is described as the
transcendent, the spiritual dimension beyond the visible world, is approached
through symbols, whether verbal or visual, and that enables the listener to use his
entire subjectivity to "know" what is in front of him. Religious knowing has always
involved this subjective way of apprehending reality.’375

There is, however, some difficulty over the question of who decides what language
is symbol or sign; to be received literally (objectively and scientifically), imaginatively or
subjectively. One problem with the subjective is that it becomes simply that: a personal
interpretation based upon personal opinion and feeling. Such a view simply highlights the
possibility of ‘confused practice' if the question of sign and symbol is not understood
clearly in relation to the exercise of external authority in a particular community life.

Late-modernism is for many the outworking of the twentieth century’s obsession
with self and language. Amongst major thinkers the focus of analysis has shifted away from
modernist ideas to the language in which thinking is expressed and its function as a system
rather than looking for the origin of language itself. The roots of late-modern theory can be
traced to one school of formal linguistics called ‘structuralism’, founded by a Swiss

professor of linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913):

37% See Paul Tillich and Shaking the Foundations,
http://www.geocities.com/meta_crock/Ontological/real_Tillich.html; and The New Being,
http://www.religion-online.org/showbook.asp

%75 parson, Ungodly Fear, 234.
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‘Though not as well known as Marx or Freud, Saussure has been ranked with them
in terms of the influence he has had on systems of thought developed in the
twentieth century. Like Freud and Marx, Saussure considered the manifest
appearance of phenomena to be underpinned and made possible by underlying
systems and structures; for Marx, it was the system of economic and social
relations; for Freud, the unconscious; for Saussure, the system of language.”*"®

His approach was to separate language as a system (la langue) from its actual
manifestations in speech or writing (la parole). Structuralism examined the infrastructure
(‘deep structure’) of language common to all speakers on an unconscious level. Saussure
proposed that within the language system, a model of understanding whereby the sign
(word/text in whatever language) was made up of a signifier (word or acoustic image) and
its signified (concept of the word or image). He believed that a sign must be understood as
a relation which has no meaning outside its system of signification. The choice of sound is
not imposed on us by meaning itself because the sound relating to the object or idea is
different in different languages and arbitrary. This has had major significance for the
development of twentieth century thought because previous assumptions concerning
‘meaning’, text and author, are challenged. Meaning is now seen as the product of a system
of representation which is itself meaningless. For Saussure the relation between the
signifier (label) and the signified (concept) was arbitrary because the sound-label is
different in different languages.

These ideas were developed by Roman Jakobson (1895-1982), who saw that in
human expression there were two forms of language. The metaphoric as paradigmatic
(symbolic), using words/images selectively as substitutes for the real thing, as in poetry,

film, surrealism, song; and the metonymic order (equivalence) working with the order of

%78 philip Rice and Patricia Waugh (eds), Modern Literary Theory, (New York: Arnold, 1989/96), p6.
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syntax and association of words as if to communicate the ‘real’, as in prose, journalism and
realism. Beyond structuralism we see the ideas of post-stucturalism, moving into post-
modernity as represented by the work of Roland Barthes (1915-80) who sought to invert
Saussure’s belief that linguistics is outside the general science of signs (semiology) to
saying that semiology is part of linguistics. In other words, you can’t escape language:
‘semiological analysis collapses back into language.” He recognised that everything in
culture (not just literature) could be decoded. In 1967 he famously declared ‘the death of
the author’ indicating that ‘readers’ (consumers) create their own meanings, regardless of
the author’s intentions and the texts they use to do so are therefore ever-shifting, unstable
and open to question. In this sense we are drawn closer toward an all embracing
subjectivisation thesis that shapes cultural assumptions both within and without the church.
The postmodern philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) developed the idea of
‘deconstruction’ against the entire western tradition of rationalist thought. He in particular
attacked western philosophy’s central assumption concerning reason because he saw it as
dominated by a ‘metaphysics of presence’.®’” He put it this way because he saw that in the
history of philosophy from Plato and Aristotle up to Kant and Hegel, and further up to
Wittgenstein and Heidegger reason had been shaped by a dishonest pursuit of certainty,
which he called logocentrism — in other words the guarantee of ‘the word made flesh’.*"®
He challenges a so-called perfectly rational language that perfectly represents the real world
and is against the totalitarian arrogance implicit in such claims for modernist reason. He is
against some kind of rational principle, whether God or the self, which then takes up signs

to impose itself viz. logocentricism. Such a reference to the ‘logos’ has clear implications

37 Derrida, Of Grammatology, p35, cited in Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p141.
%78 Derrida, 'Faith and Knowledge', in Religion, pp23-30.
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for the Christian gospel which declares that Christ, the Son of God, is revealed as God
become man, the divine Word (logos) ‘become flesh’.>"®

For Derrida, rational principles are always incarnate and so he is opposed to the idea
of a '‘coming in from outside’, the transcendental signified imposed. In this way the
orthodox Christian understanding of Christ, seen as a 'logos' separate from the world and
then coming into the system of signs in time and space is problematic for Derrida. He is
against the eternal divinity, word, or book detached or transcendent over the world of time
and space, as composed of a network of signs. In passing, we must notice that this view
only becomes a challenge to religious authority if we conceive of ultimate authority as
being separate from the world and creation; we might affirm that God always binds God’s-
self to a world of signs,** and we will return to this idea in further discussion on the notion
of covenant.®® For Derrida ‘deconstruction’ of the text, a world of signs and signifiers, in
order to discover the signified, is an attempt to peel back the layers of constructed meaning
in order to reveal under-layers of meaning ‘in’ a text that was suppressed or marginalised,
or assumed in order for it to take its actual form — the assumptions of ‘presence’ (the hidden

%2 Indeed, for Derrida, 'The absence of a

representations of guaranteed certainty).
transcendental signified extends the domain and the play of significations infinitely.”*** And
in this way the hermeneutic always depends on the way the layers are perceived and by the

whom of when and how that they are peeled away. He explored the area of meaning within

an understanding of identity (what something is) and difference (what it isn’t) combining

%7 John 1:1-12.

%80 paul S Fiddes, Seeing the World and Knowing God. Hebrew Wisdom and Christian Doctrine in a Late-
Modern World (Oxford: OUP, 2013), ppl47, 161, 264, 385-7.

%1 For the theologian Karl Barth , God could have been God without any kind of world but he chose not to.
See John Drury, The Knowledge of God in creation according to Karl Barth,
(http://www.drurywriting.com/john ).

%2 Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, pp140-2.

%83 Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), p280.
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the process of 'difference’ and 'deferral’ into 'differance’. Derrida believed, ‘there is nothing
outside the text’, and in this sense 'deconstruction' mobilises the central insight of
structuralism that meaning is not inherent in signs, nor in what they refer to, but results
purely from the relationships between them and completely internal to the language itself.

Structuralism didn't entirely remove the self and rationalism of modernity. It is the
work of late-modern writers such as Derrida that challenges the Enlightenment principle of
neutrality and destroys the idea of author and fixed meaning. Derrida does not deny reason,
only the dogmatic representation of itself as a timeless certainty, nor does he say that
everything is unreal and only constructed culturally, linguistically or historically. What is
refuted is that there is only one meaning (authoritarian). For Derrida the question is always
an open one, in that meaning becomes endless, contrary to Saussure and ideas of
structuralism where there was always a searching for structure, for deep meaning in a text.
'Deconstruction’ always leads to an endless deferral of meaning because if sign and
meaning relate to other signs then meaning and questions of authority become endlessly
open. This becomes a challenge not only to the concept of a transcendent reality exempt
from signs but also to Biblical authority because of the possibility of endless meanings in
the text. How does the Christian church authoritatively set limits to interpretation if the text
provides an endless proliferation of meaning?

Such thinking clearly challenges theological certainties of all schools of orthodox
Christian doctrine, including evangelical. When it comes to questions of truth, the
theologian Karl Barth’s (1935/1956) 'voice/text' is cited by some as having a certain late-
modern resonance to it when he says that God who is omnipotent, and the voice of
Christian orthodoxy, is the true ‘Other’ to modernity’s deifying of the human-self. The

Word of God is God himself to be found in Holy Scripture. This is because God once spoke
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as Lord to Moses and the prophets, the Gospel writers and Apostles. It is now through their
written word that God speaks as the same Lord to his church and the world. Barth reminds
us that scripture is both holy and the Word of God, because by the Holy Spirit it became
and will become to the church a witness to divine revelation. And here is the divine

challenge both to modernity and late-modernity, including the church of both periods:

‘For the Bible is a sign which, it cannot be contested, does at least point to a
superior authority confronting the proclamation of the Church. In contrast to Roman
Catholicism and Protestant modernism, we felt that we ought to take this sign
seriously. For that reason, at every decisive point we took our answer to the
question of revelation from the Bible. And the Bible has given us the answer. It has
attestedsggo us the lordship of the triune God in the incarnate Word by the Holy
Spirit.”

For Barth, all of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, was involved in
bringing the scriptures into being and continues to be involved by the contemporary work
of the Spirit in making known the truth of the Word to all who believe. Text and voice,
Christian and non-Christian, human and divine, bring us to the place where we listen to the
Word who is God. Here we find through appropriate signs and symbols the expression of
external authority required for our contemporary age (see chapter 7).

There is with late-modernity a challenge with the open meaning of textuality, such
that there is a weakened sense of referentiality through an overabundance of signs and
symbols and a multitude of interpretations, despite the Christian tradition that understands
symbol as opening up an objective reality which points to meaningful participation in the

divine Being.** In the light of late-modern deconstruction of the text as a place of unstable

%% K Barth, Church Dogmatics Vol I. Part 2, p457.
%85 gee Tillich, Shaking the Foundations and The New Being.
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meaning, ecclesial tradition and authority is challenged to find signs/symbols appropriate to
our contemporary age and debate. At the very least, stability of text, tradition and church

might be opened up in a way that permits renewed meaning, understanding and faith.

22. Conclusion
We have looked at issues of authority in ‘western' culture with reference to four challenges
that arise in late-modernity: (1). rejection of metanarrative (2). rejection of coercive
authority (3). resort to private judgement (4). assertion of open textuality. All of these areas
consider theoretical approaches to the subject and pose problems to be explored and
clarified through survey and interviews in chapter 5. The project is conducted against the
backdrop of a shift from objective to subjective notions of authority in our present culture
and with particular reference to the life of Baptist churches. With the challenge of late-
modernity questions of tradition and authority, social context and issues regarding Christian
morality and doctrine, particularly with evangelical emphasis, are challenged by change in
perspective and worldview, especially with regard to class, gender and race — as well as
assumptions concerning power-relations. Not only assumed Christian but also male centre-
ground is challenged along with the metanarrative (Christian or modernist — or a syncretism
of both) that purports to provide humanity with a reason for being. In the midst of such a
debate it is proposed, amongst other things, that the Baptist contribution with its emphasis
upon ‘congregational’ hermeneutics and consensual listening in covenant relationship is a
model that provides coherence as well as unity allowing for diversity.

Questions are further raised concerning the challenge to coercive authority. Does all
external authority have to be seen as compulsive and coercive? Can we establish an

authority which is essentially persuasive? If so, can we include some de jure element within
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this concerning the authority and sovereignty of God (returning to the conclusions of
chapter 1)? Does this have to be conceived in terms that are political as with a ‘top-down'
ecclesial model? In this context questions concerning gender relations and patriarchal
dominance as expressed in text and cultural norms are raised. In a world where IT has
shifted the social boundaries of expectation regarding authority and its exercise, extrinsic
and intrinsic, there is an increased suspicion of all forms of authority, whether de facto or
de jure, which are usually perceived as authoritarian.

Here there is a challenge to belief and ecclesial practise, the question of canonicity
and scripture-text, interpretation, meaning and integrity at the level of local church
community, as well as relationship to civic rule and authority. What kind of externality of
authority, as expressed in the wider church, is appropriate to our contemporary age? It is
proposed that the Baptist model, one among many, has the potential to be a kind of
prophetic voice, as a community of believers speaking authoritatively together, by voice
and lifestyle, revealing unity while recognising and allowing for diversity; a Bible-
respecting covenanted voice ‘from-below’ that reflects divine authority without the need for
coercion. And at the same time providing for meaning that signifies the individual, the
personal in context of the corporate.

Any notion of external authority may seem to be especially undermined by the
challenge of open textuality where there is the tendency to stress the endless meaning of the
text. Here we find a weakened sense of referentiality coming through existing signs or
symbols even though from a Christian perspective there is a tradition of understanding
symbol as opening up a reality that is objective, a meaningful participation in the divine
Being. This challenge to the traditional comes about because of the late-modern

deconstruction of the text, now seen as a place of unstable meaning. The 'death of the
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author' along with research into psychology in relation to authority and the text could be
seen as having contributed to an instability in that the meaning of the text is no longer
limited to authorial intention or an authoritative voice. On the other hand such an approach
to the text has opened up creative awareness and thinking regarding the voice of language
and the locus of authority in that voice. It could be that ‘'reader-response’ theory has enabled
a voice 'from below' quarrying text previously inaccessible except to the initiated. In many
ways this is a challenge to traditional Biblicist-voluntarist thinking concerning the access of
divinely given language, voice and text in the context of believing communities. How is it
received as a symbol and sign of external authority such that is meaningful to contemporary
culture? Traditional power-relations are challenged, both within the church and outside, and
for some the divinely authorised metanarrative is now vulnerable, uncertain even, in the
context of a general subjectivisation with regard to notions of authority.

My argument is that this need not undermine the church's (in spite of her own
plurality) approach to authority. The tools and social context for meaningful interpretation
may have changed, the societal mindset shifted, but the new landscape provides for fresh
and creative discovery within the context of tradition and the sacred text amongst believing
covenant-communities under the direct rule of Christ. In chapters 5 and 6 we shall explore
(through survey and interviews) this particular ecclesial context in order to test the
supposition that there has been this move from objective to subjective notions of authority
and to clarify the problems outlined here in chapter 3. Meanwhile we now turn to covenant

community and a fresh understanding of divine authority relevant to contemporary culture.
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CHAPTER 4: THE NATURE OF COVENANT COMMUNITY

23. Introduction

In this chapter | look at covenant ecclesiology, expressed from a Baptist perspective®®® and
an Anglican one®” in order to work towards a meaningful solution to the inner Christian
problematic relative to authority and contemporary culture. Both expressions of covenant
theology complement each other but also need to be understood within their own ecclesial
context while at the same time saying something to the wider church concerning divine
authority and Biblical revelation explored in covenant community.

The question of authority in relation to a sense of crisis, both in church and beyond,
is one that continues to prompt responses, Christian and non-Christian, and not least from
within Anglicanism.*® Traditional notions of authority have been challenged, especially
post-World War |1, such that proposals have been put forward by the Anglican communion
to find acceptable 'location’ for an exercise of authority without coercion.** In a worldwide
fellowship of churches in ‘communion’ with the See of Canterbury, where its institutional
instruments of communion have moral authority, but where there is 'no body, at the global
level, competent to make decisions binding on all the churches of the Communion’, and
'jurisdictional authority vests in each church' (with its own system of government and law),

one proposal put forward has been that of 'covenant'.** Norman Doe argues for the place of

%6 Drawing especially upon Paul Fiddes, Tracks and Traces: Baptist Identity in Church and Theology (Milton
Keynes: Paternoster, 2003); and A Clarke (ed), Bound for Glory? God, Church and World in Covenant
(Oxford: Whitley Publications, 2002).

7 Norman Doe, An Anglican Covenant: Theological and Legal Considerations for a Global Debate
(Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2008).

%8 Eg, Robert Runcie, Authority in crisis? An Anglican Response (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1988).

%9 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, pp1-9.

%0 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, pp13ff.
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covenant in the diversity of the Anglican communion and for the binding effect of such a
covenant: '[...] clear agreement on the authority of a covenant is essential.”**

He highlights concerns, 'that a covenant should not bind the churches: Anglicans
need mechanisms, "to bind us, but not to tie us up”. Consequently, they think that a binding
covenant: would make the communion less free and more coercive, at the expense of
conviction and conscience; inhibit, or replace, the work of the Holy Spirit; stifle change and
diversity; and oblige members to submit innovations in theology or ethics to the
Instruments of Communion, thereby increasing the likelihood of disagreement.*** He also
points out that a covenant ‘cannot limit the territorial authority of a bishop, or fetter

393 \With a covenant

discretions which laws assign to bodies or persons in the local church.
that 'binds', some fear disputes about compatibility between the laws of churches and
covenant, though Doe does point out that a covenant model could address this in a number
of ways, in that some prefer a non-binding model offering ‘the baptismal covenant with its
moral authority, as an alternative model.”*** He points out that while the document Towards
an Anglican Covenant (TAAC) does propose a binding covenant, this ‘need not require
uniformity in all things; it could provide for a wide range of Christian "emphases”, by
indicating how "agreement to disagree™ on other issues might be reached.”** At the time of
writing, the covenant has been accepted only by the Provinces of Ireland, Mexico,
Myanmar, Papua New Guinea, South East Asia, Southern Cone of America, and the West

Indies. Notably, it was rejected by the majority of dioceses in the Church of England. 3%

¥ Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p187.

2 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, pp187-188.

%3 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p188.

% Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p188.

% Doe cites TAAC, para. 30: n. 46, An Anglican Covenant, p188.

%% See Final Proposal Document at: www.anglicancommunion.org/commission/covenant/final/text.cfm.
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24. Authority and Baptist ideas on covenant

For Doe, there is a desire to find 'mechanisms for agreement’ over differing issues, from the
theological to the moral and ethical, and with a sense of authority affirmed by God in the
work of the Holy Spirit, but without coercion. There is a concern to provide within a
particular worldwide ecclesial community, the Anglican communion, both a means of
mutual responsibility and a space for conviction and freedom of conscience: without
hindering the Spirit, or stifling change and diversity, especially in the realm of theology and
ethics, the aim is to avoid disagreement that hinders unity. The concept of covenant as
proposed by Doe, with its search for common ground upon which such an exploration can
take place without coercion or uniformity is one that is echoed by Paul Fiddes in a different
ecclesial context and historical trajectory, especially when it comes to freedom of
conscience, change, diversity, theology, ethics, unity and community.

The shape that such a covenant might take is therefore explored here from a Baptist
perspective with reference to Fiddes and others. While Doe's proposal is set against the
contemporary Anglican debates, amongst other things, around issues of human sexuality,
that have put a 'severe strain' on the so called 'bonds of affection’ that hold the Anglican
communion together,*” the text by Fiddes is rooted in a particular ecclesial history and
identity, that of Baptist church life in the UK. Having said that he points out that his chapter

on 'covenant', while supporting BR White's thesis**

(challenged by some): 'that Separatist
theologies of covenant were central to John Smyth's (1607) thought', is 'not intended to be

limited to a strictly historical study.” Fiddes points out that he is concerned not only with

%7 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p1.

%% BR White The English Separatist Tradition. From the Marian Martyrs to the Pilgrim Father (Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 1971), cited in Fiddes Tracks and Traces, p23.

%9 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p23.
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the origins of covenant tradition amongst early Baptists but with its development over the
following two centuries, its widespread demise over the nineteenth century and its
resurgence in the last two decades.**

His appeal to scripture and theological persuasion establishes Baptist history and
identity firmly in the theology and praxis of covenant at local and national church level
such that a strong case is made for authority and tradition in its Biblical sense of 'handing-
on' that which was from the beginning, as from the first generation church.“®* Here we find
not just a recovery of theology, such that attempts to hold Christian communities together
in the midst of potentially divisive issues, but a root and branch exposition of covenant as
God's normative way with the communion of his people that is called the church in its
broadest sense.*®® The historical emphasis is borne out by Fiddes' reference to ‘Covenant
and ldentity": 'But if one place and time were to be fixed upon as formative for Baptist
Christians, it might well be that of Gainsborough near Lincoln in 1606 or 1607, when a
congregation of English Separatists made a covenant together. As William Bradford

recalled the event years later in America, the members:

"joyned them selves (by a covenant of the Lord) into a Church estate, in the
fellowship of the gospel, to walke in all his wayes, made known, or to be made
known unto them, according to their best endeavours, whatsoever it should cost
them, the Lord assisting them." *4*

%0 Eiddes, Tracks and Traces, p24.

%01 See, Ray Vincent, Let the Bible be itself, pp95-116.

%92 Eiddes, Tracks and Traces, p21.

493 William Bradford, History of Plymouth Plantation, 1620-1647, WC Ford (ed), (2 volumes; Boston:
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1912), pp21-22, cited Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p1l.
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In this sense history as an authority and belonging to tradition is one that is
significant and will be looked at later. While Doe explores more fully the practical
outworking and functional nature of covenant in relationship (albeit within the Anglican
communion), Fiddes does point to a practical outworking that finds its source in both
Baptist ecclesial history as well as scriptural hermeneutic. Doe appeals to a key element of
Biblical covenants as 'the notion of a "promise”, "pledge”, or "undertaking™ (referencing

covenants established by God in the OT and Jesus in the NT),*%*

and in doing so points to
the Anglican 'baptismal covenant', the 'marriage covenant' and the 'ordination covenant' as
examples of the practice of covenant already at work in a certain measure within
Anglicanism. While Fiddes’ aim is not to provide a theology holding together a ‘Union’ of

churches, he does remind Baptist Christians of the “universal’ and trans-local significance

of their covenant heritage.

25. Different 'strands' of covenant

Fiddes identifies the historical and theological debate concerning ‘the rich texture of puritan
theology',*® warning against too simple a polarisation of opinion concerning the complex
relationship between ‘unconditional and conditional understandings of the covenant
relationship between God and human beings.' In order to bring clarity to this ‘complex
relationship’ Fiddes identifies ‘at least four threads of significance with the term "covenant"

within the cloth of English Puritan and Separatist theology."*®

“%* Doe An Anglican Covenant, p25.

%% Eiddes, Tracks and Traces, p24, citing Stephen Bracklow, Communion of Saints: Radical Puritan and
Separatist Ecclesiology 1570-1625 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p34.

%% Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p25.

143



The first thread speaks of ‘covenant' as referring to an eternal ‘covenant of grace'
which God has made with human beings and angels for their salvation in Christ.*”” Here we
see the influence of Calvin with the belief that there is only one eternal covenant, expressed
in different forms in the two eras of Old and New Testament. Under both testaments the
covenant is made through Christ as mediator; while under the Old Covenant, Christ is seen
in 'shadowy types', in the New he is fully revealed.*®

The second refers to a transaction between the persons of the triune God, whereby
the Son agrees to the will of the Father to undertake the work required to bring about the
salvation of the ‘elect’.*”® Fiddes reminds us that while the atonement of Christ is seen by
Calvin as a transaction, in which the Son satisfies the justice of the Father, he only 'hints
that this might be a covenant relationship between the two persons.”*° This idea is further
developed by Calvinist theologians and embodied in the Westminster Confession. The
Particular Baptist London Confession of 1644 refers to 'the blood of the everlasting
covenant', while the Second London Confession of 1677 the 'eternal covenant as being "a
transaction between the Father and the Son about the Redemption of the Elect."** The
Baptist pastor Benjamin Keach saw this ‘federal’ agreement between the Father and the Son
1412

as the primary meaning of the covenant of grace made 'in behalfe of all God's Elect'.

While this speaks of a ‘primary’ (between Father and Son) and a 'secondary’ (with the Elect)

7 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p25.

48 Eq, Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. H Beveridge (2 volumes; London, James Clarke,
1949), 1, 2, vi:1-4, pp 293-8; Il, 3, xxi:6-7, pp208-11; in Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p25.

%99 Eiddes, Tracks and Traces, p26.

19 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p26.

1 Confession of Faith Put Forth by the Elders and Brethren of many Congregations Of Christians (baptised
upon Profession of their Faith), In London and the Country (London, 1677), hereafter called the 'Second
London Confession', ch VII 3, in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, p260; cited Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p26.
12 Benjamin Keach, The Display of Glorious Grace. Or, the Covenant of Peace Opened. In Fourteen
Sermons (London, 1698), p285; cited in Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p26.
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way of covenant, higher Calvinism**® speaks of the covenant between Father, Son and Holy
Spirit as almost the only meaning of the covenant of grace. The elect participate in benefits
of this covenant, but as Fiddes points out, 'it is not made with them even in the secondary
way envisaged by Keach'.***

The third strand of ‘covenant’ speaks of an agreement which God has made with his
church universal, or with particular local churches. Fiddes cites a radical Puritan, Thomas
Cartwright, who asserted against the Separatists that God's covenant with the Church of
England remained unbroken even though there might be disobedience regarding church
order.**® This form of covenant between God and his people was seen in terms that referred
to the covenant formula both with God and Israel and the New Testament church (2
Corinthians 6:16-18; Hebrews 8:10).**® While this understanding of covenant might be
confused with the first 'strand' there are, according to Fiddes, 'subtle differences in the way
that the idea of covenant is handled." He points to Calvin who believed that God might
make a 'general covenant' with those in the church who appeared to be in covenant
relationship with him yet failed to persevere. This inevitably led to debate such that if the
covenant bond between God and his people stood firm to the end, at what point might it

come to an end with a particular church?**” This in turn leads to difficulty regarding the

unconditional or conditional nature of covenant with regard to obedience.**® An attempt to

3 As in John Gill, Body of Divinity, I, bk. 2, pp305, 309, cited in Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p27.

4 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p27.

5 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p27, and citing Brachlow, Communion of Saints, p47: 'the Lord is in covenant;
this he does to our assembly in England, therefore they are the Lord's confederates.'

% Quoted by John Smyth, Parallels, Censures, Observations (1609) in Works, 11, pp386-7; cit. Fiddes,
Tracks and Traces, p27.

“7 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p28.

18 Fiddes cites the conditional view of the covenant bond, as expressed by Robert Browne in, A Booke which
sheweth the life and manners of all true Christians (Middelburgh, 1582), reprinted in A Peel and L Carlson
(eds), the Writings of Robert Harrison and Robert Browne (London: Allen and Unwin, 1953), pp254-6, in
Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p28.
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define the first and third use of covenant would see the former as 'God's agreement with the
invisible church of the elect' and the latter ‘as God's partnership with a particular, visible
church, whether local or national." Fiddes rightly points out the dangers of being 'too tidy'
citing Keach and Gill who 'protest with some justice' against those who try to separate a
‘covenant of redemption' (Christ's achievement of peace with God in eternity) and a
‘covenant of grace' (made with believers in time) pointing out that there can only be 'one
gracious covenant of God."*°

My own difficulty appears to lie with the language assumed by higher Calvinism
and others such as Gill concerning what appears to be an 'assumed’ covenant entered into
by the members of the Trinity and into which the elect only partake.*?° If this speaks of
promises, oaths, loyalties, obligations and commitments between Father, Son and Holy
Spirit then surely our language has become too anthropomorphic. Why should the members
of the Godhead ever need to make such commitments unless something had broken down
between them? If it is simply the limitations of human language to express the Being of the
Eternal from whom, in whom and to whom the three Persons have always existed and
expressed their Being in what we understand as covenant commitment, but without any
formal covenant having had to be made, then we can proceed with a common
understanding of ‘the eternal covenant’. The three Persons of the Trinity do not need to
make promises, oaths, obligations, commitments to each other. These are already ‘assumed’
by the nature of divine Being. If there is a commitment within the Trinity, one toward the
other expressed within the sense of a human timeframe, then it would be that of the

commitment of the Son toward the Father and visa versa to bring redemption,

9 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, pp28-9.
%20 5ee eg Anthony Clarke, 'The Covenantal Basis for God's Trinitarian life' in Bound for Glory? pp9-18; and
Marcus Bull, 'Divine Complexity and Human Covenant' in Bound for Glory? pp45-6.
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reconciliation and covenant relationship to a lost humanity: ‘the Lamb that was slain from
the creation of the world' (1 Peter 1:20; Revelation 13:8). But even this commitment must
have been there from eternity belonging to the self-giving nature of the Eternal Creator God
and the bond of love between Father, Son and Holy Spirit. We are back to the limitations of
language and the Eternal. Anthony Clarke rightly reminds us of John Zizioulas' book Being
as Communion*?! while at the same time identifying a distinction between covenant and
communion as observed by Miroslav Volf: 'human beings, though determined by one
another, are not simply communion, as is the Trinity, but rather must always be held
together by an implicit or explicit covenant.”*? In this sense the idea of 'Divine "Being" as

Covenant*®

appears to hold a weakness in terms of the intra-divine relationship whereas
‘communion’ suggests a sense of wholeness and well-being assumed to already be in
existence from all eternity. But again we are back to the limitations of language and the
divine. Having said that the nearest human analogy to divine Being in covenant might come
with a relationship between equals such as between David and Jonathan in the Old
Testament (1 Samuel 23:18) or the marriage covenant where promises and commitment are
made before God; but even here we are always talking about fallen humanity in order to
find a perfect model for the Eternal.

The fourth strand of covenant refers to the agreement entered into by church

members when a particular local church was formed and then by new members who

subsequently join. Fiddes identifies early Separatist churches ‘'associated with Browne,

421 John Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood: St Valdimir's
Seminary Press, 1985) in Bound for Glory, p11.

#22 \/olf, After our Likeness, cited A Clarke, 'The Covenantal Basis for God's Trinitarian life' in Bound for
Glory? p12.

428 Marcus Bull, 'Divine Complexity and Human Community' in Bound for Glory? p45.
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Barrow, Johnson and Smyth' as being 'constituted through such a covenanting’.*** Such an
approach to covenant strongly expressed a twofold dimension (where the spiritual act is

made visible in the physical)*®

with a contract or commitment made by church members
'vertically' toward God and 'horizontally' with each other. This emphasis upon the spiritual
and physical dimensions working together for the benefit of gathered church life and its
walk with God resonates with my concern to find models of covenant church that express
authority, ecclesial and divine, and make sense in our contemporary age (see chapter 7).

In the outworking of the divine, the Biblical and covenant community along with
attempts to discover the true place of authority we cannot help but reflect upon God and
mystery. As Fiddes, when speaking of early attempts to define covenant, 'Perhaps it is better
to see the Puritan, Separatist and (later) Baptist theologians as registering an ambiguity, or
mysterious area, when the eternal decree of God actually takes form in time and space
[...]1.*%® Such an approach is helpful with regard to questions of God's authority as
expressed in the Christian story under the direct rule of Christ and shared by covenant
community joined to the Lord and each other 'by mutual agreement'.**" It also helps with
regard to the question of divine authority and the church to identify the ‘authority of history'

when looking at the contribution of Baptist ecclesiology and its identity and formation

within ecclesial history, especially within the concept of community.

42% Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p29, cites Smyth who defines the gathered church. Smyth, Principles and
Inferences, in Works, 1, p252.

*2% Eiddes highlights the Congregationalists, descendents of the Separatists from the early decades of the
seventeenth century, as an example of those committed to this form of covenant. Tracks and Traces, p29.

%26 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p29.

2" The London Confession (1644), art XXXII1, Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, p165; cf A True Confession of
the Faith (1596), arts. 17,27 Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, pp165, 90, cited Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p31.
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26. The nature of covenant

In this section I look at further thoughts regarding the eternal and local aspects of covenant,
its relation to salvation, voluntarism and confessions of faith, along with questions of
agreement, promise and commitment and how they might relate to authority. As Fiddes
reminds us, some writers appear to assume that use of the same word 'covenant' as used for
the 'mutual agreement of church members and the eternal decree of God, that is, both for

the local and eternal covenant'?®

is 'merely coincidental'. He takes issue with James
Coggins who explicitly argues that John Smyth's covenant ecclesiology should not be
confused with Calvinist covenant theology,** considering the difference between the idea
of an eternal covenant of God with the elect and a covenant with individual believers is too

wide for them to be brought together.**° Fiddes quotes BR White who found a uniquely

fresh expression in Smyth who fused the two covenants together:

it seems that for him, in the covenant of promise of the local congregation the
eternal covenant of grace became contemporary and man's acceptance of it was
actualised in history."**!

It is surely here that we find essential ground for the exercise and manifestation of
divine authority, under the direct rule of Christ, in the midst of his church, around the
authority of his Word as found in the Christian story. Such an understanding is

strengthened by the insight suggested by Fiddes, when citing White who regarded the

*28 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p32, citing Roger Hayden, 'The Particular Baptist Confession 1689 and
Baptists Today', BQ 32/8 (1988), p413.

429 5ee Coggins, 'Theological positions of John Smyth', p249, cited by Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p32.
0 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p32.

31 White, The English Separatist Tradition, p128, cited in Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p32.
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relationship between the local covenant and the eternal covenant offered to all, as
analogous to the relation between a particular local congregation and ‘the invisible
company of all God's elect’, that ‘a Baptist ecclesiology built on the concept of covenant
must take a strong view of the church universal."*? As he points out, the word ‘covenant'
has become a dead metaphor for many because of its use by many secular organisations so
the witness of Separatists and early Baptists is positively cited as a prompt to the recovery
of theological depth with the concept of covenant rooted 'in the life and mission of the
triune God'. We return to Zizioulas' 'Being in Communion’, where all true authority lies, as
the model for all community life and the value of covenant in relationship and communion.
When it comes to questions of covenant and salvation we find that the ‘conditional’
language of church covenant-making often reflects the idea that God's covenant might be
conditional upon human obedience, whereas Calvinism stressed God's covenant with his
elect as one of unconditional grace based on ‘limited' atonement for the ‘elect' only.*** The
motivation for conditional language appears to have come from the Puritan uncertainty
over the 'election’ of God and belonging to his covenant. While Calvin himself stressed the
assurance of faith alone as sufficient, English Puritan theology looked for more visible
evidence of a life obedient to the commands of God as found in scripture.*** With the stress
on personal obedience and the portrayal of Christ as the new Moses, giving rules for the
government of his church, we find one further belief added by Separatists: 'the covenant of
God with the church meant that each local congregation was under the direct rule of the

covenant-mediator, Christ, without any external ecclesiastical authority.'**® Such a theology

32 Eiddes, Tracks and Traces, p32.
*%3 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p37.
*%* Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p37.
*% Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p37.
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of covenant and salvation was found in the discipline of church members and establishing
of church order as a mark of salvation assuring believers of election within the covenant.
The problem came with those who wanted, by contrast, to emphasise a 'covenant of
grace' that was unconditional and who then accused those who adhered to a ‘conditional
covenant' of bringing in a 'covenant of works' that tried to establish salvation by their own
effort. Emphasis upon a conditional covenant certainly attracted a growing Arminianism
with its emphasis upon free-will and the possibility of refusing God's grace. Fiddes reminds
us that two approaches of Baptist thinking in the seventeenth century were already
beginning to merge, 'in the commonly held convictions that (a) the initiative of God's grace
was necessary to get any human response started (though for Arminians it could be
declined), and (b) that a visible response of faith was necessary to actualise the covenant

relationship here and now."*

What is interesting is the point that Fiddes makes that
suggests that the act itself of church members agreeing to covenant together, 'constantly
moved participants towards a blend of Calvinist insistence upon the enabling grace of God
and Arminian affirmation of "choosing™ Christ. The act surely reminded them of the
initiative that God takes in making covenant, as well as requiring them to make their own
personal response.”**’ In this existential emphasis in church praxis, it seemed not only to,
‘preserve the mystery of grace and freedom' but also identified for Baptists that salvation
was not simply a point of decision but their involvement in a process or story of salvation,

both corporate and personal. As Benjamin Keach identified it, the eternal covenant is

‘actualised' when someone ‘embraces' or 'lays hold' of Christ (‘when God gives Christ to a

*% Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p38.
37 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p39.
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Sinner, the whole Covenant is performed to that Person’)**. This act of covenant becomes
‘actualised’ in conversion and is 'renewed' in the act of church covenant-making, as well as
in the act of baptism and the celebration of communion (see chapter 7). Such covenant
theology is a further reminder of the journey or story of salvation, as a process in the life of
the church and in particular pointing to a theology of renewal, such that wider ecumenical
and charismatic emphases can be embraced and a further ground of theological authority

re-affirmed and discovered afresh.

27. Covenant and free-will

To understand the word ‘covenant' in relation to the freedom to choose, is one that needs to
be seen in context socially and culturally as well as ecclesial and theological. In all of these
areas there is a relationship and an overlap that helps clarify meaning. When it comes to
authority and the question of free-will we find with both Fiddes and Doe a discussion, in
different ecclesial contexts and with a different agenda in mind, that helps us understand
the voluntary nature of a covenant. Doe reminds us that for members of the Anglican
communion the word ‘covenant’ has not required definition for purposes of 'their own
ecclesial relationships in the Communion'.***® Its meaning in terms of 'communion’
worldwide, without interfering with the autonomy of each local church gathered in
fellowship around the local bishop, is understood. Definition has only come into being
because of ecumenical relationships and is 'an agreement with another church to share
resources, ministry, worship and programmes of outreach."**° Having said that, Doe sought

to establish a definition based on the 'nature of a covenant in terms of its core character' and

*%8 Keach, Display of Glorious Grace, p296, cited in Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p40.
¥ Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p13.
0 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p13 and fn. 1.
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'‘based on developments stimulated by the Lambeth Commission initiative';*** a task in

itself indicating the complexity and history surrounding the use of the word. He came to the
simple but profound conclusion, after worldwide consultation within the communion
concerning acceptance of the word and 'tested against scripture, tradition and reason’, that
the ideas that emerged presented 'covenant as an agreement, relational, voluntary,
promissory and committed.”*? It is in relation to these words that Baptist understanding and
debate has also developed, though on a different trajectory historically, ecclesiologically
and theologically — and even politically and sociologically.

As Doe reminds us, 'In biblical scholarship, covenant has a range of meanings:
relationship, obligation, oath, solemn promise, pact, compact, treaty, alliance, league,
constitution, ordinance, agreement and pledge.*** With such an understanding of the
richness and use of the word, in whatever ecclesial context let alone biblical, it is small
wonder that we find fertile ground for developing ideas on divine authority. But if a
covenant is a voluntary relationship we need to be careful to ensure that our biblical
understanding and practice of covenant doesn't find itself restricted to a cultural or
historical concept of voluntarism.

From a Baptist perspective, both past and present, Fiddes provides us with clear
historical and theological reflection concerning the 'mutual and conditional nature of
covenant' and the 'covenanted community' when compared with 'various kinds of contracts

in society which require free consent' and ‘designated as "voluntary society”."*** He warns

*! Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p13; see also fn. 3, on choosing the word 'covenant'.
2 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p13.

3 Doe, An Anglican Covenant, p14.

% Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p40.
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us that for all the correspondence between secular (as with John Locke's view™™ of human

society as bound by a 'voluntary contract’, or a series of contracts) and sacred models of

covenant (eg Joseph Angus**

): 'voluntarism can only be one dimension of relationships in
the local church when they are conceived in covenant terms. The link, mysterious as it is,
between the church covenant and covenant of grace means that human consent is
inseparable from the initiative of God in making the covenant in the first place, and in
offering to re-make it when it is broken. Thus Baptist confessions of faith have usually held
together the voluntary ‘gathering’ of the church with its being 'gathered’ or called together
by Christ as the covenant-mediator.**’ Fiddes does not deny that covenant is freely entered
into by disciples, but that this is only one element of covenant. ldentifying divine
perspective Steve Finamore reminds us, that the initiative and freedom to enter covenant
with humankind and the world is God's in a distinct way. This brings us to the ultimate

ground of Being in the meeting of divine authority in relation to humanity in the sharing of

the Christian story under the rule of Christ:

'One important aspect of God's covenant is that God enters it freely. There are no
external constraints which oblige God to make covenant. God is constrained only by
the love which is the essence of God's own self. In our baptistic view of the church,
the local covenant can be made, and therefore local church membership can be
entered, only by those who freely choose to do."**?

He points out that nearly all churches, even beyond Baptist circles, make some

reference to ideas of covenant in their 'self-understanding’, highlighting the fact that

% John Locke, A Letter concerning Toleration (London: 1689), p10, cited Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, pp40-
41.

48 Joseph Angus, The Voluntary System (London: Jackson and Walford, 1839), p191, cited Fiddes, Tracks
and Traces, p42.

*T Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p42,

#48 Steve Finamore, 'Baptists in Covenant', in Clarke (ed), Bound for Glory?, p75.
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English, and other, Baptist churches belong to the group of churches that see 'covenant' as

‘fundamental to their very existence'.**® In making this point he makes reference to Fiddes'

450 451

work on this,”™" along with others,™" to support his argument concerning a freely entered
into covenant and the fundamental existence of Baptist churches. But as he also reminds us,
not all leading Baptist thinkers have given covenant the same significance in Baptist church
life,**? citing EA Payne as one example, who writes of the Baptist doctrine of the visible
church as being constituted locally by the election of officers, observance of baptism, the
Lord's Supper, Christian discipline and free association with fellow congregations, without
mentioning the word ‘covenant'.

The distinctive contribution to covenant thinking that is Baptist is highlighted by the
fact that while some congregations understand themselves to exist because a bishop, within
a particular ecclesial tradition, has appointed a priest to serve in a particular locality as part
of the local church (ie diocese), and others because an evangelist or appointed elder has
gathered a group around him/herself, Baptist covenanted churches exist because they have
agreed to gather and because Christ has gathered them, so that they gather in obedience;
covenant is not simply voluntarism.**?

The words and formal commitment used for making these vows, whether by use of

a written covenant document or implied by the way the church is organised, is their

covenant and a short-hand way of referring to mutual public promises made before God by

9 Einamore, 'Baptists in Covenant', in Clarke (ed), Bound for Glory?, p75.

% Fiddes, Bound to Love, Covenant 21, referenced in n5, Finamore, 'Baptists in Covenant', Clarke (ed),
Bound for Glory?, p84.

**! Eellow authors in the collection of essays in Clarke (ed), Bound for Glory?

2 EA Payne, The Fellowship of Believers, p36, cited n5, Finamore, 'Baptists in Covenant', Clarke (ed),
Bound for Glory?, p84.

**3 Einamore, 'Baptists in Covenant', in Clarke (ed), Bound for Glory?, p74.
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which people respond to the grace of God, promising to be God's church.** In all of these
models employed for covenant relationship in church life between Christians before God,
the initiative and example to freedom and the setting for meaningful exercise of authority
belong to and flow from the God who is 'holy love'.*>°

So the human pledge in covenant is always in response to the free self-giving of
God in Christ, the covenant-mediator. Maybe this is missing in Doe’s account of covenant
in the Anglican communion, where churches certainly agree to make covenant in response
to the grace of God, but this is expressed generally in the baptismal covenant; there is no
sense of response to a call from Christ to make covenant together, here and now. Unless
there is conviction that Christ is calling into covenant (already made), it is doubtful whether
making a covenant will be successful in preserving mutual responsibility and unity.

It is to this dimension of God's character that we shall return in seeking an
understanding of and expression of divine authority, non-coercive yet authentic and
meaningful to our contemporary age, in the sharing of the Christian story under the ultimate
rule of the exalted Christ. Without the setting of covenant as outlined in this chapter the
ground for a meaningful expression of divine authority is lost. If authority and its exercise,
in whatever capacity implies relationship then the discovery of relationship needs to be the
basis upon which such authority is understood. Covenant as expressed by the heart of God
toward humankind and the world is just such ground, if the Word of God is to be heard

afresh as the authoritative voice of God received and responded to in Christ Jesus — a

practical outworking of the 'theodrama' (chapter 6, 838) in church and the world.

#** Einamore, 'Baptists in Covenant', in Clarke (ed), Bound for Glory?, p74.
%% Eorsyth, following Isaak Dorner, believed that God is 'Holy Love'. Holmes, The Holy Trinity, pp4-5.
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CHAPTER 5: AUTHORITY AND THE YORK INTERVIEWS

28. The interview process
The aim of this field research is to explore understanding and attitude toward authority,
among a particular group of church-goers and non-church-goers, and how these relate to the
authority of God, Bible and church in a contemporary context, given the challenge of
culture in a 'postmodern’ world. | seek to discover in a particular ecclesial context that is
Baptist, by means of one-on-one interviews, perspectives on authority and differences if
there are any between the two groups. | plan to do this by taking up the two grids of ideas
on authority | have already surveyed, that is, the four postmodern features identified in
chapter 3, and the inner-tension between the theological authorities 1 have identified in
chapter 2. Laying one grid over the other, and so bringing together the three theological
authorities of God-in-Christ, Bible and church, and the four challenges offered by late-
modernism, | shall organise the material within the following categories: 1. figures of
authority; 2. the authority of established narrative or text, and 3. the authority of
institutions. For the church-goers, these three categories largely correspond to the three
elements of authority that |1 have identified as in tension within the inner-Christian
problematic — God in Christ, the Bible and church. The 'non-church' also have views on
these three ecclesial aspects of authority, but I have used the wider categories in order to
listen to their voice on other aspects of authority in secular society.

| have used the categories 'church' and ‘non-church' to identify the two groups of
people interviewed in York in 2003. In this context 'church' signifies Christians who
confess a personal faith in Christ and might be signified as 'evangelical’. They are baptised

and committed in the outworking of their faith by regular attendance at their local church,
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which is a Baptist church in Acomb, York. Those designated 'non-church' do not currently
attend any church of any kind whatsoever. Some have indicated belonging to a Christian
denomination (eg C of E or Methodist),*® but that does not mean that they are self-
confessed Christian believers, only that they have been baptised as infants into that
particular tradition. In some cases these same members of the non-church group are either
atheists or combine various beliefs from different religious or non-religious sources. Some
may see themselves as 'belonging’, in the sense of the 'United Free Church of Scotland and
United Reformed' participant (int. T), though she hasn't attended church for eleven years.
The commonality in the whole group is that they do not 'belong’ in the sense of regularly
attending any Christian church. The grouping of the two populations comes down to: (1)
those in the Baptist church (plus two Anglicans, one Methodist and two Free Independent)
who indicate both a public and private commitment of faith in Christ and, (2) those who do
not express a publicly committed and personal faith in Christ or attendance at any church.
All participants, belonging to both groups (except for the Muslim), are inhabitants of York.

My overarching question asks: 'how do the two groups view and respond to
questions of authority and is there a difference between them?' The participants were
identified according to church/non-church categories in order to find possible differences or
overlap between those on the 'inside’ of a particular church culture and those ‘outside’ of it.
My method in analysis has been primarily to allow the data to 'speak for itself'. | have used
the method of personal interviews (little' ethnography)*’ because of the opportunity this
provides to access qualitatively each participant's response to the subject, in a particular

time and context, rather than pursue the relative anonymity of a quantitative data approach.

%6 See Questionnaire, Appendix 1.
**7 See Swinton, fn238 and 245, pp73-4.
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| came to the interviews with pre-structured questions that allowed for flexibility in
discussion so not all were used, or in the same way. The questions were gathered under
three main headings: (1) 'Recognising Authority’, (2) 'Respecting Authority’ (3)
'Responding to Authority'.**® If the participants took the discussion in a different direction

they were not prevented from doing so and open-ended questions were employed.

29. Setting the context for the interviews

The field research for this study took place in the cathedral city of York (UK), the
traditional county town of Yorkshire.**® The modern City of York, created on April 1,
1996, is a unitary authority. This includes a number of neighbouring parishes which
formerly belonged to the surrounding districts of Harrogate, Rydale and Selby and borders
on North Yorkshire and East Riding of Yorkshire. York is home to the University of York
which together with its Science Park contributes to the skilled-work sector of the economy.
Today York is a major centre for tourism and ranked ‘among the 200 best cities to live in
the entire world' and ‘a city of extraordinary cultural and historical wealth."*®® Around four
million tourists visit York annually. Even so the urban population of York itself is only
181,131 and mainly ‘white British'.** The city does not have any sizeable ethnic minority
communities and the economy is based largely on tourism and other service-based
industries.*®® This is very different from the situation in the 1950s when York's prosperity

was based on chocolate manufacturing and the railway. Most industry around the railway,

%8 See Appendix 2.

%9 gee Appendix 3 for population profile of York, including the Ward of Acomb.

%80 york Star, 22 March, 2006, citing from 'Lonely Planet's Cities Book.'

“®1 york is one of many cities in Yorkshire with a ‘white British' majority population.
%62 5ee Appendix 3.
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which once employed some 22,000 men, has gone. Major employers now include City of
York Council, NHS, Aviva, Card Protection Plan and NestIé.

The Anglican churches are well attended with the Minster the focal point of
worship. The Cathy Marsh Centre of Census and Survey Research shows attendance in
2002 at Anglican Services on Christmas Eve/Day as 51.0 per 1000 population. As a
multiple of typical weekly church attendance this was 2.19. This means that in 2002, over
3200 people attended Anglican churches in a typical week. Other denominations include
Catholic, Pentecostal, Baptist, Salvation Army, various independent and charismatic
churches, and the Religious Society of Friends. The only other Baptist church in York is the
‘parent’ church of Acomb Baptist Church and is a more conservative evangelical
congregation. With the enthronement of the new Archbishop of York, The Right Reverend
Dr John Sentamu early in 2006, there has been renewed interest in church life from ‘outside’
and ‘within'. Churches of different denominations work well together and many initiatives
in and around the city are sponsored by groups such as 'One Voice York', 'Churches
Together' and "Yo-Yo' (York Schools and Youth Trust). Apart from Christian churches
representing differing traditions in the historic ‘orthodox' faith, the city is also home to one
Jehovah's Witness kingdom hall, a Mormon temple and Christian Science Reading Room.
Of other faiths a small group of Muslims meet in a local mosque, and a number of occult
and New Age devotees practise their beliefs. All of this suggests, whether Christian or non-

Christian, a religious sector of about 4 to 5 per cent of the city's population.*®®

%83 See also Mathew Guest, Evangelical Identity and Contemporary Culture, 'A Congregational Study in
Innovation' (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2007), pp54ff; and Appendix 3.
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30. Background to the interview process

a. Background information and the participants

By means of a '‘Background Information' questionnaire that each participant filled in before

the interview,*®* data was gathered (age groups: 15-19, 20-29, 30-44, 45-64, 65 plus).*®®

Of the 'non-church’ group the following variables were identified:

9 male, 12 female; total 21

1 male (15-19 years); 0 male, 0 female (20-29); 1 male, 4 female (30-44); 5 male, 7
female (45-64); 2 male, 1 female (65 plus).

5 (single and never married); 6 (married — first marriage); 7 (re-married); 1
(separated but still legally married); 1 (divorced); 1 (committed relationship).

16 (with children).

2 claimed to be Christian (one was qualified by 'ish" and the other '11 years not at
church'. Both showed limited Christian understanding of God and Jesus); 2 Roman
Catholic (One claimed to be more Hindu and the other questioned the existence of a
Divine Being); 10 Church of England (One ‘agnostic’ and none attended church.); 2
Methodist (limited Christian understanding); 5 non-Christian (3 non-practising from
other religions: Jew; Buddhist; Muslim).

18 (White British); 1 (White Irish); 1 (Asian-British Pakistani); 1 (Chinese-Malay).
6 (to First Degree and Other Qualifications, including 2 with Higher Degrees); 12

(Other qualifications and O and A Levels); 3 (No qualifications).

6% Appendix 2.
%85 Age-groups as in Peter Brierley, (ed), Religious Trends No. 6, 2006/2007 (London: Christian Research,
2006), pp12.74-12.75.
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3 (Manual; including after school club and learning support assistant); 2 (Office); 8
(Professional); 6 (Retired including Administrator, Nurseryman, Site manager,

Nurse); 2 (students).

In the ‘church' group the following data was gathered:

13 male, 22 female; total 35.

2 male, 1 female (15-19 years); 2 male, 2 female (20-29); 3 male, 6 female (30-44);
4 male, 9 female (45-64); 2 male, 4 female (65 plus).

8 (single and never married); 22 (married — first marriage); 1 (re-married); 2
(separated but still legally married); 2 (divorced).

25 (with children).

35 (Christian). 30 were from Acomb Baptist Church, twelve had previously
belonged to one other denomination, some had previously belonged to three at
different times in their Christian life. The remaining five were Church of England
(2), Methodist (1), Free Independent (2).

30 (White British; one called himself 'White European’); 1 (Any other white
background ie French); 2 (White and Black African); 2 (African).

8 (O and A Levels); 15 (to First Degree and Other Qualifications including 11 to
Higher Degree); 9 (Other qualifications and O and A Levels); 3 (No qualifications).
3 (Manual: Learning Support Assistant, Farm Worker, Warden York Minster); 4

(Office); 13 (Professional); 9 (Retired); 6 (students).
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b. Method of analysis

As indicated my overall question is concerned with the response and difference, if any,
between the two groups, ‘church’ and 'non-church’, in attitude toward authority. | wanted to
find out predominant views in each group and whether these overlap or whether there are
differences in each group's response. One premise to be explored, arising from my findings,
is the possibility of a disconnect between acknowledging an objective 'principle of
authority' and actually having a subjective ‘attitude toward authority’, or a 'self/other'
interplay as far as the construction of and response to authority is concerned. Is authority
most frequently identified as outside the self but with the inner-self most often used as the
ultimate or most important guide, indicating a confidence in the independent subjectivised-
self? And is there a contrast between the positive acknowledgement of a principle and
having a negative attitude towards a concrete instance of authority, especially where it
touches participants personally?

Once | had made a transcript of recorded interviews, | sought to analyse the data in
order to identify key themes and issues. To do this | adopted a form of ‘grounded theory’
analysis, whereby the interviews have been broken down into more specific 'units of
meaning' or short quotations making specific points.*®®

It has been important to conduct the study using both deductive and inductive
methods of analysis. Evident is the fact that being an exercise in practical theology there
has been a need to start from a deductive stance in order to establish the categories tested. |

have therefore moved from theory to data with both theological and sociological ideas,

taking the categories of the inner-church problematic and expanding the concepts in order

%86 See, A Strauss and J Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research (London: Sage, 1990); Maykut P and
Morehouse R, Beginning Qualitative Research (London: Falmer, 1994).
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to embrace the non-church experience but with a theological purpose in mind. | have
approached the local study therefore with some ideas in mind and tested them out against
the data. From an inductive perspective | have allowed these ideas to be corrected and re-
shaped by the material recorded and analysed. There is some similarity here to the
‘extended case method’ developed by the sociologist Michael Burawoy, who proposes to
expose pre-existing theory or principles to the particularities of a situation, especially where
they are anomalous to generalisations already held, in order to reconstruct theory and
achieve new generalisations or universals. This he contrasts with the simple inductive
strategy which moves from particulars in time and space towards universals, as held by
usual forms of ‘grounded theory’.*®” My findings seem to problematise neat theological
ideas on authority in that they appear to stress the ‘physical’ contextualisation of opinion
and knowledge such that the inner-church problematic and challenges of contemporary

culture are 'heard' fresh.

31. Figures of authority

a. Church participants

The concept of recognition, concerning figures of authority, alternated with that of respect
and were at times difficult to separate from each other. Everyone recognised 'extrinsic' or
‘external’ authority associated with uniform, rank, position, title, status, structure, hierarchy,

law. In the church group (15-19 years), Matthew said:

'In people's actions, perhaps, leaders have that quality commanding people's respect.
The sort of people you'd look up to. Authoritative figures in uniform like the police;

“7 See Michael Burawoy et al, Ethnography Unbound. Power and Resistance in the Modern Metropolis
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p.280.
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or people, if you go further into that you could have people like, in rank, like in the

army." (Matthew, int. 35; 18 years)

18 year old (Sarah; int. 22) spoke of being able to ‘point out people with authority'.
Another student was culturally and globally aware, speaking from personal experience,

concerning the 'body language' of those in authority:

‘Body language can definitely have a big impact, but that's a different kind of
authority. | tend not to judge as much on physical signs as | would on vocal signs or
whatever, which could be because of my own particular perspective. But body
language can generally tell you an awful lot if you know how to interpret.' (Gary,
int. 36; 18 years).

One Black African male (Maurice; int. 26; 52 years;), in broken English, expressed

a culturally traditional view:

'Sometimes different, at home in village, he's a king. Whatever he done wrong,
people never criticise. Not perfect. Not like here, people get you up, send you
queen, want a queen, bring down. This person is respected [African king]. Not
allowed to make a joke about him. [...] Joke about king, queen. It's not right.
Represents you. Must respect him or respect her.’

For the majority of the church group God, as a figure of authority, was the ultimate
or highest authority but the qualifying note to many of the answers varied, especially in
relation to the 'self' or 'me’, indicating an orthodox Christian belief that this 'highest' God
can also be personally known, but at a level that 'I' can manage or 'feel comfortable' with,
resonating with the contemporary cultural 'subjectivised-self'.

Daniel (int. 1; 49 years), sees that people don't accept authority today yet recognises

within himself, as he's got older, much more of a readiness to question. In times of personal
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crisis he would go to church leaders whom he respected, yet sees God as the highest
authority and is challenged by hypothetical extreme-case-scenarios that might require him
to forgive in obedience to the command of Christ. Even so he believes Jesus is Lord and
looks to the day when Christ will rule universally. He is happy with the thought of God
ruling every part of his life because he doesn't see God using 'the big stick approach’. He
sees God as the best example of what he believes ‘a really good teacher should be'. Given
that Daniel is a professional teacher, he identifies God, the 'highest authority', with his own
profession and experience. Mavis (int. 4; 63 years) was concerned to ‘feel comfortable’ in
her faith and contrasted God with a faith that 'dominated’ or 'brainwashed'": '‘God doesn't do
that." Both participants see God as exercising a non-coercive authority that makes them 'feel
good', resonating with the non-coercive emphasis in contemporary culture.

Judy, indicated a personal independence of mind while she also spoke of talking to
God as 'friend": 'God gave freewill, minds of our own. Got to look very hard at the way a
person lives their life, their beliefs. Shouldnt make snap decisions. Be very careful
regarding politicians. [What about church message?] Again, we've got [our] own minds. |
think first. [...] I can talk to God, a constant help and friend. [...] Yes, recognise I don't like
domineering authority." (int. 7; 72 years).

Kathy (int. 9; 48 years), didn't refer to God as the 'ultimate’ or 'highest' authority but
spoke of the need to be, 'true to self and what God is showing'. She thought it important to
be alongside a personal friend in difficulty, ready for me to speak, and God to speak’ seeing
herself as a channel for God, indicating intimacy with the divine. When asked about
authority and certainty, Michael (int. 16; 54 years) emphasised subjective intimacy: 'l

believe when | pray God listens to me." Andrew (int. 20; 20 years), when asked about the
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highest authority: '‘Me, in a way God, but maybe, because I'm accountable to myself." For
some the uncertainty between 'self', '‘God’, 'Jesus' and authority is evident.

Jean (int. 23; 68 years), viewed God's authority as, 'my crutch for want of a better
word. | lean on that authority', saying: 'Depends on the situation at the time. For example, if
somebody came to me and said | have authority over you | would possibly, more than
likely say, "no I'm sorry you don't". Because as far as I'm concerned there's only one person
guiding my life and having authority and that's God. You as my minister, | would respect
the authority you have, but at the same time | couldn't accept overall authority of my life.'

For some, God as a figure of authority, was ‘obviously' (Pat, int. 28; 41 years) and
‘of course' (Graham, int. 31; 67 years) the 'highest authority’, while for others there seemed
to be a reticence or ambiguity regarding God as the highest authority in their lives:
'Probably God. Nothing greater than God." (Sarah, int. 22; 18 years). For Ben (int. 32: 66
years), 'l suppose the highest authority is God himself. And that | believe is given to us in
the form of scripture. There's an authority there that 1 would subscribe to but of course
many would not.' The reference to the Bible was an indicator brought alongside God as the
highest authority, especially as a distinctive to any other idea of the divine: 'God, the God
of the Bible, as opposed to Allah." (Angie, int. 11; 37 years). Jenny indicated a relationship
between the two, and as Creator: 'God, because as it says in the Bible, he put people there,
so he is the highest authority." She then established an ordered hierarchy within the church,
with the Bible at the top (no mention of God or Jesus), ministerial authority next and
outside the church ‘other' authorities brought together: 'If in the church then our ultimate
authority should be the Bible with minister and leaders to interpret the Bible. Then you've
also got the law of the land which is another way of authority. In a sense the highway code

is an authority." (int. 24; 48 years). Already there is complexity and wide variation in the
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way that the straightforward 'God as the highest', figure of authority, is presented and
embraced but all within a secure sense of the anchored 'me' in order to make sense of the
divine 'Other'. The concept of the objective authority figure ‘out there' appears to be defined
by the 'self' as a centred point of reference.

For some passive dependency upon God was reinforced with the need 'to obey' God
while at the same time asserting personal independence. Pauline, who said that God was the
highest authority in her life, when asked how this worked out in practice said, 'If me and
God are getting on well God tells me to do something and I do it. If I'm not doing what God
tells me then we don't get on. And then I do my own little thing. The authority is not
working because I'm not obeying I guess.' (int. 21; 35 years).

For Paul (int. 6; 54 years), God's supreme authority is over two worlds, including
Israel, the 'godly' and 'ungodly’, past, present and future: 'Perhaps soon Jesus [will] come
back. [He] hastened two World Wars. [...] God allowed all suffering to send Israel back.'
By contrast the simple concept of God as 'Creator' to whom all will give an account one
day was expressed by Priscilla (int. 33; 64 years), and only one participant (Sarah; int. 22;
18 years), spoke of God as 'Trinity'".

Seven participants spoke of Jesus in relation to God as the ‘'highest' authority.
Megan emphasised the ‘personal’ and 'trust in relationship’, alongside the 'Bible, prayer' and
the ‘wise person’. When asked who she believed to be the highest authority: 'Jesus,
personally, [...] I come back to my relationship with Jesus.' (int. 12; 36 years). Graham
expressed his positive faith in Christ: "There is no possible higher authority than Jesus
himself. He is God even amongst all the heavenly beings.' (int. 31; 67 years). As did
Stephen: 'God, expressed through Jesus Christ, through God allowing his Son to die on the

cross for us. [...] No greater authority.' (int. 14; 41 years). Dorothy said, 'l can't see that you
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could be such a believer if a person couldn't accept the supreme authority of Christ' (int. 34;
53 years). Gina's answer to the question of highest authority was positive, orthodox,

informed, recognising mystery and the uncertain:

‘It must be God the Father as we understand things. And we know that Christ
intercedes on our behalf to the Father. And that the authority to judge at the end has
been given to Christ.

[What do you think of the authority of Christ?] One of those questions that
sounds awfully easy. His authority is God-given and as God at the same time, in a
way that you can't quite understand. We trust that he has been given the authority to
judge at the end. He spoke with authority when he spoke on earth as a human
being directly to human beings. And his words recorded in scripture continue to
have authority.' (int. 19; 23 years).

Common to six interviews the main issue that arose around God's authority
concerned the pope and Roman Catholicism, while four also raised the subject of
homosexuality. Sarah expressed a popular Protestant notion: 'l don't agree with the Catholic
Church praying through saints because | believe that you can speak straight to God through
Jesus. And that's why he died so that we wouldn't have to. | don't really understand why the
Catholic Church prays through saints." (int. 22; 18 years). Gary (int. 36; 18 years), another
teenager, also saw a conflict between God as supreme spiritual authority and the role of the
pope. As did Priscilla: 'Again he only has authority over the minority within the Catholic
Church who have been brought up to believe that he has authority. Again, he's usurped
some of the authority that only God has. The fact that he is certainly not infallible, he's a
human being, and all human beings make mistakes. The fact that he said "can't”, well it's
wrong. (Laughing) — for me he hasn't got any authority." (int. 33; 64 years).

While the variety of word patterns tended to indicate a complex and at times

contradictory range from the simple 'highest', 'supreme’ and 'ultimate’ to 'me’, there was also
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an emphasis upon the ‘comfortable’, indicating intimacy and the personal in relationship,
together with uncertainty and dependence, and the need for order, control and the concern
to assert personal independence. As expected the use of words is dependent upon
personality, education, experience and background. God might be seen as 'Father’, 'Creator’
and Trinity' but the use of such words toward God was not predominant or consistent
throughout the interviews. There was a sense that belief in God as ‘highest authority' was
always screened through personal experience and even approbation. Awareness of the
person, authority and role of Christ as a figure of authority, who could also be known
personally appeared limited.

Overall the response of participants, as expected, was strong in faith, positive and
assertive regarding belief in God as the highest authority, but responses showed evidence of
the contemporary challenge to that faith (see chapter 3). I mean that a dependency and
passive deference marked some in their discussion, while simultaneously there was a sense
of independent 'self' in relation to the divine 'Other' who could be both Judge and Friend,
distant and close. The tendency to disclose views by means of personal narrative, small
story over against 'metanarrative’, was taken up by twelve participants, indicating a sense of
'belonging’; of 'identity’ and believed ‘intimacy’ in relation to the One who is Lord of all.
The deficiency came with a less than confident grasp of Christian concepts of God and use
of language to express this. There appeared a strong-weak, assertive-deferent, bold-

uncertain polarity of expression concerning the authority of God.

b. Non-church participants
The retired salesman (Neil, int: A; 67 years) saw respect as 'very important' with authority

figures recognised by their 'standing’ (assumed male) if not by law or uniform. Those from
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‘another' cultural or religious tradition brought a different 'voice', such as the retired nurse,
Chinese-Malay non-practising Buddhist, who emphasised the acceptableness of authority 'if
there's a very good reason for it." She referred to her Asian background and upbringing with
'respect for the elders’ aware that in the UK 'to a certain extent we are not accepting of it
here [...] I think it's good sometimes to really question it." (Lydia, int. L; 61 years,). The
Muslim, Asian British Pakistani, student's figures of authority began with family:
'‘Authority to me in the family is important to maintain a healthy balanced lifestyle and
relationship within the family." (Omar, 24 years, int: M). His personal story is developed
when speaking of figures of authority, overlapping with the religious-institutional and a
culture of private judgement: 'For many years | was going to a place of worship and
throughout the time | thought it was really great. As I got older I learnt the authority figures
here weren’t the kind of figures I would like to have running or telling me about the Lord
[Allah] in the way that they do. Because | don't believe it almost, like "you're not real
enough for me". [...] But real authority comes from a person with-inside him. And you can
tell when someone has authority." (Omar, int: M; 24 years)

For another male (white British), there were similar mixed views, even suspicious

or cynical, concerning figures of authority as with the story of Nelson Mandela:

"Yeah, (laughs). Yeah, yeah, yeah. I've got an opinion on that. I, I, at the back of my
mind | always regard him as being a terrorist. And he did quite a lot of damage. Err,
err, as it's turned out he's finished up as a figure of authority.' (Paul int.E; 67 years;).
With God and Jesus as authority figures the response from those in this population

ranged from antagonism to deference and uncertainty. Seven of the group spoke of God as

the highest authority but this was not always straightforward. Tina, when asked about this,
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said: 'l don't know'. When asked if she thought it was God, said: '‘Could be. I'll say "yes".
(Laughs)." When asked further about the authority of Christ and God, reminiscent of

‘church’ Priscilla above (pages 168-9), she replied:

'Mm, well that's a difficult one again for me John, ain't it. Mm, 'Cos he hasn't got
any authority over me. Mm, what do | think about it? Not a lot really. As | say, I
believe in God, | know I do. And some of the things couldn't have happened to me
without him. No. So, I think I'm gonna leave that one there. 'Cos | don't really know
what I'm talking about. (int. C; 62 years)

Concerning Jesus [being in charge, being Lord], Fred responded carefully, 'So in
theory | could say that as well. Because he is. [If you believe that] Yeah. Yeah, yes, yes. As
| say | believe, there was somebody. But err, | just can't, you know. Yes, but I would say
he's the highest authority." (int. D; 64 years). Paul on the other hand appeared more
confident: '(Sighs). Well it's got to be God hasn't it. There's no other answer is there.' But
when pressed about belief in God: 'l like to be able to see and feel and touch. If I can't see
it, | can't believe it. So that's one reason I'm very dubious about God." (int. E; 67 years).

Brian was direct about the highest authority, expressing a personal, private faith:
'God. I've got my belief. If someone asked me a question, "Do you believe in God?" I'd say,
"What | believe is up to me", but I'm telling you I do actually. And | believe that is the
highest authority. | actually believe it's the reason for everything. | can never always work
it out. Especially when | see horrible things. But | actually believe there is a reason for
everything.' (int. H; 50 years). After a long pause, Christine (int. K; 56 years) said, 'Oh
dear, you see, here’s me who said [ wouldn’t submit but in actual fact I submit to the Lord

don’t T and I suppose the judiciary is the highest. [What about in all of the universe?] I
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think that’s really there for God.' (int. K; 56 years). Henry said that he believed in God as

the 'ultimate authority' but revealed his own uncertainty and conflict:

'l do. I mean I've got no, | know I've said this, |1 have no evidence for God, but, to
me "yes". That's the way you conduct your life. I can't say that | would do
everything that God would expect of me. [...] I don't do that. But I do respect
his/her authority on all other areas of my life. | think | do anyway. | could be
termed, "living in sin". But | dont know whether that's, I might sound
hypocritical, [...], erm, but to me that's the ultimate authority.' (int. N; 40 years).

Apart from Brian and Omar, all indicate an uncertainty in their belief in God and
relationship with him (or 'her’) as a figure of authority. For Omar, the Muslim, there was no
uncertainty and as might be expected (though he doesn't attend mosque or see himself as a
devout Muslim): 'l would say, | believe there is only one God who is Allah and Mohammed
is his final messenger although he had many messengers, disciples, including Isa, Jesus. His
son Jesus.' (int. M; 24 years).

For many there appeared a variety of 'God' substitutes. Susan 'didn't know' if God
was there but did talk to her deceased friend Fiona: '(Long pause). | don't know that he's
there. | know that Fiona's there. But that's me. | think it's too late to really get involved with
God, you know, as mm, 'cos | don't pray. | don't do anything like that, I don't mm. [You talk
to your friend?] Oh yeah, | talk to Fiona. Yeah I do talk to Fiona. | make wishes but things
like that never come true. You know, so it's, I think it's too late in life to get involved with
God or any other because it's not mm, it's not something that I really, that | bother with.'
(int. V; 36 years). Kerry couldn't accept God as the highest authority: 'Well, I know what
you want me to say (laughs), but I have my doubts, and I can’t accept what you are saying.

If they are put in front of us, we are expected to accept and I can’t accept a lot of things I’'m
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afraid. [...] No, I find that a very difficult question to answer. I can’t think of a higher
authority that | would say is the highest authority that | would accept.’ (int. B; 65 years).
Later she said that 'good and fairness' might be the highest authority but then struggled: 'If |
say "good" and you have no food, you can’t really say "good" can you?'

Catherine said that she couldn't see the point or need of a figure that is the 'highest
authority': 'Has there got to be a highest of everything? Really? [I don't know] | mean, can't
certain things be equal. I mean, | think the, if you're talking about the highest, then it's
probably the sanctity of freedom and life. A general, I mean every religion's got that. [...]
Why can't we live together? No, | don't think there is an absolute, an absolute authority.
There are higher authorities but not an absolute authority.' (int. F; 48 years). By contrast
Helen thought that personal ‘guilt’ was the highest authority in her life: 'Oh no, I’m racked
with guilt about many things. In terms of authority [government], telling me what to do all
the time." (int. J; 44 years).

Gordon spoke of his ‘inner sense' as the highest authority (int. P; 55 years), while

Marion said it was her ‘ethereal "it" (int. Q; 56 years), without explanation but with a
qualification, 'No it doesn't have authority over me, | am in control of what | believe. [But
you submit to what you believe in?] I accept what | believe in. Submit, I just don't like the
word "submit™ because it means that I'm doing something against my will and I'm not.’
John's answer was unequivocal and personal: 'What is the highest authority of all? To me
personally it’s my own conscience.' (int. R; 54 years). In this way the 'non-church' group
were more self-defined and clear concerning their rejection of coercive authority, while the
‘church’ group were more accepting — looking for a faith that made them ‘feel comfortable'.

For Neil, there is definitely no God: 'No. No. Man controls his destiny. The world

we live in, yeah. | mean, it gets on the argument about God being in our destiny. He would
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never let a thing like Aberfan happen. [...] 114 innocent little children die. And that's just
for example.' [Do you think God should have stepped in and stopped that?] "Yeah, if there
is a God. If there is a God, yeah." (int. A; 67 years). Likewise, both negative and assertive,
for David, there is no absolute authority: 'No. No. No I don’t believe God is the supreme
authority ehm ehm. | think again it’s a big question, I think we’re going on to something
universal.' (int. G; 53 years). Even so, he did respond positively to the word 'spiritual’: 'Oh,
oh, oh, great word "spirituality”. All these words, truth, spirituality, great words." For Lydia,
the lapsed Buddhist, 'spirituality’ was a difficult word because it meant many things to her,
but believed it to be an 'inner peace' coming not from outside but ‘within oneself'. (int. L).
When | pointed out to Jane that Jesus claimed the highest authority, her response

was negative. She spoke of her experience as a child that had shaped her view of God:

‘That's where actually having been brought up a Catholic could have done me a
favour. Because it's so easy to reject it all. Because of the way it was fed. So,
because there was nothing lovely about it, that I can remember. You know, there
wasn't a cuddly Jesus and the nice things he did. There was just a horrible God bit,
you know, you had to toe the line otherwise you'd be cut off, kind of thing. It wasn't
nice. It was through fear. And also it was Latin, you know, Latin mass. When you're
seven, it's pretty meaningless really, and boring. You know, it just doesn't connect.’
(int. O; 53 years).

Whatever the 'non-church' participants believed the ‘highest authority' to be, three
interviews were explicit concerning 'self: 'One's self. | do believe that. Because no matter
what God is telling you or your local minister, or your headteacher, or your mother and
father, or the law when it comes down to it, you are the one who is responsible.' (Joan; int.
S; 43 years). For Liz the reply included more than one source of authority: 'It's God |

suppose. [What's the highest authority in your life at the moment?] 'lI'd like to say "me

(Laughs). [Mm. Or anything that rules over you personally?] ‘Lack of money!" (Laughs).
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(int. T; 42 years). For Joy, ultimate authority lay in herself, but recognised other authority

figures that she 'managed’ in different compartments of her life:

'[...] T have myself because of matters that are still inside me. I would say | have
the greatest authority within me. But then | would just automatically say well the
headteacher, you know, well, split it into sections of my life. And you know, he's
the biggest authority here [...] and Vera's the ballet teacher, so she's got the most
authority over everyone there. [...] But that's how I section my life to make it
"copeable™.’

[What do you think of the authority of Jesus?] 'Mm, | don't really think about
it at all. I think yes he's got authority in the life of people who mm, who want to
think about that and who want to accept that.' (int. U; 45 years).

c. Summary

Respect for figures of authority, the need for respect and the perceived loss of respect, came
up many times with church and non-church participants. In both groups, in this context, the
police were recognised as figures of authority. The thoughts of many were expressed by
Gordon: 'you don't have a choice do you.' (int. P) and Pauline: 'l see them as necessary' (int.

21). With David a deeper note sounded because of his experience (‘I've seen it") in Ireland:

'Personal experience, I've seen it used as a military force, I've seen it used as a
peace-keeping force in terms of what police can do. Um, | believe the old name
used to be "police authority”, weren't they? I've seen it from my own experience
growing up, authority, er being used more or less as an oppressive tool. I've seen it
used to, um, promote, er, a very sectarian, very narrow sort of view of thinking.
Um, I've also seen it in the church, authority used to, the so-called authority of the
church used to brow-beat, used to control, used to create fear rather than what |
always thought the church was, was the word "love" you know, so maybe |
misunderstood the word." (int. G).

For most the emphasis on personal ‘feelings' was strong. The '‘church’ mother at-

home/teacher three times in one sentence spoke of the need for the person in authority to be
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'gentle’ and adding, 'like Jesus naturally had' (Angie, 37 years; int. 11). This introduces a
personal agenda that she admits comes from her upbringing in the church with a very
‘authoritarian father', such that she is a 'bit of a rebel'. Betty however, said, 'authority is
given and not earned' (Betty, 55 years; int.13) and if the minister fails 'he’ still 'ought to be
respected’ because authority resides with the position in the church. A view similar to the
black African Maurice, speaking of 'respect for the village chief.

As might be expected the data reveals difference between ‘church' and 'non-church’
toward God as a figure of authority. Even so, overlaps are found, with language and
response. With the ‘church’ group there is a strong sense of 'belonging’, of being 'inside’ the
group and ‘others' being ‘outside’ or 'different’. Equally, for some 'non-church’, there is an
awareness of being an ‘outsider’ in relation to God (Susan, int. V; 36 years). As expected
with both groups the use of personal stories to illustrate individual perspectives was a
common feature and integral to the subjective sense of identity and belonging.

For those who believed in God in the 'non-church’ group there was an uncertainty
expressed, except for Brian (int. H; 50 years) whose beliefs were 'personal’. The interplay
between 'self' and 'God’, a relationship between the authority of God and the authority of
'self' seemed to co-exist with both ‘church' and 'non-church’. An overlap in both groups
occurred with language, such as ‘personal responsibility’, ‘personal conscience' as well as an
awareness that for some, an external even eternal authority might exist (God or church) but
'not for me' (eg, int. 33; and int. C). At times this use of common language highlighted the
interaction in both groups between 'self' or 'me' and the 'other’, whether the 'state’, ‘police’,
'‘Queen’, 'church’, 'God' or 'Jesus’. For many Christians, their faith in God indicated a
'dependency’ interpreted by some 'non-church' as a ‘comfort blanket' or ‘crutch’. Many

Christians were looking for a faith in God that was 'black and white' and defined against
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Islam or Roman Catholicism (personified in the pope), or society and its moral values, as in
'‘God hates homosexuality', (Judy, int. 7; 72 years), thus establishing 'difference’.

For most in the ‘church’ population, belief in and response to God as a figure of
authority was positive, if limited in understanding and language — even confidence, and
usually expressed in terms that 'I' could ‘feel comfortable with'. Most in the 'non-church'
population espoused a more cautious, if negative notion of God and 'his' authority as
something alien to personal well-being, which at times could be expressed in a strongly
antagonistic manner, especially when seen as inextricably linked to the church and/or the
Bible. The person of Jesus and his authority was, as might be expected, responded to
positively by ‘church’ people, but questioned (even if sympathetically) by 'non-church’. The
question of ‘charismatic authority' generally however, as in the case of Nelson Mandela,

even if viewed laudably in some ways, was also viewed with suspicion.

32. The authority of narrative and text

Belief that brings response is usually born out of a recognition and reception of authority
that comes with perceptions of truth. For the ‘church’ group questions are raised as to the
nature of that truth in the context of faith and the ‘grand story' along with contemporary
culture and the authority of narrative and texts. For the 'non-church' such narrative/texts can
become subject to the rejection of ideas of a ‘grand-story' and coercion. The challenge to
private judgement and meaning for both groups raises questions concerning a discourse of

certainty with, for example, moral authority, the media or the Bible.

178



a. Moral authority

Those interviewed generally held an established ‘narrative’ on moral issues which
represented a norm for them, especially on the subjects of ‘homosexuality’ and ‘moral
change’. For this reason I place ‘moral authority’ under narrative because of a
presupposition with many participants that viewed moral ethics from the perspective of
personal story and feelings, rather than rules. The 'church' group usually identified moral
narrative with the text of scripture, combining personal conviction and feelings with their
interpretation of the text.

With the over 65's in the 'non-church' group there was a fairly negative response
concerning the state of the nation's morals today. There was an aversion to homosexuality
with all three. For those in the 'church' group (over 65's) there was both a cautious and
negative response concerning morality and the state of the nation. They looked for a focus
upon the 'Word of God' and its teaching with regard to right and wrong. Jean (int. 23) also
spoke of the place of personal conscience.

In the 45-64 age-group 'non-church’, nearly everyone spoke of ‘change' in society
concerning right and wrong and wanted the church to change also. The authority of
empowered individual and independent choice was evident in Tina (int. C), with gendered
language: 'Well | think that's up to that individual again himself. If he doesn't want that to
happen, well, you know, it's up to him. But mm, if | wanted to go and have an abortion |
would do it. [...] whatever anybody said, I would do it." All raised the issue of
homosexuality and only Fred (int. D) expressed negativity. Joy (int. U) said that because of
scientific progress we cannot judge homosexuals. Jane (int. O), speaking of her 'Catholic
bit', (though not practising) was against euthanasia speaking of it as 'assisted suicide [...]

murder really'. Christine (int. K) spoke of the need for tolerance and that because of lack of
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tolerance in the church, it had lost its authority. David (int. G) linked moral absolutes with
power and said that it was a hindrance to progress. In relation to homosexuals Brian (int. H)
spoke of the danger of discriminating against homosexuals comparing it with racism. John
(int. R) compared the church to King Cnute over moral issues.

In the ‘church' group, 45-64 years, there was reference to the Bible and the need to
keep things 'black and white'. Even so, Kathy (int. 9) expressed sympathy for homosexuals
and Margaret (int. 15) appreciated not being in a position of authority in the church having
to make decisions on matters such as pre-marital relations which would mean having to
‘come off the fence'. Michael (int. 16) recognised that the church had 'softened’. He had
‘high morals' but recognised his own humanity.

In the 'non-church' 30 to 44 years group there was a positive, if qualified, note
regarding the need for moral authority. Susan (int. V) confessed to 'strong views' and said
that morality was to do with the individual. Liz (int. T) said that it was acceptable "as long
as it doesn't hurt anybody else'. She said that 'leeway had to be shown in love'. Joan (int. S)
asked who was to decide regarding a moral issue such as euthanasia and Helen (int. J)
spoke of the 'ideal' in terms of 'general concepts' being established but to look at each
circumstance individually. Henry (int. N) was also positive regarding the need for moral
authority, though 'times have changed' and with reference to homosexuality he believed that
it was no longer a moral issue and personal choice: 'it is how you were created'.

In the 'church' group there was an emphasis that appeared to contrast 'legalistic
rules' and the need for ‘compassion’ in order to avoid condemnation. Rules are seen as right
in a Christian context but not acceptable outside the church where Christians and even the
Bible is not seen as having authority. In this sense the church is viewed as having failed

society. Even personal experience at work of a 'gay’ manager, who is 'a nice chap' and ‘we
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get on well' becomes problematic with moral judgement: 'Don't know if the homosexuality
IS, or whether the relationship-side, wrong' (Pauline, int. 21). She felt a challenge to her
beliefs because of the changing standards of the world, while Angie (int. 11) spoke in terms
of a disintegrating society because of change in moral values. She spoke of the public role
of authority figures and their own views on morality contrasting that with her own position
as a private citizen having personal views; authority figures should have a 'moral stand-
point' for the sake of society. Ruth (int. 2) said that 'right morality is the basis for authority'
looking to God as Creator. When ‘we break God's rules' then there are problems. She
identified the 'inner-tension’ saying, 'we need to go back to the Bible. No other authority
than church, Bible, God. God is the ultimate authority.'

Joe (int. 29) spoke of the need to 'stand firm' and 'to draw the line somewhere’, but
he was concerned about how 'we react when somebody has stepped over that line'. Stephen
(int. 14) said that Christians in both the world and in church 'have to speak out' on issues
such as abortion, homosexuality, pre-marital sex, indicating an undermining of authority if
they don't. Mark (int. 38) spoke of moral absolutes but also spoke of 'shades of grey [...].
Which is the lesser evil or the greater good?' But at the same time he worried about
authority 'given to certain people over us [...] because the politicians give us many, many
laws.' Based on his work-experience he is concerned about who is given legal authority and
the ability to execute judgement in society on some moral issues.

In the 'non-church' 20-29 age group Omar (int. M), said that moral authority was
'very important' in Islam with 'many laws.' He spoke of an adulteress stoned to death in
Nigeria as 'very cultural' and 'not sure if written in Koran' but if he had a wife and she

‘cheated' on him — 'probably want to stone her myself'.
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Of the ‘church’ participants (20-29 age group) Bridget (int. 18) was concerned that
while morality was 'in some respects important' it needed to be addressed carefully because
‘we don't want to offend people' otherwise you ‘could lose your job'. She cited the question
of homosexuality saying that if we say it is wrong then it will be seen as ‘discrimination’.
Gina (int. 19) wasn't sure, saying that she felt it was harder to 'pin the church down morally'
compared with 'say sixty years ago'. She said that Christian authority comes from God and
at the same time 'Christ showed us that God is love.' She didn't believe that the church was
losing ground in society, as it was now 'better at loving our neighbour' rather than in the
past when there was ‘authority with moral absolutes’. Andrew (int. 20) said that moral
authority 'sets moral boundaries’. With homosexuality he said that 'people make the rules
up, they decide what's right or wrong'. Referring to the Bible he said, 'those characters were
human as well and did wrong as well." Robert (int. 27), the black African, believed that the
church had lost authority because of moral issues: 'very bad, for instance, in context of
homosexuality’. He sees the church as affected adversely by this in 'many different
countries' citing an Anglican Bishop as agreeing ‘with the whole homosexuality issue'.

In the 15-19 age group, Sarah (int. 22) believed that ‘authority gives the right to
express moral absolutes' even though this doesn't mean that 'because you've got authority
people agree with you." She spoke of the ‘opposition' that comes when relating moral
authority to the church and belief. Matthew (int. 35) believed it to be unfortunate that
society had lost 'structure’ with regard to moral absolutes. Gary (int. 36) believed that
today's church still played 'a very important role in kind of shaping the morality of
individual Christians and of the country as a whole.' Even so he conceded that the church

had 'lessened in its authority over time' and therefore no longer had the same influence
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morally. But, interestingly, he thought it was 'unhealthy' for an 'influential figure in the
church' to bring a 'totalitarian [...] total moral absolute' to the country.

In the 'non-church' group the emphasis was that they were only claiming their
personal opinion as 'individuals' over moral issues. Even so, there appeared to be a sense
that their values also belonged to some kind of universal narrative to which they could
appeal. Both groups were aware of ‘change' taking place in society. And this in itself was
appealed to as a story to be listened to where accepted moral codes were challenged by

personal opinion and 'less narrow' judgement.

b. The media

With the recognised political authority of the media*®®

as narrative/text, there is a process of
interpretation, or discourse that comes with the conveyance of public news, drama,
entertainment, sport, and so on. Information/entertainment — local/global — received as
'impersonal’, sometimes ‘deceptive’ or 'manipulative’, is mediated to us by television, radio,
newsprint, internet, usually for private consumption. In this area, ‘church' and 'non-church’,
there was a complex range of views expressed. Some had confidence in what was presented
to them but could also be suspicious of the influence and power exerted. Usually media
'items of interest' were seen as ‘powerful’ or 'influential' but not always ‘authoritative’; yet
also ‘fictional’, 'myth' or 'non-reality’. There appeared to be no consensus regarding what
was positive or negative and to whom or what such categories related, beyond personal
preference. Power and authority was dependent upon what was believed personally. As

Neil (int. A; 67 years) said: "Well, you've got to use your own brain on this. I mean, er, you

could read, we all get papers and magazines and such like. And we all scan ‘em, | think.

%68 See Susan Herbst (chapter 3, p58), the media as de facto — persuasive authority.
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Erm, but it's what appeals to you."' When it came to television, the news (especially Iraq)
and questions of myth and reality, he said: 'l tend to believe it all 'cause it's on the
television. Mm, because for some unknown reason | think they don't lie. And, at least on
the television you get a clearer picture than you do with somebody writing an article." A
‘church’ male (Graham, int. 31; 67 years) on the authority of the media, was less positive
about what he believed, but aware of multiple perspectives.

Overall the question of authority and the media narrative was not considered an
issue as individuals 'felt' able to process for themselves whatever was presented. The
question of its influence over individual 'other’ lives seemed to be a concern but not for
participants personally. Two 'non-church’ responded with scepticism: 'So it's then
manipulated in the media and | think too many people believe too much of what they see on
the TV and read in the newspaper.' (Joan int. S; 43 years). For Helen, 'No. I question it. [...]
And it’s not really authority at all, it’s just sound bites, its made to sound like it's authority.'
(int J; 44 years)

'Church’ responses were similar in that the media could be both distant and personal

—and viewed with suspicion:

‘A film review — remember it's just that person's opinion of a film. And if you
actually speak to a friend who's seen it and they say "oh it's a really good film", you
think, "I'll trust my friend." The authority of my friend more than the authority of a
person I've never met who's writing in the newspaper. Make your own decision.'
(Pauline, 35, int. 21).

'Church' and 'non-church' attitudes toward the media generally, reflected personal
opinion and preference ranging from cynicism and unbelief, to trust and confidence. There

was belief that each person was empowered and free to make up his/her own mind — though
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concern that 'others’ might not be able to do so in the same way. In both groups the
persuasive authority de facto of the media with 'given' meaning, embraced or challenged,

was received as personal opinion such that 'text' and interpretation remained open.

c. The Bible

Themes and issues were varied in attitude and response to the Bible and its authority as a
narrative/text. As expected there is a strong emphasis from the ‘church' group upon the
‘truth’ of the Bible but defined in differing ways. With Sarah (int. 22) there is anti-Catholic
rhetoric set against the truth of scripture that she believes to be 'very important'. For
Matthew (int. 35) the Bible is "100 per cent the Word of God'. It cannot be ‘challenged or
questioned’, it is the 'ultimate’. Gary (int. 36) identified its authority as 'difficult’ but still the
‘highest in written form' for "all Christians and for non-Christians'.

Setting the truth against ‘an-other' is found with Bridget (int. 18) who described
Islam as false and Robert (int. 27) who was concerned about a Christian friend who has a
'Harry Potter' poster in her room. Bridget believed, that while it has the 'highest' authority,
it is 'right to argue’ with the Bible and to be guided by ‘conscience’ because each person has
different interpretations. She is also guided by 'feelings of peace’ in order to judge, at a
private-individual level, which is the right interpretation.

Also in the 'church’ group Andrew (int. 20) admitted that he ‘didn't enjoy' the Bible
and saw it as 'just there, a manual to get through life'; even so ‘it does have some authority
in my life', adding that 'hell is in the Bible'. Overall there is a positive response to the Bible
as the Word of God, but emphasising the personal, the 'self', in interpretation and with a
limited desire to question. It is a controlling, guiding Word that rules in a way that creates a

duality of good and bad, right and wrong, belonging and not belonging. One 'non-church’
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participant, Omar (int. M), said that while, 'not familiar with the Bible [...] translation is
not the same as the original form. The Koran in Arabic is important.'

'Church’ participants identify a positive faith with regard to the Bible and its
importance as a defining point between believers and non-believers. Trisha (int. 37) reveals
‘gnostic’ values when speaking of the world divided, into ‘spiritual and physical reality’
identifying the former with the Bible. The Bible is the ‘truth' and therefore ‘'unpopular' and
'people harden themselves against it'. For this reason 'the church must stand on the Bible',
adding 'l believe, [...] pin my life on it." For Pauline (int. 21) it has the 'ultimate answers'
and the ‘only authority'.

Belief that one belongs to a cause that is being eroded and undermined was strong,
as with Ruth (int. 2), who spoke of the wonders of translation while also saying that there is
'today [a] drift from church and the Bible' where 'God is the ultimate authority and guide.'
For Pat (int. 28), what marked someone out as being 'in authority' was their love of '‘God,
the Bible and prayer, then their authority came from God." She followed this by saying that
for her it was important in her life: 'l read my Bible and go to church’, it is ‘the Word of
God'. Megan (int. 12) clearly spoke of Jesus in relation to the Bible and of listening 'to the
voice of Jesus' and to ‘weigh this against what the Bible says'.

Joe (int. 29), in line with 'private-judgment’ (chapter 3, §20), added to the need for
'testing’, by saying that he would test the 'authority of the minister', checking to see if the
teaching was 'in line with the Bible'. He believed the authority of the Bible to be 'absolute’
and used words such as ‘framework for life', showing 'the Maker's design principles'.
Stephen (int. 14) spoke of ‘tremendous' more than once in his response to the authority of
the Bible and the activity of people in the Bible, while at the same time admitting that there

is 'much [I] don’t understand'. This contrasted with the language of Mark (int. 38) who said
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that we 'have to be careful on different interpretations' highlighting the fact that the Bible
has been 'used to justify slavery and apartheid’. For him the Bible contains the 'principle of
the way | live'. He says that, 'it guides, nourishes, challenges' but is careful to say, 'I'm
human [...] never understand the whole." As with most other participants he supports his
views with a personal story.

The response from the 'non-church' participants was generally negative. Susan (int.
V) had never read the Bible and didn't know if she wanted to. She didn't know about God
or Jesus and only cared about her deceased friend Fiona (see, p173). The Bible was of no
interest to her, as with Liz (int. T), who saw herself as an 'outsider looking in'. She saw it as
the 'same as Christianity and spirituality, just a story of lives." Joan (int. S) spoke of the
stories she had learnt as a child 'until 1 had different beliefs’. She believed that ‘what the
stories are saying are important, not where they've come from and not who's telling them."
Helen (int. J) said that the Bible is ‘'male dominated' with 'language too far away' and that
even though as a history teacher she saw it as the 'base of society’, at a personal level she
said 'l don't get it. Different culture, boring.' Henry (int. N) admitted to finding ‘the Bible
difficult’, adding: ‘got to give your Bible authority. It's the foundation of faith." Speaking of
relatives who are believers —'it's great for them!'

In the ‘church’ population, Ann (int. 5) valued the Bible ‘a lot' but admitted her need
of 'someone in authority to explain'. Kathy (int. 9), while seeing the Bible as the 'ultimate
guide' placed this alongside the ‘teaching and advice of other Christians'. Jenny (int. 24),
emphasised 'right and wrong' interpretation and the need 'to listen to God'. Her personal
story of attending a church service is highlighted: ...] actually the service was okay, but

the sermon, the woman that was doing the sermon, she never talked about the Bible once,
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and it was very sad." While admitting difficulties with interpretation the question of
homosexuality was for her one of those 'black and white issues'.

Dorothy (int. 34), accepted the Bible, as 'spiritual’ in written form. She had 'no
problem' with it and had 'never questioned it', adding her own story that the 'Bible
condemns me, married twice'. Betty (int. 13), for her part, said 'l give authority to the Bible'
but saw it as the ‘final arbiter’. What the Bible says, 'l do it; | know what | believe'. Carmen
(int. 25) spoke of reading a Bible which 'encourages' and ‘corrects’. Mavis (int. 4) admits to
not being sure if she would have followed 'Jesus at the time' saying that now it's ‘easy
having the Bible'. She is looking for clarity, for 'right and wrong' in the Bible, adding that
'lesbians and gays' make her ‘cringe’. Margaret (int. 15) admits to her struggle with the Old
Testament, while saying, 'l believe in the authority' of the Bible, because it is 'essential'.
Priscilla (int. 33) on the other hand, while accepting the authority of the biblical narrative-
text, believed its authority to have been 'diminished by questioning": 'by questioning its
origin by questioning if it's fact or fiction or [...] if it's been given by God or not.'

Overall the response amongst ‘church’ population, was one of deference and respect,
of acceptance, with little probing insight as to the place and value of the authority of
scripture, its variety in stories, poetry, proverbs, history, and the possibility of interpreting
it through the lens of what is revealed of God in Christ. It is seen rather as a 'rule book’, a
'manual’, a ‘framework’ for life with 'black and white' answers to moral issues.

Amongst the 'non-church' population, there was generally a negative response, at
times antagonistic, toward the Bible and a lack of interest. For some it could be interesting
as 'history' or a good 'story' but for most it appeared not to have any relevance in a world
that had changed and where 'science' was the new authority. The theme of 'not for me'

arose, as with Joy (int. U): 'some need comfort [...] works for others but not for me.' As
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Catherine (int. F) indicated, the absolute authority of the Bible, is not there [...] it has no
authority over me." While she believed in the 'sanctity of life', science undermined
everything, such that 'anything now [is] made to be meaningless not just the Bible.’

Jane (int. O) was not bothered and admitted to not being 'a big reader of the Bible'
saying, 'like anything, suppose stuff worth dipping into." This was similar to Tina (int. C)
who had 'never read' the Bible and ‘wouldn't know' about its authority. Christine (int. K), on
the other hand, said the Bible was 'interesting, a good read'. Marion (int. Q) said that God
was different to that found 'in the Bible' and that she didn't ‘trust all of it' and questioned,
'who's to say it's true?" Lydia (int. L) didn't know about the truth of the Bible, because as an
example, science showed the 'virgin birth' to be 'impossible’, in addition to which she didn't
believe it was right to ‘condemn homosexuals'. Brian (int. H) was more positive when he
said that it was good that people have something to 'hold onto' indicating that the Bible was
'more than a story' and that it had 'relevance’. He quoted from BBC's Eastenders character
'Dot’ who would 'make anything fit the Bible'. At times like this the Bible seems to belong
to the world of fiction rather than real-life-drama.

David (int. G) gathered the Bible, Koran and Gospels together, saying that ‘we read
different things out of it." Religion, of whatever brand, came under one label and belonged
to the realm of 'private interpretation’. For John (int. R), the New Testament was 'okay' but
he struggled with the Old Testament which he found a bit 'dodgy [...] an unforgiving book.'
Gordon (int. P) admitted that he didn't relate to the Bible's authority and even though he
thought the Bible provided 'meaning, direction, belief' he was looking for 'partnership,
dialogue, not a director'. He wanted to be able 'to ask questions'. Fred (int. D) said that he

'used to enjoy reading it', it was a 'good story', adding 'don't convert me though'.
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A theme of distant respect for the Bible for some participants, alongside many with
a negative personal experience and passive unbelief or disregard, marked the interviews
amongst the 'non-church' group; even those indicating a religious identity. The authority of
the Bible was not a personal one nor relevant and challenged by science and morality in a
changing world; it belonged to history, ancient culture, myth and fantasy and didn't have
authority over 'me'. Where there is an overlap in views it is found in identification with
'story’ as well as ‘the need to ask questions'. For some in the ‘church group', 'questioning the
Bible' had become a source of undermining its authority, while for 'non-church' and some
‘church’ it is evidence of personal independence, discovery and 'belonging' in a generation

that needs to ask questions.

33. The authority of institutions

a. Tradition

Tradition overlapped ‘institutional’ authority in the interviews relative to law, the state,
government, parliament, family and church. For 'non-church' Kerry (int. B), there was a
qualified respect: Tradition's just accepted. It just goes on, and on. We all have that sort of
inborn thing in ourselves, "good enough for my parents, it's good enough for me."”
(Laughs). To a certain extent, sometimes, "well why on earth did they do that?" For Neil
(int. A) tradition is not important for authority: "The world moves forward and you can't
live on tradition forever. [...] Not really, no — it's a load of "hooey"." Lydia (int. L), was
more positive: 'l think tradition is important, because it sets up with, sort of, the family and

then it feeds upwards to community, to society, whatever. So it is good, it binds." Others

were ‘uncomfortable’ with tradition, such as Henry (int. N) while Marion (int. Q) saw it as
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good for history but not authority. Interestingly Joy (int. U) thought tradition was good for
church and the Bible as that 'doesn't change' but not for society which does.

In the 'church’ group there was a similarly mixed response. Bridget (int. 18) was not
sure but was respectful of tradition, while Matthew (int. 35) said that it could both help and
hinder. Angie (int. 1) saw tradition as a help in relating to authority because of the way it
made her feel: T do see a place for tradition, as human beings like tradition. [...] Need
tradition, it makes us feel safe.'

Joe's (int. 29) response to tradition and authority was to disagree with the approach
that said, 'We've always done it this way'. Stephen (int. 14) responded: 'Tradition,
facilitation, no! Traditions, end up doing things for the sake of it. Loses value. Tradition is
good if for the right reason. We sing traditional hymns, [a] great balance with newer
hymns. Tradition has a place but me, sure not steeped in tradition. Can stagnate growth.
[...] Let's move on then." For Kathy (int. 9) as for Paul (int. 6) , 'as one time Anglo-
Catholic, hesitant about tradition. [...] must be Bible based. If traditions fall by the wayside
then better if without them. Church changes, society changes.'

Elaine (int. 8) struggled with change, Tradition, hymn singing, engrained in you,
lost without it. Like council tax, certain things so used to wouldn't like it changed.
Changing church over years. Women preach, | can't cope with, not against women but what
it says in scripture. Sometimes tradition helps in authority, — depends. Church is now going
"miming and acting”. In a sense, | struggle.' Ben (int. 32) preferred to place the question of
tradition and authority as one of personal choice: 'some people find it helpful. I don't think

you can give a "yes" or "no" answer to that. Some people find it helpful some don't.'
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b. The state
Nearly everyone recognised 'extrinsic' authority associated with uniform, rank, position,
title, status, structure, hierarchy, law. External objective authority was not considered a
threat but necessary for good order 'otherwise there would be chaos and anarchy'.

Even so, 'non-church' Helen (int. J) believed that parliament had ‘too much authority
[...] coming straight from the top.' Joan (int. S), spoke of misuse of government spending
alongside manipulation by the media. From the ‘church' group, even though 'government
and politics' were impersonal and distant, Pauline (int. 21) was more positive when she
said: 'People in general terms tend to talk about authorities, you tend to think about
government and police force. | see them as necessary. You vote for the government or not.
If you choose not to vote | don't see that you can complain when the government does
something you don't like. And if you do vote for somebody you should support them. The
Bible says governments are God-given. You should pray for government, for your Royal
family. It's part of what God's plan is.'

There was, however, a suspicion of control over people when it came to institutions.
In the 'non-church' group David's (int. G) experience of the Roman Catholic Church in
Ireland using 'fear and control’, comparing it to ‘police authority’, had been a negative one.
For Susan (int. V) the question of control, government and trust also came down to
personal experience: They've brought this new thing in with working family tax credit and
the child tax credit. And they're saying they think single parents will be better off. I'm not.
It's a load of codswallop. It's not. [...] That's why I keep plodding on.'

On the question of law, in the 'non-church' group, Susan (int. V) said, ‘Well I'd like
to be a judge, in a court of law. I'd send a lot of people away who were supposed to go

away. | think too many people get away with things that they shouldn't be." Joan (int. S)
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when asked who was the highest authority in the land replied, 'One's self. | do believe that.
[...] you are the one who is responsible [...] I think you have to take responsibility and
authority for what you are doing.' Neil (int. A), spoke positively in terms of the ‘police’ and
'respect’ — 'it’s the law of the land.' For Lydia (int. L), even obedience to the law implied
that the law was therefore reasonable. She valued discussion along with personal authority:
'l do take charge of my own life".

In the ‘church’ group Mark (int. 38) was concerned about authority 'given to certain
people over us [...] because the politicians give us many, many laws.' Based on his
professional experience, he was aware, negatively sometimes, of those given legal authority
and their ability to execute judgement. Priscilla (int. 33), on the subject of obedience was
happy to do so with laws that were ‘for the good of the majority of people’, but struggled
with those ‘'imposed by Brussels, by Common Market rules'. She preferred the French
response, 'let them pass the rule and we will do as we like." She thought England was too
compliant to European law. Matthew (int. 35) believed authority to be 'a good thing for
society' but believed 'a lot of people, [...] don't have much respect for authority which is
legal, upholding the law." Stephen (int. 14) was more positive when speaking of ‘obedience'’
relating it to his faith and obedience to God. He could see the importance of obedience with
regard to the law of the land because of the 'consequences if you step out of line'. The real

challenge however, for all participants, came with authority and church.

c. The church
Issues that emerged with the category of church, as an institutional authority, from 'non-
church’, included the pope, Roman Catholicism, homosexuality and again — authority ‘over

me'. There was a negative response generally. Kerry (int. B) believed Roman Catholics to
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be 'brainwashed’. Tina (int. C) didn't like the Catholic church, though she saw them as
'stronger’ with 'more authority' than other types of church. Fred (int. D) was 'not keen' on
the Catholic Church but softened at a personal level because he 'knew a nice Father once'.
Catherine (int. F) expressed a hatred for dogmatism, Catholic or Protestant, citing her own
experience brought up in a Baptist church, that as a child she liked the 'Ave Maria', such
that ‘the proverbial hit the fan'. While David (int. G) had been brought up a Catholic, the
church had 'lost its authority' and the pope 'had no authority for him'.

Christine (int. K) was negative and raised the question of Roman Catholic clergy
and child abuse, while Lydia's (int. L) experience as a young Buddhist, brought up in a
Catholic convent, turned her against Catholicism which consisted of being 'dictated to' and
'rules and regulations'. Jane's (int. O) experience as a young Roman Catholic at school
caused her to say that it was an 'outrageous, misuse of authority' for a child to be called ‘a
sinner'. Again, Susan's (int. V) story, brought a negative view of Catholicism at a personal
level: '[...] my eldest daughter's father is a Catholic. She doesn't see her dad. They don't
believe in sex before marriage. | got pregnant. They moved away. He's never seen her. You
know, it's their belief. [...] They don't believe in abortions, or anything like that. He wanted
me to have one. You know it's, that's them. [...] I think it's the way, that you're brought up.'

For Henry (int. N), Catholic views on abortion and contraception are ‘repressive’,
while John (int. R) saw Catholicism as 'authoritarian’ and Neil (int. A) was also negative,
with 'sin’ and ‘fear' an issue. Joan (int. S) was also negative about the Catholic Church,
emphasising personal conscience, as illustrated by her story: 'l mean my brother-in-law is a
very good Catholic. Got married in the Catholic Church, all baptised in the Catholic

Church, they've all been taken to church and confirmed and he was given a "role" to be
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worthy to the church every month etc, mm, but they use contraceptives. And he always
said, "It's for my own individual conscience that I do this".'

For Joy (int. U), in the 'non-church’ group: "You know, the Catholics love Mary and
the rosary beads. And if they get their comfort from that, if they get their strength from that,
then that's absolutely fantastic. But for yourself, I can see some people clutch a Bible, I can,
some people need something.' Brian (int. H) on the other hand grouped together Catholics,
Jews and homosexuals, casting them as ‘outsiders'. He expressed the need for ‘equality’'.

Of the 'church’ group, Sarah (int. 22) looked for all to be accepted together in the
church while expressing the 'need for leaders'. And though 'society norms based around
church beliefs' the youth are being ‘tempted away'. Yet she added that there was need for
discipline in the church. Matthew (int. 35) was equally strong when he indicated the need to
'show respect to those in authority' in the church and to value tradition and discipline as
well as 'morality’. Gary (int. 36) questioned the use of images, particularly in Roman
Catholicism. He emphasised that ‘God speaks personally' and the church is to ‘care without
claiming authority'. He also believed that the church was 'losing authority in the land'.

Bridget (int. 18) said that the church didn't have a lot of authority in society because
society had changed. She believed that women should be allowed to exercise their gifts in
church, because 'God is not sexist'. Gina (int. 19), avowedly ‘'evangelical’, expressed a
negative view of the Archbishop of Canterbury (Rowan Williams) believing him to be a
'menace’ because he is 'liberal in his theology' and viewed the authority of the church
generally as more to do with whether you were on the ‘inside’ or ‘outside’. She believed that
for those inside the church there was a lot of authority, depending on the church, while for

those outside if there was any authority it was based on what might be termed a national
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'memory'. Andrew (int. 20) said, 'Christianity is not authoritarian' and your faith is
'between you and God' with no 'need for hierarchy' in the church.

Trisha (int. 37) expressed both a critical and affirming mix toward the church in the
nation. She believed that church as an institutional authority was undermined, providing her
own hierarchical solution that the church needed to be 'under the authority of God first,
then the leaders' adding that 'people perhaps will respect and listen." Pauline (int. 21) was
aware of change in society: 'People don't expect church to have strong opinions anymore.'
She looked for leadership to bring authority in the church, that was based on ‘truth’ and
'spiritual’. Megan (int. 12) said that her experience of authority generally had been 'mixed'
but 'worst in the church'. She believed ‘people have Catholic teaching drummed into them’
but that real Christian faith was "about relationship'. Her experience in the community was
of a 'lack of respect’ for the church which had become a ‘silent voice in the land’. Angie (int.
11) believed that 'Christians are more hierarchical [...] particularly in church, with the
minister in authority’. Her experience at home, on the one hand, was to be 'squashed’ while
in the church she also experienced 'authoritarian pastors..

Pat (int. 28) spoke of her negative experience at church, with a 'Brethren’
upbringing and being 'gently released' from indoctrination where all authority figures were
male. She believed her local church to be her ‘family’ and 'no matter what church [...] go to'
it has to be 'Jesus first' and the Bible, then the church builds on that. In Acomb Baptist
church she is 'fed-up with the church meeting' while on moral issues nationally: 'l think the
church as a whole is very wishy-washy now.'

Ruth (int. 2) is sceptical of the media and its authority but not of the church yet
thought it needed to change: 'Entrenched in tradition. Victorian pews, hymns. People now

have comfortable homes, are intelligent, and church has not moved forward. Traditional for
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all [...] wrong reasons.' Joe (int. 29) on questions of church discipline said: 'That's a hard
one. Divorce, my parents are divorced and that was something that was very hard for me to
come to grips with and the way the church handled it was hard for me to come to grips with
as well. And it didn't appear to me to be the, example of a loving church. [pause] We've all
done wrong.'

Stephen (int. 14) believed that the church did have authority in the nation but at the
same time expressed negative views of the church, believing that it should speak out
nationally on moral issues such as 'abortion, homosexuality, pre-marital sex'. He thought it
sad that people only seem to come into church when they have problems. Mark (int. 38)
also had a negative view of church: ‘owning too much, starts meddling with politics or
humans'. He was unhappy with the pope and believed there was confusion over 'spiritual’
and ‘temporal’ power, and, 'sometimes the church wants power over people’. Overall there
was a mix of negative and positive views on church and its exercise of authority, alongside
accounts of personal experience and proposed solutions to the ‘problem’ as perceived.

In the 'non-church’ group, Susan (int. V) called herself an ‘outsider' and even though
'C of E' she did not believe in God and didn't know anyone who went to church. She had
different beliefs and didn't 'agree with being pestered.' She was frightened of being turned
into 'somebody I'm not'. Joan (int. S), was more negative for she had been 'evangelical' but
'no longer believed [...] don't need it [...] God in church has no authority'. She believed she
was 'doing good a better way'. Helen (int. J) was equally strong asking why we need
church. She wondered if it provided 'social cement [...] something there, older, comforting
or a delusion.' Henry (int. N) had a mixed view of church saying that his early experience
of the Church of England was of 'fire, brimstone' and people being frightened. He found

Roman Catholicism and Islam 'repressive’ especially with issues such as 'abortion and
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contraception'. He believed the church to be 'more relaxed now' even though he was 'not
attending church'. He was also negative about the use of images because of the power of
'manipulation’. He believed that on moral issues the ‘church should bend',

Amongst the 'church' group, Ann (int. 5) was positive, though aware of abuse: 'so
many in authority, [...] priest abused, I don't trust them'. She had her own story and now
trusts the church's message because of the way she feels, 'the way it's affected me in life.’
On women leaders: 'Not enough female authority in church, | believe. Don't see anything
wrong if woman vicars. Jesus didn't say can't follow me ‘cos a woman.'

Kathy (int. 9) believed 'you need to care about church' but thought church had been
‘undermined by television' and had ‘lost credibility, contact with people.' Jenny (int. 24)
values the local church that she belongs to, where: 'l would expect to hear things that come
from the Word of God, that the person proclaiming the Word, [...] | may not agree with
exactly how they’re doing it. Irrelevant, but expect basically sound doctrine from the
authority of God. Why I’m in Acomb Baptist Church and not somewhere else.' Like Pat
(int. 28) above, she has a problem with 'silly church meetings’, while beyond the local
church believes the church 'has no authority in the land’. Dorothy (int. 34) said that it
doesn't matter ‘where you worship' as there is only 'one God'. She has a problem with the
Church of England, saying it's 'not strong nowadays' with 'numbers dwindling'. She also
thought it was 'okay for homosexuals' to be in church: 'With partners of the same sex, |
don't have a problem with that either. As long as, that's up to them, it's kept to them. And
they're not flaunting it in front of everybody else. [What about in the church?] I don't have
a problem with it." Priscilla (int. 33), who believed church had 'lost' authority, gave her own
solution: 'So it hasn't got the authority that it should have if the church was following the

precepts of God and would follow in the footsteps of the Master in the proper way.'
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Daniel (int. 1) believed church leaders to be necessary and was used to the
‘hierarchical’ approach as he called it, because of his Methodist background. He said that
the church has 'got to have authority' but not given to 'one person'. He couldn't ‘cope with
one universal church' but it mattered to him at a local level, the authority of the church that
he was in, 'to love, support, give, value': 'l think once you have joined the church or group I
think you have to submit to it because I think that is part of belonging. And if you can’t
submit you ought not to belong' — adding 'depends how the Baptist system works'.

Maurice (int. 26) believed that all authority, whether inside or outside the church,
comes from God. He sees a difference in the UK compared with his home country in
Africa. In Europe the church is '‘powerful and rich' but weak on discipline: 'here if 1 do
something wrong in church, the elders know what I'm doing wrong but don't say anything.'

In the 'non-church' group, Joy (int. U) was respectful toward church authority
saying that ‘within church' it is 'quite necessary' and the 'discipline’ important if the rules are
broken. She could also see that ‘tradition in church' was 'important’. Catherine (int. F)

however, was strongly negative based on her experience of Baptist church life:

'‘Again, | think that's brought up from a very, very young and early age. It very
much depends upon family influences. [...] Mm, that can for some people be a
very good thing. Other people it puts their back up eventually. And can literally turn
out to be anti-Christian. [...] As long as they keep it to themselves. It should be like
sex, done in private, and not sort of spread abroad.'

Jane (int. O) was negative and against the Catholic Church with its 'doom and
gloom'. She thought it 'bizarre' that the church was linked to the state and that the pope told
people 'what to think'. She hoped 'people can do their own thing within the faith." Christine

(int. K), spoke of Roman Catholicism and child abuse believing it to have undermined the
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church's authority and that it no longer had any authority 'in the land" because 'people are
empowered now'. Marion (int. Q), as an adult, had a bad experience with the Church of
England — 'treated shabbily'. For this reason she doesn't ‘trust the authority of church'.

Lydia (int. L), the lapsed Buddhist, believed 'religion a personal thing' and that
people should be allowed to ‘question, not just follow'. This was important because 'society
is changing'. The 'personal’ also arose with Tina (int. C), who though she was brought up in
the church (C of E), brought a negative voice based on experience: she 'never got into it'
and believes it's 'up to the individual'. As for the church's authority: 'Not now it hasn't. It
will have, to a lot of people, but not to me it hasn't." As for homosexuals in church she said,
‘why not?" And with ‘abortion' she would do it if she had to and 'be at peace’, adding that
she 'liked Songs of Praise'.

In the 'non-church' interviews, there was generally a negative attitude toward
authority, including God, the Bible and church. But with the institution of the church an
overlap of negative response is found in both groups, especially based on experience. There
was a common thread that was anti-Catholic and anti-pope, with more openness on moral
issues such as homosexuality. Where there is negativity toward church it usually came from
the ‘church’ group believing that the ‘church' was not ‘standing up' in the nation on moral
issues, while for the 'non-church' it is simply a case of 'bad press', 'bad experience' or 'it has
no authority over me." The 'church’ group wanted the church to show more authority in the
nation but did not want personal freedoms infringed. With most points raised in both
groups we find a challenge to neat theological solutions, with a strong emphasis that society

is changing and that church if it is to be 'of the people’ needs to change also.
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34. Conclusion

The views expressed from both groups reflect a strong emphasis on the subjectivised-self in
relation to authority, God's authority, the Bible and church. And though | have employed
the variables of age, ethnicity and gender, it is not possible to draw conclusions that belong
to a wider qualitative analysis, because of the varied and complex nature of the responses.
What does emerge however, and in a way that is helpful in understanding attitudes toward
authority, within and without the local church, is that most participants could speak of
agreeing with the principle of authority because of the fear of 'anarchy’, but revealed
attitudes toward authority shaped by experience and context (positive and negative). The
authority 'out there’ might be recognised but ‘self' was the final arbiter. Context and
personal experience was an important factor in shaping understanding and response. While
everyone accepted the principle of authority, experience varied and so shaped individual
relationship and attitude toward authority in practice.

Most had a story to tell in order to support 'feelings' and opinions regarding all kinds
of authority, in both public and private space, (usually informed by the media or other
'trusted' sources), shaping personal-private judgement. Such a gathering and processing of
information by the ‘individual’, with 'feeling’, served to reinforce belief that authority is
ultimately located within 'me’. This was evident in both groups. Analysis of the data
suggests, that while the individual independent autonomous-self of modernity is still
evident the subjectivised-self of late-modernity now predominates. The postmodern 'loss-
of-self' appears to have translated into a subjectivised-self (§18, pp105ff), with a loss of the
controlling-self — the self with certain destiny. The postmodern-self, in the process of being

made, brings a new kind of subjectivity — not that of modernity (the subject in control of
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the object) — but of a subject more immersed into the object. The autonomous-self, more
immersed into the world, yet with the potential for relations with ‘others’.

In both groups common themes suggest: (1) General recognition of authority though
self-referential. (2) Loss of respect for authority in a society that is changing. (3) Freedom
to question authority especially in relation to control and power. (4) Personal story in
response and attitude. (5) Authority on one's own terms if possible even in relation to God.
(6) Moral discourse born out of experience and personal story. (7) Loss of confidence or
certainty concerning issues of life, meaning and truth — not always viewed negatively. (8)
Suspicion concerning authority figures especially with a sense of 'otherness’, 'difference’,
even 'distance’. (9) Loss of an imaginary even mythical ‘golden age' of discipline, law and
order. When it came to words recorded, those such as 'rights’, 'individual’, ‘'respect’, ‘abuse’,
‘power’, 'depends', ‘discipline’, 'change’, ‘personal’, 'feeling’, were all employed. But even
here categories cannot be fixed as words were used by individuals, from both groups, in
different ways revealing personal projection — based on experience, education and context.

My findings seem to indicate that: (1) While recognition of external, objective
forms of 'other' authority 'out there' continue to exist, authority and questions of meaning
are increasingly located within the individual-self. In this way the personal story challenges
reliance on a 'grand-story’. (2) There is a hermeneutic of suspicion toward external and
centralised authority, especially as conveyed by the media, yet sometimes with a sense of
personal impotence. There can often be an outward conforming to authority where there are
sanctions but underneath a resentment and covert resistance. Coercive authority is
challenged and persuasive authority affirmed. (3) There is a common belief that respect for
authority is missing in society but solutions are varied and personal. There was difference

between ‘church' and 'non-church' groups with the former tending to see the re-
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establishment of authority through a greater influence of the church in the nation. Both
groups reveal that individuals are empowered in a way unknown to previous generations
but not always aware how nor confident in this. Indeed there are ‘feelings' of vulnerability,
uncertainty and inner contradiction that emerge in relation to a 'changing’ world. Thus, the
resort to ‘private judgement’, over against external authority, challenges, amongst other
things, the espousing of certainties. (4) Individuals can hold multiple perspectives (positive,
negative and contradictory) simultaneously and relate to plural realities and identities while
recognising, but not always appreciating, difference. In this sense we find an affirmation of
open-textuality or expansion of meaning.

The four postmodern challenges from contemporary culture were evident in both
groups. In the ‘church' group there was an identity and belonging that came with the
Christian metanarrative, believed and declared, but at the same time there was a reliance on
the 'small-story' in order to relate to the 'grand-story’ and make sense of it. In the 'non-
church' group there was a move away from a 'grand-story’, sometimes showing a strongly
negative attitude towards the 'universal’, relying on the personal story to substantiate
meaning. In both groups, there was a rejection of coercive authority. While God might be
conceived of in negative ‘oppressive' terms by the 'non-church’, many in the ‘church’ group
believed in a God who made them ‘feel comfortable’ rather than dominating or controlling.

The challenge of private judgement against tradition and communal understanding
came over in a paradoxical way, in that nearly every participant, ‘church' and 'non-church’,
was strong on ‘private judgement’, revealing the 'self' — often aware of ‘different’ points of
view that might be acceptable — ‘it was up to the individual'. Nevertheless a sense of

uncertainty undermined any strong sense of being in control of the world around.
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In a similar vein the challenge of open textuality was found in both groups where
'difference’ in interpretation and meaning, in public and private space, depended on
‘context’, the 'person’ and 'relationship’. Whether this related to perceptions of authority as
found in figures, narrative-text or institution, it was again 'up to the individual'. Overall
there was a willingness to trust authority, if cautiously, until proven otherwise. While
everyone recognised the need for authority, strong feelings could be aroused concerning
'‘trust’ and ‘abuse’, 'control' and 'manipulation’ depending on personal experience and
cultural context but usually exhibiting the authority of the personal and subjectivised-self.

For many, whether ‘church’ or 'non-church’, fear in relation to past experience of
authority, is a word that came to the fore. As might be expected suspicion toward authority
was evidenced among both groups, yet also with a desire to cooperate and be law-abiding,
even if not always happily so. This does not mean they were unwilling to challenge
authority if 'felt' necessary. In both groups, there was a strong idiosyncratic moral voice

regarding authority, based on the rights of the individual:

'Very little makes me feel threatened. To be honest. | mean if we suddenly became
an Islamic society, for example, and the Ayatollah said "You will go round in a
[...], you won't be able to drive and you can't work." I'd shoot the bugger. I mean I
would be the first one with the gun, I'm sorry. [...] I would defend my right to my
own opinions.' (Catherine, int. F)

The findings suggest that in light of the above, while there are differences in the
way that culture impacts the two groups, there tends to be an internalising of personal
views such that neat distillations or presentations of objective theological authority become

problematic. Local contextualisation and cultural perspectives, with difference (albeit with
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overlap in language) of viewpoint between 'church' and 'non-church’, continue to bring a
challenge in relation to the three forms of authority: God, the Bible and church.

Looking at the ‘traditional problematic’ — that is, how to relate the authority of God,
Bible and church to each other the 'church' group has a more confident view of the
authority of the Bible than at times, God or the church. They accept the ‘ultimate authority’
of God in Christ, but in practice find this mediated through the Bible and also believe a
return to the Bible to be the solution to a lack of authority for the church and the nation.

In the following chapter I look at questions of 'authority' and ‘covenant’ by further
reflection on the York interviews. | look at them by comparison with other empirical
studies of congregations and also explore questions of secularisation, subjectivisation, and
the late-modern challenge leading to a 'practical theology' of ‘concrete’ church, including
'judicious narratives', the ‘theodramatic horizon' and a ‘practical-prophetic ecclesiology'.
The recovery of the 'personal’ and 'relationship’ in our understanding of divine authority is
explored theologically and sociologically meeting in a theological ethnography that might
in some sense be termed late-modern. The recognition of church as ‘covenant community'
comes with the proposal that both the traditional problematic and ‘postmodern’ challenge

concerning authority might be resolved by the reality of divine covenant and community.
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CHAPTER 6: REFLECTING ON THE YORK INTERVIEWS

35. Introduction

This thesis is a study of the place of divine authority in church and society, drawing upon
resources from both theology and social studies. The aim of this chapter is to reflect on the
York interviews in an intersection between theology and culture, analysing them from
perspectives of various models of empirical study, employing the integration of theology

T . 4
and ‘judicious narratives’ 69

— as ideal and actual. I propose to do this by means of
continuing the ethnographic study of the last chapter and constructing from its results a
‘practical-prophetic ecclesiology’.*’® This practical approach to theology employs an
ethnographic methodology in order to work with the ‘reality on the ground’, as in the local
Baptist church (chapter 5), and to reflect on the emerging relevance of covenant as the seat
of divine authority in church and the world. In so doing | also briefly touch upon the
sacramental in light of ecclesial tradition, divine authority and the ‘concrete’ church.

The work with one church community, in a wider cultural context, brings its own
‘window' on ‘authority' in one particular 'habitus' and relational group.*’* By means of this
reflection | raise questions for the wider church in general and Baptist churches in
particular. | bring insights from this study into conversation with other more in-depth field-

studies, hence my ‘discussion’ with such practitioners of qualitative congregational study

as Mathew Guest, Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, and Nicholas Healy. This will

%89 The appropriate 'telling of people's stories'; see reference to John Milbank, p209.

#7% See §38 and Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life.

#7! See Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, pp36,72. As ch. 2 (pp71ff),
‘habitus' is developed by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu studying power, culturally and symbolically
created, and continually re-legitimised through the interplay of agency and structure or socialised norms
within a 'theory of society'. By contrast Foucault sees power as ‘ubiquitous' (paradoxically a kind of
metanarrative) and therefore beyond agency or structure. L Wacquant, Habitus, in International
Encyclopaedia of Economic Sociology, J Becket and Z Milan (eds) (London: Routledge, 2005), p316.
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eventually bring us to Healy's 'theodramatic horizon' and 'practical-prophetic ecclesiology'
(838), and his stress on discerning God at work in the 'human drama' of 'concrete church'’
more than relying upon modernist 'epic theologies' and 'blueprint ecclesiologies'. Such an
approach alerts us to a 'living text' — people and relationships — the locus where God is
present and speaking. However, if it leaves us with the current trend of subjectivisation and
a reliance upon personal feelings and experience as the major domain of authority it will be
problematic for Baptists and the wider ecclesia. For this reason the data gained through
ethnography is essential for developing an approach to authority which makes sense in the
sociology of religion and which offers a theological account of authority and relations in
the context of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. In the judgement of Stephen Holmes
this may well be seen as: 'some sort of mediating position between the classical doctrine
and the late twentieth-century accounts of three fully personal hypostases united by their
shared relationships.”> While this speaking of three 'persons' in the divine life, asserting a
'social doctrine of the Trinity', a 'divine community’ or an 'ontology of persons in
relationship’ is, as clearly demonstrated by Holmes, 'a simple departure from the unified
witness of the entire theological tradition’, | suggest that some kind of 'relational’

understanding of God should not be closed to enquiry.

36. Congregational study and the gap between doctrine and narrative

In this section, looking at the 'ideal' and 'empirical’, my method is to explore a 'practical
theology' drawn from the modified 'grounded theory' of the York interviews with the
premise that theology requires insight not simply ‘from above' (‘epic' theological text

brought to experience) but also 'from below' with theology explored by means of human

2 Holmes, The Holy Trinity, p194.
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'lived experience'. | use the term 'epic theology' or ‘epic horizon' to mean, as Hans Urs von
Balthasar and Nicholas Healy, a ‘spectator’ kind of theology, in contrast to the 'divine
drama’, into which we are drawn or 'horizon' under which we live.*”® ‘Epic theology’ is a
kind of systematic theology that looks from the outside and tries to fit human lives into it. It
contrasts, as Healy proposes, with a ‘theodramatic theology' or ‘theodramatic horizon'
(borrowed from Balthasar) — a theology that is ecclesiological in the sense that it seeks to
discern the work and voice of God in human culture and relations especially the church
community. Here the people are the 'text' read, studied and experienced. Ecclesiology can
be epic and the 'epic' is not to be disregarded but seen as interactive with the ‘theodramatic’
and symbiotic with it thus bringing a 'reality’ on the ground of ecclesial experience when
measured against a ‘blueprint’ kind of ecclesiology that tends to be imposed as if ‘from
above'. In this sense the 'congregational study' of a Baptist church in York provides us with
an ‘extrinsic' text.*”* The 'extrinsic' study brings 'congregational voices' to illustrate and
meet the 'postmodern challenge' together with 'questions of authority' and theological
reflection. A dialogue is also introduced with Mathew Guest and his ‘congregational study'
of St Michael-le-Belfry, a thriving evangelical Anglican church, in York.*”> This study
makes a good conversation-partner for us as it deals with a similar demographic context but

in a different Christian tradition.

"3 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, pp53-60; also Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama:
Theological Dramatic Theory, vols. I-V, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988-1998).
44 Extrinsic congregational studies are those whose study of a congregation or congregations has some
broader good, such as a concern to assess the role of congregations in the generation of social capital, or a
desire to enrich theological reflection with "congregational voices". Intrinsic studies are those that study
congregations for their own sake and for the sake of understanding them.' Mathew Guest, Karin Tusting and
Linda Woodhead (eds), Congregational Studies in the UK, 'Christianity in Post-Christian Context' (Aldershot:
Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2004), p2.

47% See also James Hopewell's highly influential Congregation: Stories and Structures (London: SCM Press,
1987). "The "symbolic" or "cultural" approach which he advocates arises from his belief that every
congregation has its own meaning, expressed in a story.' Congregational Studies in the UK, p9.
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Ethnography (‘writing culture’), as a method of scientific enquiry, was developed
within anthropology and progressed as a subcategory of qualitative research methodology.
It is now employed extensively, not only in the study of 'people/ethnic’ groups or
communities, but increasingly in sociology and many fields of religious studies. In fact
wherever communities of people, with a common purpose and/or denominator (whether
race, gender, class, profession) are to be found.*’® Being a qualitative means of research it
challenges the general quantitative conclusions that might be reached when studying
‘populations’ and also provides a ‘personal voice on the ground' outside the academically
objective criteria imposed.*’” In my case-study of a local Baptist church in York there is no
attempt to impose but rather to allow the "local’ voice to be heard on authority.

The concept of ‘judicious narratives', ie the appropriate 'telling of people's stories’, is
gleaned from Scharen,*”® who in turn borrowed the term from John Milbank and his

1479

response to the 'gentle critique™" of his highly influential Theology and Social Theory, by

Rowan Williams.*e°

Williams' criticism of Milbank concerned his presentation of the
church as too idealised 'a picture of history as the battlefield of ideal types'.“®* Milbank
appears to accept Williams' critique, saying that his work requires ‘judicious narratives of
1 482

ecclesial happenings which would alone indicate the shape of the Church that we desire'".

Thus we see already the complex relationship between ecclesiological description and

#7% See Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, pp8-27.

" See definition of ethnography, pp71ff.

478 Christian Batalden Scharen, "Judicious narratives™, or ethnography as ecclesiology.' Scottish Journal of
Theology, 58 (2005), pp125-42

*° The 'gentle critique' from, among others, Rowan Williams in, 'Saving time: Thoughts on Practice, Patience,
and Vision', New Blackfriars 73 (June 1992), pp319-26, cited in Scharen, ‘Judicious narratives', p126.

“80 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Cambridge, MA; Oxford, UK:
Blackwell, 1990/93). Scharen: 'see the various review articles and Milbank's response in the special issue of
New Blackfriars 73 (June 1992)", in Scharen, 'Judicious narratives', fn. 1, p126.

“8L Williams, 'Saving Time', p321, cited in Scharen, ‘Judicious narratives', p127.

“82 John Milbank, 'Enclaves, or Where Is the Church?', New Blackfriars 73 (June 1992), p343, cited in
Scharen, 'Judicious narratives', p127.

209



social theory or ethnographic method, the ‘ideal' type and that voice of 'reality’ on the
ground. Those 'judicious narratives' therefore that are particularly meaningful 'disturb’ the
systematic scheme while at the same time combine or hold together a doctrinal and
empirical approach. As such the use of congregational study and 'judicious narratives' in
this chapter forms part of an ethnographic and cultural presentation of local 'voice' and the
search for a theology (‘God speaking’) 'on the ground' within and beyond the ‘concrete’
church, especially among the 'non-professional’.**®

At this point the discussion around ethnography becomes rather more complex as
might be expected with the study of people of faith in a cultural context. Scharen, following
debates set in motion by Milbank's Theology and Social Theory, engages with critique of
Milbank’s church (as described in his book) as 'too idealised".*** Milbank had accepted this
criticism, replying that his work requires 'supplementation by judicious narratives', while
remaining suspicious of sociological method.*®® Scharen's argument, in support of
ethnography and the critique of Milbank, is that ethnography 'provides the most robust
corrective to the problematic of too formal an ecclesiology and can, therefore, offer just the
sort of "judicious narratives™ that can make such ecclesiology more recognisably real and
thus a ‘practical ecclesiology.*® In other words Milbank’s concern for ‘judicious
narratives’ is precisely met by the kind of ethnographic enquiry of which he is suspicious.
And this is my concern — finding a 'reality' in theological understanding of authority that

doesn't remove the 'epic' aspect but partners it, thus bringing social theory and theology

together in praxis. Here Scharen, citing not only Milbank and his call for 'supplementation

“83 Scharen writes: 'Ethnography ought to be a means of doing theology. | mean by ethnography "writing
culture" and assume it would include direct, qualitative observation of situations or settings using the
techniques of participant observation, intensive interviewing, or both.", in ‘Judicious narratives', pp125-142.
“8% Scharen, "Judicious narratives", or ethnography as ecclesiology’, p125.

“® Cited in Scharen "Judicious narratives", or ethnography as ecclesiology’, p125.

“8 Scharen, "Judicious narratives", or ethnography as ecclesiology’, p125.
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by judicious narratives of ecclesial happenings' but also Nicholas Adams and Charles
Elliott and their 'programmatic paper "Ethnography Is Dogmatics","*®’ brings us back to

Barth and Foucault (and for my purposes a 'practical-prophetic ecclesiology’):

'‘By merging Barth's dictum that ethics is dogmatics and Michel Foucault's
understanding that ethics is ethnography, they [Adams/Elliott] propose an approach
recommending “that theologians take ethnographic description at least as seriously
as dogmatics: indeed, the latter (if it concerns 'the real’) is, and should be, the slave
of the former".*® Hardly objective or neutral observers, they simply argue a full
metaphysically shaped eye is all anyone has to look with, and for a theologian
theism simply implies a God-shaped eye."®°

This concern for ‘the real' God-shaped eye on the ground of ecclesiology, and the holding
together of 'different strands' appears to shape Mathew Guest's study of St Michael-le-
Belfry in York (2007).%°

In addition, the sense in which I am using the term ‘ethnography’ is not in the
classical sense of the discipline, since my study is not based on an extended period of
‘participant observation” and I am not an external observer becoming part of a community
which is strange to me. Instead, | am relying on personal interviews, such that while this is
a congregational study using a ‘qualitative’ method I am stretching the word ‘ethnography’
to include all empirical studies. This corresponds to Fiddes' description in his exploration of

ecclesiology and ethnography as methods of study bearing on one another theologically:

“87 Nicholas Adams and Charles Elliott, 'Ethnography Is Dogmatics: Making Description Central to
Systematic Theology', Scottish Journal of Theology 53 (Autumn 2000), pp339-64, cited in Scharen,
"Judicious narratives", or ethnography as ecclesiology’, p130.

“88 Adams and Elliott, 'Ethnography is Dogmatics', p363.

%89 gcharen "Judicious narratives", or ethnography as ecclesiology’, p130.

0 Gyest, Evangelical Identity and Contemporary Culture. A more in-depth and extended study employing
use of a questionnaire survey.
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'[ulnder the catchword "ethnography" | want to include other methods of
investigation, such as shorter-term observation, interviews, analysis of speech
patterns appearing in the discourse of the group, study of journals kept by members
of the group, use of surveys (supplementing other means), and introduction into the
group of texts to be read and reflected upon. These methods are largely qualitative,
though some — such as the survey — have a quantitative element to them. [...] The
term "ethnography" nevertheless remains useful as pointing to the need for all these
empirical methods to include, or be accompanied by, at least some element of
participative observation."***

And for my purpose this is where the one-on-one York interviews, with both 'non-church’
and ‘church’ participants helps us further our study on authority in the cultural and ecclesial
context theologically. Thus far in the record of interviews, as might be expected, we find a
broad divide between ‘church' and 'non-church' on Biblical/theological understanding but a
common denominator culturally that views authority negatively, though reluctantly
accepted, reducing much to 'personal feelings' as the main authority-filter in a world where
‘everyone' has the right to choose and freedom 'to be'. In such a context 'identity’ and 'voice'
appear blurred, with multiple identities and perspectives, not only outside the church
community but also within it.

The texts | draw upon, using the first two by way of helpful comparison as models
of analysis for handling the York data, come from three different sources holding doctrine
and 'judicious narratives' together: Mathew Guest's Evangelical Identity and Contemporary
Culture, Paul Heelas' and Linda Woodhead's Spiritual Revolution, and Nicholas Healy's
Church, World and the Christian Life. Yet a common theme in these three texts, and
relevant to my purpose, is the desire to identify church or congregational practice within
contemporary culture. Heelas and Woodhead, for example, identify 'subjectivisation' as a

cause of decline in traditional evangelical churches in the Cumbrian town of Kendal. Guest

! Fiddes, 'Ecclesiology and Ethnography’ in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, pp14-15.
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highlights the influence of 'secularisation’ in a thriving evangelical Anglican church in
York. And Healy's work is concerned with ‘ecclesiology’, especially within a Roman
Catholic context, and the desire to open up space within theology for new and more
challenging forms of ecclesiology that reflect more adequately upon the concrete shape of
the church in society today.*®* From the York data | now bring five examples of what | see
as a gap between the doctrine of authority and ‘judicious narrative’, which might also be

seen, in at least some instances, as a gap between metanarrative and personal narrative.

Example 1: The image of evangelical authority
Here we see the gap between people’s ‘official view’ of what authority means for
evangelicals, and their actual approach to issues. The fourfold evangelical emphasis, as

Bebbington puts it,**

upon the Bible, the cross of Christ and conversion as entry to the
Christian life and responsibility of believers to be active, is placed in a broader perspective
with Guest’s congregational study. As with my study of a local Baptist church there is
awareness of the tension between differing strands in the congregation. The emphasis in St
Michael's upon scriptural authority (as expected amongst evangelicals) and the private
reading of the Bible is self-evident, such that: '[a]ccording to the evangelicals of St
Michael's, the scriptures are placed above the church, its leaders and above charismatic
experience as the foundation of Christian truth and as the sole guide to Christian living.'"***

Even so, '[w]hile the Bible was comprehensively affirmed as the primary authority and

foundation of the Christian life, congregants were less united in their views about the

%2 Healy, The Church, World and the Christian Life, pp1-3.

498 See David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain — A History form the 1730s to the 1980s
(London: Unwin Hyman, 19809).

#9% Guest, Evangelical Identity, p81.
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precise truth status of its texts."® As Guest indicates 'this is a complex issue' for while ‘the
scriptures were read and invoked in a myriad of contexts, there was room for a diverse set
of approaches to appropriating the text as a spiritual resource."** For some , such as James,
'St Mike's is a bit liberal for me ...', indicating a lower status for 'liberal theology' and its
approach to scripture. In some respects this is no different from 'church’ participants in the
Baptist church though the latter bring a more individualist emphasis upon ‘personal
conscience' or 'Bible and conscience' as might be expected from a non-conformist tradition.
When asked if there was a place for ‘rebellion’, for example, Ben (int.32, 66 years) replied
(using ‘Biblical teaching’ as his justification): ‘Yes there can be. Clearly if I am told to do
something that 1 know is wrong, is against my conscience and is against Biblical teaching
then I would rebel against that authority, yes.” And when it came to the importance of
conscience’ he said, appealing to ‘legal reason’ and ‘scriptural reason’, deftly moving the

responsibility for personal action from himself to ‘God’s authority’:

‘Yes, conscience is important. [...] if absolutely clear that it’s wrong in your view
to do something, then that's to defy scripture. Even if a legal issue, then I would
rebel on that. (Isn’t there a danger that we become our own authority?) Well there
maybe but | did say that if backed up by scripture, therefore it's not our own
authority it's God's authority. [...] if one always obeys everybody without question
then we live in a dangerous situation. But | do think that our conscience,
particularly when it is backed up properly by a legal reason or scriptural reason,
then | think we're entitled to rebel.’

At the other end of the age-scale Gina (int. 19, 23 years), on ‘the authority of the Bible’,
also appealed to individual conscience alongside the interpretation of scripture plus

‘reason’: ‘On one level it's a combination of scripture and conscience. We don't take down

*%® Guest, Evangelical Identity, p82.
#% Guest, Evangelical Identity, p82.
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rules and regulations for everything eg, excessive TV watching. We draw precepts and
instruction and Christ's example. Some rules still applicable, but not all of the Old
Testament. There needs to be thought through reasoning for why we do things.’

Such an emphasis on personal conscience linked to reason, interpretation and the
application of scripture (text), to justify appeal to ‘God’s authority’, can bring its own
tension if members at the Baptist ‘church meeting' have a sense of individual empowerment
but with limited ability to recognise the ‘other' or hold diversity, even conflict, in unity
under ‘the sovereign rule of Christ' (a traditional affirmation among Baptists).*’” On church
authority (institution), Pat (int. 28) said, 'l think the church as a whole is very wishy-
washy.' And for Angie (int. 11), 'T think the church has lost authority in society [...] for me
watching Christian radio or TV channels makes me cringe.' In response to questions around

God's authority (figure), Jenny (int. 24) admitted:

'l find it really difficult to sort of think about such questions and to have any
answers for such questions as to, you know, "why doesn't God intervene?" and
"why does God allow all this suffering?" You can trot out all the answers, "Yes, he's
a holy God", but actually it can be quite hard to reconcile with the reality of it all.’

For St Michael-le-Belfry, the diversity (not only in scriptural interpretation, but the
role of women, liberal theology, salvation, response to modernity and culture — hence

'negotiating the boundaries of faith"**®

and touching Niebuhr's typology) is held together in
the 'public discourse' by 'public teaching' but not always agreed upon privately. As Guest
indicates: 'James's comments alerted me to a number of important features of

congregational life. In spite of the claims of the new vicar, spiritual diversity was not

7 See chapter 4 on ‘covenant’, §27, p154.
%98 See Guest, Evangelical Identity, ch. 4.
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affirmed as a positive feature by everyone in St Michael's and for a significant number it
signalled a loss of direction. There was a discernible, though not destructive, tension
between parishioners who embraced a broad vision of evangelical spirituality — including a
celebration of the many routes into faith and many ways of expressing it — and those who

favoured a more narrowly defined approach.**®

Example 2: The ideal of leadership

With this example the gap between people’s ideal of authority in leadership and their actual
experience is highlighted. For the Baptist congregation ‘difference’ and ‘conflict' had, in its
recent past, allowed 'negative’ and divisive elements into its church polity — initially leaving
a residual 'mistrust of authority'. Declaring the ‘ideal' Michael (having been in leadership)
said: 'l could see bad leadership destroy a church. Good leadership makes it blossom, and
pulls a church together.' (Int. 16, 54 years). But in 'reality’ the exercise of church discipline
by leadership negatively affected the church. He said: 'Few years ago the leadership [...]
caused so much bad feeling, had gone to a person, because of wrong-doing. All we wanted
was the person to say "sorry" and not do it again. We couldn't get that commitment. [...]
Then took it to the church. People didn't like it. Scriptural discipline. It hurt me doing it.
[...] We as a leadership stood in front of church for the decision made as a leadership.
There was anger, bitterness, | couldn't understand it." In this context the 'judicious narrative'
on the practical exercise of authority in the local church unsurprisingly reveals conflict in
'reality’ that in praxis affected both individual and community, within and beyond the

church, for many years.

%99 Guest, Evangelical Identity, p77.
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Everyone, among Baptist church-goers if not explicitly, accepted God's authority as
'the highest’, 'the ultimate' and made known 'through Jesus Christ'; thus the appropriate
'judicious narratives' selected support traditional evangelical, indeed orthodox Christian,
theological position on divine authority. There was also a broad assumption that human
beings were: 'In God's eyes — all equal." (Bridget, int. 18; 21 years). Yet when Ann said,
'We turn to God when things go wrong. Talk to him first, then people we trust, not to
parents.’ (int. 5, 47 years), she's starting to make known her own story. She then said, "We
should be able to question. We all question God's authority." Followed by, 'Should be able
to question the minister.'” We find that despite a certain ideal of leadership it can be
bypassed for God’s direct leadership and even that is challenged. Ann’s experience appears
to have brought her to both a scepticism and egalitarianism even in relation to God.

At St Mike’s we find that an ‘egalitarian spirit was most evident in attitudes towards

*5% though not outwardly expressed in relation to God. Furthermore, on

authority roles [...]
‘liberal theology’ in the church Guest highlights that, 'Liberal views were extended into
issues of leadership in the church, with 78% disagreeing with the statement that all
members of the clergy should be male. Faced with the statement, “Women should never
occupy positions of leadership in a church”, 88% disagreed. And 73% supported the notion
that women should be given equal opportunities to men to serve the church in every
respect.”®* Among the Baptists (see Example 5 below) a more conservative view prevailed.
While 51% didn’t have a problem with women in leadership, 34% did — the remainder,

were undecided. Contributing to this picture, in both congregations, we find there are

usually personal stories and experiences brought to the conversation that can both conflict

% Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p93.
%% Guest, Evangelical Identity, p93.
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with and support theological perspective on God, fellow human beings and believers. The

question brought to the ‘theodrama' asks how God is speaking and how are we listening?

Example 3: The scope of atonement

In this instance at the Baptist church, listening to Stephen for example, we find his account
of the 'highest authority' brings another ‘tension’. With true evangelical voice he says, 'God,
expressed through Jesus Christ, allowing his Son to die on the cross for us. And instructing
Jesus in his love to do this on our behalf — no greater authority.' (Int. 14). But his response
to those in need is separated from the concrete purpose of God: 'Sad that some turn to
church because of problems, bereavement, illness, marriage break-up. God will help. Sad
we didn't bring them in by another way earlier." The judicious narrative here appears to
provide one particular ‘evangelical’ view on the practical outworking of divine authority
with implications for practical ecclesiology and mission 'on the ground'. Ironically there
appears, in this participant's expression, to be a dislocation between God and his plan of
salvation in Christ as the 'no greater authority' and the responsibility of believers as partners
in the divine plan. It seems that 'God will help' those with problems but for 'us' it would be
better to have brought them into the church before they had any problems. Stephen's
doctrinal view, by implication, is that first, the 'ideal’ picture is a life without problems. In
reality this means a dislocation with people as they really are. Secondly, they turn to God
usually when they are in a mess. So in his view we discover a dislocation between the
'ideal’ and the 'reality’ of church: (1) He doesn't relate God's plan of salvation to actual lives
but a kind of ideal, even though God's plan of salvation is for those in need. (2) He has in
mind an 'ideal' picture of what it means to be 'saved' but this is not located in 'real’

problems. (3) He starts with an 'ideal' view of church, people with no problems, that he
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relates to God's plan of salvation. The challenge for our understanding of divine authority
and the 'grand-story' however, and within mission and pastoral theology, continues to be
that of finding the divine 'reality' in praxis — on the ground.

Among individual parishioners at St Michael’s the response, without question,
toward an evangelical model of salvation, ‘that of a penal substitutionary atonement’, was
according to Guest, ‘expressed in a highly articulate and intellectual form, members often
providing a detailed and theologically sophisticated account of the salvation process, a
reflection of their middle class, educated status.”®® This in many ways reflects a subtle
‘difference’ compared with theological emphasis at the Baptist church. At St Mike’s Guest
cites ‘Peter’, and his not untypical exposition of the word ‘evangelical’,*® drawing further
the conclusion that ‘[t]his conception of salvation embodies several other key ideas for the
evangelical: the radical sinfulness of man, the importance of an open confession of faith,
the urgency behind a personal decision to follow God.” At the Baptist church the expression
of faith in Christ tended to be less sophisticated and more personal, such as Michael: ‘A
basic fundamental belief for me. [...] it's in the Bible, which tells me that the only way to
God is through Jesus.” (Michael, int. 16, 54 years). For Kathy (int. 9, 48 years), it was
simple and personal: ‘I believe Jesus died for me. My sins are forgiven. Because of that I
seek to live my life in a way that is pleasing to him. To honour him with my ultimate guide
being the Bible, plus the teaching and advice of other Christians.’

The value of ethnography and congregational study brings us to the need, in
contemporary evangelicalism of all traditions, to hold together diversity in unity if 'public

and private' are to exist together under the direct rule of Christ in the local community, and

%92 Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p87.
%93 Guest, Evangelical Identity, p88.
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with freedom to fulfil its mission. This may find its play within the domain and tension of
the 'grand story' and the 'personal story' in which tension divine authority resides and the
Word of the Lord is heard. We are reminded of the late-modern problem with
metanarratives (chapter 3, §18). Our brief summary of Niebuhr suggests an ongoing
process (as in culture and change) of different kinds of negotiation between the two
authorities of 'Christ and culture'. This process is evident within both congregations in York
and | suggest is one that should not be considered a threat but normative to the local
Christian community as it negotiates cultural boundaries, within the frame of preaching,
teaching, listening, and living out the drama, not simply as individual disciples but as
community in relationship — in the context of cultural change. How this is worked out will
mean holding to universal orthodox beliefs centred in Christ and the message of the cross,
but will (apart from commonalities in subculture and expressions of the faith) 'look’ and

‘feel’ different in differing communities within both the same and differing traditions.

Example 4: Judgement of non-Christians by divine authority

Here we find a gap between people’s official belief about judgement, and their actual
attitudes. As indicated the challenge for both congregations, publicly and privately,
concerns belief in the authority of scripture and how this belief is worked out in practice.
According to Guest, the one theological motif that appeared to remain uncompromised and
intact throughout St Michael's, was: 'penal substitutionary atonement. The model of
salvation through confession of faith in Jesus as the exclusive means of deliverance from
inevitable sin was apparently embraced by all.”® The same could be said of the Baptist

church, expressed simply as: 'there is no other way to be saved." A problem however arose

%% Guest, Evangelical Identity, p87.
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for St Michael's with the question: ‘what happens to non-Christians?' implying judgment to
come and eternal punishment. Guest found that participants consciously avoided
commitment to this position and appeared more keen to embrace the possibility that
outsiders might, in the economy of God, somehow be included eternally.*® Different ways
of responding to the question were recorded by Guest showing a, ‘tendency to stress mercy
and love over judgment and damnation' while ‘the fate of the unevangelised also followed a
fairly liberal line.®® As Guest highlighted, a constant problem for evangelicals concerns
reconciling the need for faith in Jesus alone with the fact that some people are untouched by
missionary endeavour raising questions about their final judgment and destiny. This was
not an issue often addressed in St Michael's, formally or informally, and if it arose in small
group discussion the consistent response was that according to Paul's letter to the Romans
(2:6) those unreached by the message will by judged according to the light they have

received.>”’

Among the Baptists there was almost total silence on the subject. In respect of
God's and Christ's authority revealed in judgment little was said except along the lines of:
'‘God has loving authority' (Stephen; int. 14). This might indicate an ignorance or lack of
confidence on the subject or a belief that God can be trusted to be just. Certainly the
majority expressed the view that the authority of God and Jesus 'is the highest' and
'ultimate’ but overall there was a marked lack of willingness to raise the subject in the
context of authority, no doubt struggling with the concept of a ‘God who is love' and one
who will 'bring judgment’. It may indicate a fear or ambiguity with moving toward a

'liberalising' trend as discerned by Guest in St Michael's or quite simply a quiet discomfort

with scriptural authority. When in the Baptist church | asked Stephen how he felt about

% Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p89.
%% Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p89.
%7 Guest, Evangelical Identity, pp89-90.
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‘authority' he referred to God with personal almost contradictory feelings but without a fear
of judgment to come: 'Heavy word. God's authority makes me not frightened or scared.
There is respect, almost fearful, but know God loves me, is over me.' (Int. 14).

When it came to other religions, and the way of salvation, most at St Michael's,
'maintained that other religions are deficient in some way. But even then, they did not see
this as sufficient grounds for condemning them."® Guest saw this view as commonplace
within the tolerant, inclusivist discourses of multi-cultural Britain, but at the same time
thought it 'strikingly incongruent’ within a Christian community traditionally conservative.
As Guest put it, referencing the work of James Hunter and the changing tradition of

American evangelicalism in the 1980s:°*

[i]t is no longer seen as acceptable to openly
affirm views that are socially offensive or which emphasise the radical difference between
those inside and those outside the faith. An implicit accommodation to modern trends has
made this so, consequently triggering a reconfiguration of evangelical values in a
thoroughly liberal direction.”'® A narrower, though not intolerant, view was expressed at
the Baptist church where both ‘church’ and 'non-church’ participants' fears and uncertainties
were expressed concerning ‘others' such as Moslems. Gina, however, brought a note of rich
uncertainty following her experience at university when she was elected chair of the

Christian Society and different faiths were discussed and represented. She used words such

as: 'difficult’, 'local mosque', ‘fasting’ and spoke of a Muslim leader who:

'spoke about God as though he knew God. | could take what he said and weigh it up
against what | know from scripture and | agreed with every word of it. Not entirely

%% Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p91.

*% james Davison Hunter, Evangelicalism. The Coming Generation (Chicago, IL, and London: University of
Chicago Press, 1987); see Guest, Evangelical Identity, p91.

*1% Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p91.
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sure where | stand. Not sure how the Lord Jesus thinks of other faiths. Part of me
hopes he does. Partly hope, partly talking to people of other faiths | had interesting
discussions at university. | was Chairman of the Christian Society for a year. Not an
evangelical group. Interesting they elected me to the Chair. It was the first time
they'd ever had an evangelical female. A good year where we compared our faiths.
A very positive experience. One person, tried to claim, that deep down we’re all the
same. On both sides we said "no we're not". There was an honest discussion of
where our faith lies.' (Int. 19, 23 years)

Then she reverted to type but with a generous openness to and recognition of the challenge:

T’ve got no problem with the Christian faith speaking with authority. Because of

God's Word, Christ, | believe he is the Son of God. Other faiths, | do have concerns,

issues. | range from believing quite categorically that some have no authority at all

to wondering about others." (Int. 19)

Clearly for some evangelicals in York, Anglican and Baptist, negotiating the
boundaries of faith is a challenge, not so much with 'difference’ ('us and them’), but with the
place of judgement in God's overall purpose. The major challenge at St Michael's came
with a greater condemnation of 'marginal Christian groups such as Jehovah's Witnesses and
Mormons'.>** For Guest this reflected, 'Mary Douglas' argument that it is the phenomena
which threaten group boundaries rather than phenomena which fall outside of them which

are most problematic for religious groups.”>*? For Baptists there appeared little awareness of

marginal groups. Pauline included Mormons with Muslims and Hindus:

'l don't believe other religions have authority over anybody. They're not right. There
is only the one way to heaven. The Christian faith. [What gives you authority to say
that?] The Bible. 'Cos that's what the Bible says. Only one way to heaven through
Jesus Christ. And although the Muslims, and the Mormons and the Hindus or
whatever are not on the right path and that comes to my faith and my belief.'(Int. 21)

> Guest, Evangelical Identity, p90.
*12 Guest, Evangelical Identity, p90; ref: Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger. An Analysis of the Concepts of
Pollution and Taboo (London: Routledge, 1966).
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Example 5: The role of women in authority

With this point we identify another gap between people’s ‘official’ view and their practice.
The meeting of 'universal' and ‘personal’ stories to explain meaning continues as a challenge
in the expression of evangelical faith and the ‘tension' and ‘challenging of boundaries' in
contemporary culture — whether moral, scriptural, other religions or at the margins. This is
found, for example, with the role and status of women. Guest's study around moral values
and sexual morality, covering homosexuality, extra-marital and pre-marital sex revealed the
expected evangelical value structure around traditional family roles with an almost
universal condemnation of divorce, abortion, homosexuality (as with the Baptists). Yet he
was surprised to find what he called ‘a fairly liberal attitude towards the role and status of
women.”*® He found that the ideal evangelical model of the nuclear family was partially
allowed to accommodate modernity with equal gender opportunities and women in the
workplace. So while the congregation retained the idea of the family with the mother at
home, roles in practice were open to reconfiguration and re-alignment. Guest introduces the
example of men at St Michael's who have suspended careers in order to be at home with
their children as 'househusbands’. He also points out that the presence of female
professionals, doctors, university lecturers, teachers, social workers, receives no
condemnation from the traditionalists.>** The Baptist figures in the note below, while not
necessarily a straight comparison (membership numbers smaller and less middle-class),

indicate a similar trend within the Baptist congregation though with a significantly higher

>3 Guest, Evangelical Identity, pp91-3.

>4 Analysis of the church address list from 2000 reveals that, of the 210 adult female members of the
congregation fit for work, under retirement age and not in education, only 35 (16%) were full-time
housewives. Of those working, 62% worked part-time and 38% full-time. The ideal model of the nuclear
family has been at least partially accommodated to modern standards of equal gender opportunities and the
acceptance of women in the workplace.' Guest, Evangelical Identity and Contemporary Culture, p92.
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percentage in full-time employment; and with similar challenge to traditional authority
roles in the home.>™

According to Guest there was a shift away from the acceptance of male dominance,
not only within the congregation but 'evident in advice offered by church leaders'. And
while there was a perceived ambiguity and liberal slant from the leadership, '[t]here was a
discernible tendency to avoid any advocacy of a traditionalist, patriarchal position, or to
give it biblical endorsement.”*® With the Baptists we find that out of twelve male
participants who commented on the subject, ten had no problem with women in leadership,
but with a qualified, 'if gifted’. Only seven, indicating a more conservative evangelical
emphasis, out of eighteen women were positive about women in leadership. Betty, for
example, thought 'men were more objective and women were gossipers' (Int. 13, 55 years),
while for retired teacher, Margaret, the struggle to decide was evident and in the end it
came down to ‘feeling": 'Have to say some very good women preachers, vicars, clergy.
Partly think such a good job, ministry must be right. Yet underneath nagging doubt not
right. Have a gut feeling.' (Int. 15, 63 years). Gina (int. 19, 23 years) had ‘no problem’ with
female ministers, but Megan (int. 12, 36 years) said, ‘certainly not’. Priscilla from France

(int. 33, 64 years), a retired teacher living in York responded with ‘feeling’:

(Laughs) — I'm not a great believer that we should have an equal number of male
and female in ministry. No. | think if the male population really fulfilled their role
effectively there would not be a need so much for women to take part in the
ministry of the church. | think males have relegated on their responsibility as
leaders and the places have to be taken by a woman because their wasn't enough of
them. Or if there was enough of them they haven't been adequate — laughs — (so we

*1% 37 adult female members at the Baptist church fit for work (membership of 97 and 38% of total). Of those
under retirement age and not in education: 9 (24%) were full-time housewives. Of those women working,
19% worked part-time and 51% full-time.

*1% Guest, Evangelical Identity, p93.
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have women by default?) Sort of, except for the exceptional. And I look through the
Bible and I feel that there were some women leaders there.

It seems that in both congregations there is "ambiguity' in differing ways, publicly
and privately, over women in leadership. At St Michael's: 'the arrival of a female vicar
would [...] have provoked significant opposition.”™’ Yet as Guest says: 'Questionnaire
responses, in particular, suggest an emphatic rejection of traditionalist ideas of femininity,
which centre on domesticity, the nurture of children and a submission to male authority in
one's spiritual life. Thus, while family values remained axiomatic, ideas about the
distribution of authority have been accommodated to wider cultural norms."*?

Guest then identifies contemporary social change, saying that the patterns of value
at St Michael's, ‘can be explained as accommodations to specific dominant forces that are
enshrined in processes of modernisation. Most strikingly, cultural pluralism promotes an
"ethic of civility” — a pressure to adopt a tolerant view of outsiders, in this case, non-
believers and people of other faiths.”*° Guest points out that in attitudes toward outsiders
and questions of gender equality, ‘wider secular norms have been absorbed into the
evangelical subculture, causing an erosion of traditional standards and a blurring of the
boundaries that mark out evangelicals as distinct from the culture that surrounds them.
Shared values have become more liberal and less offensive to outsiders, and the integrity of

internal barriers has given way to a less fixed, almost exploratory approach to dealing with

ultimate reality.”?° And ‘[t]herefore, simultaneously, congregants are bound up in modern

> Guest, Evangelical Identity, p93.
*18 Guest, Evangelical Identity, p93.
19 Gyest (referencing Hunter; see n.36), Evangelical Identity, p94.
%20 Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p94.
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change while also rallying against it.®** The response to issues such as the authority of
scripture, the nature of humanity, life after death, baptism, the role and status of women,
the status of other religions, all brought significant divisions of opinion but without
‘factionalism’. This was also a challenge for the Baptist church, seeing itself as 'distinct’
from contemporary secular culture yet unable to escape its values. The ecclesial need to
prayerfully negotiate boundaries of faith and difference, intrinsic and extrinsic, appears a
necessary locus for contemporary expressions of authority and faith, within a cultural
dialectic that permits ambiguity, change and suspicion toward the metanarrative while at
the same time encouraging a recognition and valuing of personal subjectivised authority.

In conclusion we might say that these 'gaps’ or tensions, perhaps conflicts between
doctrine and personal story call, not for the condemnation of people as inconsistent, but for
a listening for the ‘divine voice’ in the midst of these tensions. In turn, this might bring a
more pastoral response, not only from ‘clergy’ but congregations also, in the way that

believers and even non-believers listen to each other and the voice of God among them.

37. Subjectivisation and meaning

In this section, overlapping with Guest, | want to briefly reflect on the York interviews by
means of the contemporary cultural 'subjective turn’ and research conducted by Paul Heelas
and Linda Woodhead (2005).°%? Also in the second part of this section | aim to further
explore the importance of ethnography as a practical theological tool in the realm of the
subjective.’® In their work over six years Heelas and Woodhead carried out extensive

empirical research amongst ‘church' and 'non-church' in the Cumbrian town of Kendal

*21 Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p95.
°22 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution (see fn. 17. p5).
%23 Especially Scharen and Marie Vigen (eds) in Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics.
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(UK), leading to the claim that traditional forms of religion, particularly Christianity, are
giving way to holistic spirituality.”®* Their method was to study and engage with what they
called 'the heartlands of religious and spiritual life'. This led them to ‘the very public
activities of church and chapel' (congregational domain) and ‘the more "invisible" activities
of what is often called alternative or New Age spirituality' (holistic milieu).”®® The study
established two categories of research: 'life-as religion' (which included twenty-five
congregations) and ‘alternative’ or 'New Age' activities and the cultivation of 'subjective
life' (in holistic groups and one-to-one practices).”?® Their research brought findings that
support in their view a 'subjectivisation thesis' explaining growth and decline: ‘we have
found robust evidence of a pattern: a correlation between subjective-life spirituality and
growth on the one hand, and between life-as religion and decline on the other. This means
that our findings have a bearing on the issue that has long dominated the study of religion —
the study of secularisation — as well as the increasingly important issue of whether there is
growth in the territory of the sacred — the study of sacralisation.”*’ This leads me to further
reflect on the York survey by looking at, (a) external authority and private judgment, and,
(b) ethnography and subjective experience; both within a new questioning of a sacred-

secular cultural divide.

a. External authority and private judgment
The contemporary cultural challenge including resistance to coercion and preference for

private judgement (820) brings us to the question of subjective and objective. Not only is

2% Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, ppx-xii.
2% Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p8.

26 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp12-32.
%2 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p9.
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Weber's 'legal-rational' attempt to introduce power as ‘legitimate domination' within
modernity (811) viewed suspiciously in late-modern culture, but there is also a resorting to
the authority of private judgment as a legitimating, even corrective response (at times) to
the authority of objective rational thought. In the York interviews the authority of external
‘control' and/or ‘coercion' was, unsurprisingly, challenged by ‘church' and 'non-church'
participants alike. At the same time subjective opinion in favour of objective authority
(rather than encouraging each person to make their own moral decisions), expressed by
some Baptist participants for example, said that the church 'in the land does not have a
strong moral voice', and 'ought to speak out on issues nationally' and 'bring leadership to
the nation' with ‘clarity’; sounding rather like a desire for 'sacralised dominion' (an
expression used of Roman Catholicism).>?® In Baptist ecclesiology however the tension
between personal conscience, leadership and corporate discernment at the ‘church meeting’,
where all members have 'equal voice' as led by the Holy Spirit under the supreme authority
of Christ can prove problematic as well as creative. In Baptist ‘traditioning' this locus, the
gathered church, is where the praxis of sacrament, word, tradition, prayer and common life
is covenant ground for divine authority to be heard and agreed as a valid expression of the
divine voice in concrete church. The challenge comes with how this works in reality given
Baptist understanding of covenant relations (chapter 4).

One problem with the late-modern subjective emphasis is that it can develop a
reliance upon personal, individual judgment based on feelings as the sole judge of 'right and
wrong', 'truth and falsehood'; and always with the potential for ecclesial fragmentation. The
tension between 'rational’ and ‘subjective’ will always need to be carefully discerned

together, in the living 'drama’ of the ecclesia, allowing for difference without conflict. Or

%28 See Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p49.
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does this simply become subsumed within the evangelical subculture, as at St Michael's?
Such an approach is always in danger of social and theological manipulation by leaders or
charismatic figures in authority. Furthermore, individualism and/or personal empowerment
in the context of church community, without humility and an awareness of the wider body
of believers and the need to 'discern the mind of Christ' (as Baptist ecclesiology), especially
if allowed free-reign as sometimes in Baptist church meetings, can lead (ironically) to
individual ‘control' and/or ‘private judgment’ dominating and dividing. Heelas' and
Woodhead's study, Guest's analysis of St Michael's handling of 'public’ and ‘private’,*?° and
the York survey, reveal something of the challenge of private judgment in negotiation with
the external secular world and within the ecclesial subculture.>*

It became evident from the York interviews that there was a 'movement’ around
questions of ‘control' and 'authority' along with the 'personal story' that at times became
interchangeable. While ‘church’ and 'non-church’ participants did not want ‘authority' that is
‘controlling’, leading to abuse or domination, by whatever means, they both related the need
for 'respect’ and ‘authority’ to the well-being of the community. Concerning the word
'respect’ for example, ‘church’ participant Angie identified the word as important whilst also
recognising the difficulty of being in authority and the need for resolution if in conflict: 'If a
person seriously loses my respect then it is a problem. If they demand my respect and then
prove they are not worthy — then a huge area of conflict. If I'm listening to their preaching
each Sunday and the way they've treated me means I've lost respect for them. Big struggle

area. Hard things about being a minister and need to resolve it if | sit under their ministry.'

°29 Gyest, Evangelical Identity, pp102-4, 114ff.

*% Reminding us of Berger's notion of the need for an ongoing 'bargaining process with secular thought'. Peter
Berger, The Heretical Imperative. Contemporary Possibilities of Religious Affirmation (London: Collins,
1980), pp158-9.
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(Int. 11; 37 years). Such a response reveals something of the complexity and nuance
regarding subjectivity and authority. Angie's response does reflect an ability to think around
the subject however. How to respect diversity of thinking and 'manage tensions' in the
congregation becomes a challenge pastorally for church leadership bearing ‘divine
authority' as apostolic representatives — without 'sacralised dominion’. At this point |

introduce examples of the tension between public and private judgement.

Example 1: The perceived threat of ‘liberalism’

This views people’s attitude to the perceived threat of ‘liberalism’ in the two congregations.
I show in the following discussion that in both this is managed by an uneasy blend between
personal judgement and public authority, but that the emphasis moves in different ways in
the two congregations. For St Michael's, the emphasis is laid on management through
public teaching. In Acomb, it is managed largely by personal conscience.

For Guest the trend at St Michael's, while firmly evangelical, was toward a more
'liberalised’ theology in order to accommodate an increasing diversity in opinion and
viewpoint. Guest came to the conclusion that the St Michael's congregation was 'liberalised’
on two accounts: first, with regard to the truth status of scripture and the place of women
there was a, 're-drawing of the boundaries of the evangelical worldview along broad lines,
centring on tolerance, universalism and an openness to spiritual exploration.”** Secondly,
this outlook gave, 'a sense that one possesses the freedom to rethink Christian tradition’, and
‘also tends to engender more individualistic understandings of faith. In other words,

liberalisation often also generates diversification, and both trends are evident among this

%3 Guest, Evangelical Identity, p95.
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congregation.”* After arriving at this conclusion Guest examined ways that St Michael's
negotiated the 'boundaries of the faith' plus sermons and ‘trends in public teaching'. He
concluded that the way the ‘tension’ was 'managed’ was by means of a selective balance of

liberal and conservative convictions thus avoiding conflict:

'Simply put, the boundaries of the group have come to coalesce around a set of ideas
which encompasses both liberal (open, broad and tolerant) and conservative
(narrow, exclusivist) camps, while attempting to compromise neither. Indeed, the
public discourse — exemplified in sermons, public prayers, prophecy and any other
spoken address open to the congregation as a whole — appeared to function as a
unifying force by keeping these two "narratives™ in tension. It did this by avoiding
the open endorsement of extreme positions and evading issues likely to provoke
disagreement. Effectively, liberalisation and re-traditionalisation appeared as
coexistent forces working within the same community, but without any kind of
resolution that could be construed as compromise.'>*

Concerns with 'liberalisation’ were similar in the Baptist congregation though expressed
differently. At St Michael’s it was managed through a mediating public discourse,
including the strong element of a teaching ministry, and ‘prophecy’. At the Baptist church
it was more a question of recognising it (assuming everyone agreed with what was meant
by 'liberal’), and keeping it 'out there' (outside the church) so that it doesn't come ‘in here'.
Four participants spoke of 'liberal' trends with its negative influence upon the church at
large. Gina (int. 19) spoke of 'definite negatives' while Ben (int. 32) spoke of liberal
theological influences from the 1920s such that in his view the scripture lost its authority:
‘A lot of churches seemed to go into liberal teaching at that time. And somehow scripture
seemed to lose its power, lose its authority. The theology was not based on the Bible, based

on opinions, on philosophies and things." Interestingly, we find that Jenny (int. 24)

> Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p95.
%% Guest, Evangelical Identity, p102.
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resourced personal experience, informing private judgment, regarding ‘'women ministers'

and 'liberal teaching' in the church:

T can’t say I’m terribly enthusiastic about it, not women elders and women
ministers. But that’s possibly because when I was a teenager we had a woman
minister at the church I went to and she was very much a liberal, I don’t think she
believed anything! And she has possibly coloured my view on that.'

The question of 'personal conscience' and the individual self as a mediating role, in order to

find the 'right way', was more obvious in the Baptist context as with Bridget and Pauline:

‘Conscience would tell me if in conflict with faith. Read things in Bible that changes
attitude to spiritual authority. When other people in church tell you things, you can
tell the way they put things across, if you're being pushed. This is wrong, they
should discuss. You should have a right to argue, put your own point of view. The
Bible states things, and depends how you interpret. One church says one thing or
one person in that church says one thing. Another might say "no". You must have
peace in your own heart about what you feel is right." (Bridget, int. 18, 21 years).

For Pauline also in relation to the spiritual: 'l would say that God tends to speak through
conscience. That's more the things you're going to do wrong. Pops your conscience. And
God says "I don't think that's right”. Okay God.' (Would you recognise spiritual authority?)
'I'd like to think I would." (The word "spiritual™, how do you define it?) '‘Being from God,
or of God. Not just a human authority. To do something that God wants you to do." (Define
particularly in a Christian context as opposed to Muslim or any other kind, New Age?).
'They haven't got the right answer have they. | tend to only think of "spiritual” as being

Christian.' (What is it makes you think you've got the right answer?) 'l know I've got the
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right answer.' (How do you know?). 'l just do. My faith. If I've got it wrong, and I've got it
right. | couldn't tell you how I know it. Conviction." (int. 21. 35 years).

And so it appears that the question of 'liberalism' and church authority are ‘'managed’
more at a personal, subjective level in the Baptist congregation. While we might expect the
church meeting to play its role in practice it is generally viewed negatively as is the wider
church. We find church members such as Pat, who while seeing conscience as: 'a big thing,
something that has authority over your life', was also (even if revealing a note of
uncertainty) unhappy with church meetings (attributing it to her ‘background' while

revealing a 'gendered’ perspective on the exercise of external authority at the local church):

'because | was brought up Brethren, I never have been and never will be, and always
get fed up with all this "church meeting”. If it's a good idea — do it! In that respect |
like the authority of a minister and eldership and they just get on and do it. My
background. I don't care how much, if it's okay for you, we trust you. Just do it.
But that's probably just my background. I'd rather all you men got together in a holy
huddle and just did it. But I don't always know if that is God's way." (int. 28).

Example 2: The external authority of ministry

Here again, we find an example of the tension between external authority and private
judgement. The emphasis, in the Baptist church, on 'private judgement' came across
strongly but with less concern for liberalism (that was ‘'out there’) and more for the
implications of ministerial leadership. For Priscilla this was summed up in her personal
judgment of the Archbishop of Canterbury (Rowan Williams) and his 'limited' authority:
'‘And so | feel his authority is diminished by the fact that he's not being recognised as the
complete leader of the C of E. He's only the leader of the more liberal end of the spectrum.

So he hasn't got the authority that probably he'd like to have.' The freedom for individual
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members to speak out and be listened to, the role of minister/leadership, and the hearing of
the voice of divine truth in the '‘concrete drama' or 'reality’ of the believing community
seemed to be implicit to 'Baptist’ understanding even if deployed negatively and naively.

For some it seemed to come down to a question of confidence and ecclesial identity
at the local level. On the word 'trust' in relation to 'authority’, as seen with Jenny: 'Difficult
one. Certainly expect to hear from the Word of God. Person proclaiming the Word [...] |
may not agree with how they're doing it. Irrelevant, but expect basically sound doctrine
from the authority of God. Why I'm in Acomb Baptist Church." (int. 24, 48 yrs). Questions
of 'identity’, 'belonging’, 'tolerance’ thus appear together with ‘authority' in church life as
markers of legitimacy amidst the desire to hear from God personally and establish one's
own claims to spirituality and authority. Gary (‘church’, int. 36, 18 yrs) when asked how he
‘felt' about 'authority’ said (not unlike 'non-church' participants): 'Suspicious to be honest.
Whenever certain people, or groups of people, claim they have the authority to do this or
the other, or make a certain decision, it always makes me suspicious of what right they
have to have this authority. [...] Question authority, but blind rebellion is to me just as
pointless and dangerous as blind conformity.’

The response of some ‘church’ participants to ministerial (external) authority could
be similar to 'non-church’, showing to some degree the artificiality of the distinction and the

importance of how and where we listen to God speaking. 'Non-church' Gordon concluded:

'Why am | reacting to this? Why can't | just say, "Yeah. That person has authority. |
respect the belief they have. I respect the beliefs you have, | wish | had them." It's
about respect, not about authority." (int. P, 55 years)
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For Ben (‘church’; int. 32, 66 years) there seemed to be an underlying negativity toward
external ministerial authority which he assumed was male (deliberately excluding women),
revealing something of his Brethren background: 'l would not like a female elder or a
female minister. Dont mind female deacon." At the same time he appeared to have
contradictory views on the role of a minister while emphasising the importance of team
leadership supported by his personal story: "Well, personally think that the minister doesn't
actually appear as an individual in scripture. There are ministers, there are elders, so |
believe that the leadership is a collective thing. So my view is that you as a leading elder or
presiding elder are like the Prime Minister, first among equals. (What do you think about
the minister having the call of God? Is it different?) No, I think we are all called of God to
do things. How a person earns their keep. Whether that is through so-called secular
employment or salaried by the church is neither here nor there. At my home church when
we went into eldership we had one person who was the minister, one was a doctor, one a
teacher and we set up a team situation.'

And so we find, even within one person, a mixture of personal views (sometimes
contradictory and conflicting), revealing different ecclesial traditions and background. How
to hold in tension with external authority, the ‘rational’ and 'subjective’, the 'public’ and
‘private’, ‘conservative' and ‘liberal' without fragmentation appears to be but one major
challenge to the wider church in the ‘plurality’ of contemporary late-modern culture. St
Michael's emphasis on the way public discourse is handled appears as one way to resolve
the tension, thus ‘avoiding conflict', while at the Baptist church the need to rediscover the
church meeting as an expression of covenant relations under the direct rule of Christ and
the leading of the Holy Spirit where 'difference’ is tolerated in love, appears necessary;

especially in light of many ecclesial influences and a potential for conflict always present.
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In this sense the role of minister and leadership team, not without the congregation, have a
vital role to play in discerning together divine authority as revealed in the voice and drama

of the 'reality’ of church community addressing 'public’ and 'private’ discourse in praxis.

b. Ethnography and subjective experience

This section continues the theme of private judgement, but in the form of ‘subjectivity’ as
identified already (chapter 3, 820), and physically experienced. The challenge of coping
with authority in a late-modern context, with a need to listen to each other, continues in
what are often thought to be distinct sacred and secular spheres around the individual-self
and togetherness. How does one experience and respond to divine authority at a subjective
level? And how do we together in relationship, experience, hear and respond to the same
authority? For Heelas and Woodhead their research was informed by a realisation that the
great historical bond between western cultures and a Christianity whose characteristic mode
was to 'make appeal to transcendent authority' was rapidly dissolving. In its place they were
seeing the growth of a less regulated situation in which the sacred is experienced in
intimate relationship with subjective-lives.>® The perspective | explore is one where
Baptist ecclesiology fosters from its own theological story a practical-ecclesiology where

the practice of covenant and positive understanding of sacrament™*°

together can enable the
'reality’ of the sacred to meet with the intimacy of personal experience without coercion.
Yet while the Baptist interviews reveal the ‘personal’ in opinion and the authority of

the 'unique-self', there appears also an absence of understanding that is covenantal or

> Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p10.

*% The 'sacred' event commanded by Christ, followed in praxis by his obedient discipleship-community and
affirmed with his 'real’ presence at a personal and sacred level by his Spirit, especially baptism, Eucharist and
the Word centred in the gospel story; a ‘common life' that is sacramental and within the divine act of creation.
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sacramental and hence a potential for dislocation from its own believing community at a
personal and historic level. The argument emerging from this conclusion suggests that the
interviews show a need for covenantal thinking among church communities, because of an
inherent individualism. Heelas and Woodhead's research leads them to confirm the central
importance in contemporary culture of the Rousseauian belief that 'l am unique' and the
way this has affected 'the sacred landscape’.>*® Even so, from their perspective they point
out that 'subjectivisation' is not to be confused with ‘individualisation’: "Whilst it is true that
the subjective turn sees individuals emphasising their personal experiences as their source
of meaning, significance and authority, this need not imply that they will be atomistic,
discrete or selfish. For as we will see, above all else subjective-life spirituality is "holistic",
involving self-in-relation rather than a self-in-isolation.”®’ | have used the term 'subjective’
as: 'individuals emphasising their personal experiences as their source of meaning,
significance and authority." At the same time | recognise some are able to be both 'self-in-
relation’ and 'self-in-isolation’ depending on context (see §20).

The unintended problem for some, however, is that the ‘true to myself/yourself’
philosophy of many can be interpreted as 'me-in-isolation’. This is emphasised, in the realm
of personal imagination, when an ‘ideal’ type is projected and brought to the ‘concrete
reality’, whether in congregational domain or holistic milieu. The subjective emphasis upon
experience with York participants, meets the 'reality’ on the ground where the subjective
experience is also individualistic and linked with a particular, and popular, evangelical

mind-set, as we saw in the interviews under the category of 'Figures of authority' (831).

>% Heelas and Woodhead (p11), cite 18th philosopher Jean-Jacques Rouseau: 'l know my own heart and
understand my fellow man. But | am unlike any one | have ever met.' (Rouseau, The Confessions of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (London: Penguin 1781/1971), p1.

>3 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p11.
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Jean (int. 23) for example saw no-one as having authority over her except for 'one person’,
guiding her life, 'and that's God'. Many ‘church’ participants spoke of God as the 'highest
authority’ while at the same time indicating a personal experience of intimacy in
relationship. For Daniel (int. 1), a teacher, God doesn't use ‘the big stick approach' and is
the best example of what 'a really good teacher should be.' Judy (int. 7), is very conscious
that God has given us our 'own minds', he 'gave freewill, minds of our own." At the same
time she believed him to be 'a constant help and friend'. Such stories from personal
experience and belief identify the strength of evangelical faith amongst individual believers
but raises questions concerning ‘togetherness' in community. This suggests a place for a
practical, covenant theology to be brought to the divine 'reality’ as discerned (a model of
interpretation) in the drama of church and the world, and the pastoral need for dialogue and
a listening together without walking away.

In their study of congregations and the subjective in Kendal, Heelas and Woodhead
found commonality and variety.>*® As Pete Ward puts it: ‘[t]he study deals with what they
term the "congregational domain™ of churches and chapels, but also the "holistic domain”
of alternative New Age spirituality. Central to the research is a categorical distinction
between religion as a system, which expects the subjugation of the self to external higher
authority, and spirituality, which is orientated around the subjective life. The first they call

“life-as" religion, and the second, "subjective-life" spirituality.*

While emphasis upon
'life-as' roles was predominant, this varied and 'subjectivities were handled in different
ways in different types of congregation'.>*® They classified these into four main categories:

(1) 'congregations of difference’ (humanity subordinated to a distant creator God), (2)

>% Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp17-23.
>3 pete Ward, 'Attention and Conversation' in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, p43.
>0 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p17.
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‘congregations of humanity' (worshipping God by serving humanity), (3) ‘congregations of
experiential difference’ (God entering directly into subjective experience as the Holy
Spirit), and (4) 'congregations of experiential humanity' (God found in inner experience
more than in the externals of religion like scripture and sacrament).>*" Clearly two of the
congregations emphasise the personal and subjective as a source of divine authority but
from my perspective the exclusion of scripture and sacrament would be problematic,
especially since | wish to emphasise covenant as the ground of divine authority. Such
variety and expressions of Christian faith need not be inimical to each other but in response
to covenant, centred in Christ, still permits unity allowing for difference without the
inherent evangelical drift toward fragmentation and division. The authority of the crucified
and risen Christ, the sum and focus of all divine authority, dwelling by his Spirit in the call
to gather together (and the personal and corporate call to ‘follow' and 'go’ into all the
world), is heard in the Word of Christ (as in the fourfold foundation of theological
authority): through scripture, tradition, reason and experience. In such a practical social and
theological context the externals of the Christian faith, including covenant and sacrament,
enrich togetherness and the sacred as well as meeting with (in a secular context) the
subjective emphasis upon experience.

Outside of the church, in the holistic milieu, Heelas and Woodhead found increasing
evidence for the 'logic of the unique'. Respect for the unique and opportunities for
participants to exercise their authority to 'be' or 'turn into' themselves and find their own
paths on the basis of their own experience enabling people to remain true to their own

unique subjectivities while at the same time developing quality subjective lives.>** In this

> Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp17-18, 61-67.
*2 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p87.
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sense the authority of personal experience is acknowledged and linked to a culture of ‘well-
being'. With this emphasis upon the 'internal space' and the freedom to be yourself we
naturally find that 'conscience’ has its place in personal guidance: 'So one acts on the basis
of an intuition that all is not well with a situation, or on the inner promptings of one's
conscience, or the realisation that a relationship is having a negative effect on one's sense of
wellbeing, the sense one gets that another person is in distress, and so on."*

As we have seen in the York interviews ‘conscience’ was important for ‘church’ and
'non-church' alike. For Bridget (‘church’): "You must have peace in your own heart about
what you feel is right." (int. 18; 21 years). Also with Mark (aware of a sacred-secular
divide): 'We have to go and stand outside one authority, and maybe go to the greater
authority, be that the secular good of humanity, or your conscience before God.' (int. 38; 40
years). In the 'non-church' group John asked: ‘What is the highest authority of all? To me
personally it’s my own conscience.' (Int. R; 54 years). While for Joy the response was
hesitant: 'But it's not something | would, I would reinforce really. Because, listening to my
conscience | do what | do because it's what | do. [...] I think I live by instinct [...] I'm not
really a bad person.' (Int. U; 45 years). So while there is emphasis upon the subjective
conscience as a source of 'spiritual’ authority it is complex, reflecting a 'reality’, even 'divine
reality' in both groups.

As we have seen when it came to the 'spiritual' as a source or understanding of
authority there was a mixed response. In the Baptist church the majority responded in
language that they understood in terms of 'God', 'the Bible', 'Jesus’, 'relationships' and
distinct from '‘New Age' (Gina; int. 19; 23 years). Surprisingly little was said in relation to

‘church’ or even 'the Holy Spirit'. But Mark certainly saw the ‘spiritual’ as (similar to non-

>3 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, p95.
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church Brian below): 'quiet authority shall we say, or the more spiritual authority' and
distinct from the more ‘formal' authority. (int. 38, 40 years). For the 'non-church’
participants the response was also mixed but favourable generally. Christine (int. K, 56
years) was cautious, while Jane saw herself as 'spiritual, a citizen of the world.' (int. O, 53
years). For Marion being spiritual was 'okay for me' (Int. Q, 56 years) and for David (Int.
G, 53 years), 'a great word' and John (Int. R, 54 years) a 'power for good'. For many outside
the church community the thought of the spiritual in ‘concrete’ terms appeared difficult, but
was 'real’ for them in characters such as 'Mother Theresa’, ‘the pope' and 'people praying in
the Ganges'. For Brian, as for many, it was different to authority: 'l think it can be there but
it's not natural in every person who's in authority. But it can be there, there's a sort of aura
with those people. That makes people listen to what that person is saying. You don't have to
be in authority for that." (Int. H, 50 years). The ambiguity and reticence continued with
personal story and 'spiritual’ authority, whether internal or external, sacred or secular.

Yet as theologian Robin Gill has discovered, following 'his deep and substantial
work in sociology’,>* there are limitations with survey research: 'there is indeed something
very crude about reducing belief and moral attitudes to such collectable and measurable
forms.”* And while | am not doing survey research, but a form of qualitative analysis,
there appears to be a general principle here that holds true in that everyone has an opinion

and in the words of Steven Tipton they 'are like noses [...] everyone has one and

everybody's is a little different*® Gill sees the problem yet calls for even 'more qualitative

> Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p56.

> Robin Gill, Churchgoing and Christian Ethics, 'New Studies in Christian Ethics 15 (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 13-30; cited in Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian
Theology and Ethics, p56.

> steven Tipton, 'A Response: Moral Languages and the good Society," in Soundings 69 (1986, pp165-180,
cited in Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p56.
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research to be done on local congregations and parishes.”*’” While | have attempted such a
qualitative approach and the results are less ‘crude’ than survey research, everybody's
response is still a 'little different' and can be problematic when seeking a ‘common thread'
that needs to take in the various nuances and emphases of opinion. Scharen, who says that
Gill's call is not 'unproblematic’, points to theologian Stanley Hauerwas who 'has cautioned
against the hidden agendas disguised within apparently neutral description.”™*® Such
research is certainly never innocent and in this respect Hauerwas tries to provide an
alternative to the kind of methodological assumptions that often shape sociology
reproducing a kind of ‘spiritualisation’ of the church.>*® The difficulty, as pointed out by
Scharen, is that Hauerwas brings his own ‘assumptions’ to the table as much as any
sociological work might bring. None of us works in a vacuum, whether theological, cultural
or sociological. In this respect | have sought to be aware of such assumptions within myself
concerning both the research and reflective processes.

As we have seen, Milbank, by way of a corrective for his own work centred on the
priority of doctrinal truth, calls for 'supplementation by judicious narratives of ecclesial

happenings.”*° If this is to mean 'prudence in the use of description®®*

as Scharen suggests
then our reflection on the York survey brings us to the insights of theologian Mary

McClintock Fulkerson who admits that initially she did not grasp the intricacy of the

**" Robin Gill, Churchgoing and Christian Ethics, cited Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian
Theology and Ethics, p56.

>8 Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p56.

> gtanley Hauerwas, Sanctify Them in Truth (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), p160 cited in Scharen and Vigen
(eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p56.

> Cited also in Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p56.

**! gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p56. | take this to mean: careful
selection in the use of ethnographic material gathered on the ground in order to dialogue with ecclesiology.
Scharen further understands 'prudence’ by citing Adams and Elliott and their programmatic paper
'Ethnography Is Dogmatics,' pointing us to Barth's 'ethics is dogmatics' and Foucault's 'ethics is ethnography'.
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dynamics at a particular congregation she was studying.”®®> What we find later with
Fulkerson's work, and relevant to this section and chapter, is the way she was led to explore
'the depth and breadth of the category of experience.”** At a level, beyond the scope of my
own research, as an ethnographer studying a congregation she takes into account a wide
range of material that includes 'bodies, visceral ways of knowing, daily practices, desires,
various kinds of power, liturgies and ways scripture or formal theology is incorporated and
interpreted’;>* and seeks to develop a 'multivalent description’ of the life of a community.
Again, pertinent to the reflective material in this chapter, Fulkerson does take
seriously late-modern deconstructions of 'presumed neutrality and objectivity." She goes on
to say, There is no completely impartial "view from nowhere” — all claims to truth —
including those made by theology — are situated within particular convictions and
stances.” What is of interest for our study is the significance she brings to 'place' which
she redefines as 'a structure of lived, corporate and bodied experience,’ saying that, '[w]hen
understood as bodied ingression into the world, place is truly fundamental in generating

1556

knowledge ... the world takes shape through our bodies.” We are thus brought to an

incarnational approach to theology and indeed eccelesiology for as Scharen puts it: 'All
knowing is embodied knowing."*’
My point is that authority and subjectivity, along with the associated idea of

‘spirituality’, does not exclude the body, but is always incarnate within it. It is indeed

impossible to talk of subjectivity without the body (see below, p248). We are brought to an

*Z gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p20.

>3 gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.

>** gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.

> gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.

> Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption: Theology for a Worldly Church (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007), p25 (emphasis hers), cited in Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian
Theology and Ethics, p64.

%7 Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.
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incarnational theology, not only as a system of thought, in its most primary sense and
purpose, but a lived contextual response to a social and cultural context in order to make
'‘God-sense’ and meaning: 'At its best, theology and ethics represent intentional and nuanced
efforts to make sense of suffering and to do something (eg prophetic, pastoral, constructive,
hope-filled) about it — to create "places of redemption.">*® Here Fulkerson cites (amongst
other examples of 'situated theology'), 'Karl Barth's theology of the Word responding to the
wound of "idolatries of the German Church.">*® The question still remains, however, that if
we are confronted with multivalence and multiplicity of position and opinion in the
'various' ecclesiae, how do we make sense of difference in its late-modern given (as
discussion chapter 3), while at the same time recognising unity in the 'reality’ and without
losing the hope of the ‘idealised’ and the present 'sacred’, the now and the not yet and in that
sense the eschatological? We should therefore not be surprised if ‘inner authority' and
‘personal experience’, in the process, find their place as an interpretive lens in contemporary
culture and the postmodern turn.

This emphasis on bodily experience related to authority within the interviews (both
‘church’ and 'non-church) comes with an awareness of 'body language'. Gary (int. 36)
brought a nuanced perspective to this in that 'body language can definitely have a big
impact, but that's a different kind of authority." He said that he tended not to judge on
'physical signs' but at the same time said 'body language can generally tell you an awful lot.’
Mavis (int. 4) was concerned to 'feel comfortable' with God and her faith in the same way

that she felt with her husband: 'been through hard times. He helps me." This reflects an

*%8 Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, on Fulkerson and Places of
Redemption, p66.

> Eulkerson, Places of Redemption, p14, fn22, cited in Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian
Theology and Ethics, p66.
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intimate, personal story implied in conjunction with faith in God and cannot be divorced
from a sense of physical knowing in both a personal and shared space. When Judy (int. 7)
spoke of ‘domineering authority' it is hard to imagine this outside of physical experience
and the reality of memory and imagination embodied. In another way the metaphorical use
of physical imagery to speak of God's authority also reveals an embodied way of knowing
and experience of faith: 'my crutch for want of a better word. | lean on that authority.' (Jean,
int. 23). The physical embodiment of 'knowing' and of 'experience’ comes home very
forcibly with Betty (int. 13) who suffered with polio as a child and is now physically
disabled. Her experience of difficulty with baptism as a believer and accessibility of church
buildings has been a challenge such that she speaks with personal authority: 'Baptism in
water for adults is the right thing to do. Not always certain that it’s always right thing to do.
(Why?) Because I feel it can exclude certain people. I'm talking exceptions but
1:1000/10,000 health reasons. Churches, for all, need to be accessible for disabled people.’
In her experience, 'baptising’ was 'not accessible for the disabled.’

For 'non-church’ participants there was also this emphasis upon experience and
physical knowing, even if negatively so, as with Helen (int. J) and her experience of 'guilt’
as the highest authority in her life. While this comes into the ‘psychological’ category it
certainly cannot be experienced separate from the body. And while there might be a sense
of collective guilt, as with some nations or groups (eg concerning colonialism and slavery)
it has to be experienced personally and individually also.®®® If it has ‘control' and
'‘dominates' then it forms a kind of authority — certainly in the mind and body of the person

experiencing it. Similarly, though less negatively, Gordon (int. P) spoke of his 'inner sense’

%0 As Healy points out, 'It is not part of our witness to confess to what we have not done.' Church, World and
the Christian Life, p163.
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and Marion (int. Q) of her 'ethereal it at the same time as placing authority firmly within
herself, being 'in control of what | believe'. References to ‘conscience’ (‘church’ and 'non-
church') as an authority cannot be experienced outside of the body. Another expression of
physical understanding of authority, belonging to memory and experience, was found with
Jane (int. O) and her Catholic upbringing. She uses physical metaphors to describe her
experience and the place she has come to regarding God: ‘there was nothing lovely about it,
that | can remember. You know, there wasn't a cuddly Jesus and the nice things he did.
There was just a horrible God bit, you know, you had to toe the line otherwise you'd be cut
off, kind of thing. It wasn't nice. It was through fear." References to ‘cuddly Jesus', 'toeing
the line' being 'cut off' all represent physical language and personal ways of 'knowing' that
by implication affect attitudes toward authority — even divine authority. For David (int. G),
we recollect his ‘personal experience' was embodied: 'I've seen it', he says, growing up in
Northern Ireland. Physical words are used such as 'military force', 'an oppressive tool' and
church authority 'to brow-beat', 'to control’, 'to create fear".

Scharen and Vigen, in 'Theological Justifications for Turning to Ethnography’,>*
point out that, 'experience is not simply a category among others [scripture, tradition,
reason, experience]; it is the interpretive vehicle. We mediate all moral and theological
knowledge through our flesh — inclusive of bones, hearts, emotions, conscience, and
embodied minds."®® They go on to say, ‘Certainly for some Christians, this view threatens a

sense of the transcendent divine presence in creation (that is uniquely revealed in scripture

and tradition). To this concern, we respond that such an understanding is instead a way to

*%1 Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, pp58ff.
%62 gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.
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take God's incarnation in the world seriously.”*®® My contribution to the discussion is that a
theology of covenant (and also by implication sacrament) means that this no longer need be
an ‘either/or' concerning transcendent authority (coming from beyond) or an inner authority
(from within) in order to discern the divine. Rather the two together form a symbiosis
whereby one speaks to the other and by covenantal understanding fixes the discernment
process together in relations in time and space, incarnationally. The sacramental reminds us
that we are individually and together actors 'participating’ physically in this divine drama.
The same can be said for the subjective and personal vis-a-vis the community, as
well as so-called sacred-secular divide. The evidence may suggest a move away from 'life-
as' religion toward the inner 'subjective-life’, (as Heelas and Woodhead et al), but this need
not be seen as a threat in the 'locus’ or 'habitus’ of negotiations between church and the
world. For those in Christ and the Christian community, joined in covenant and recognising
the divine interplay between scripture, tradition, reason and experience (and an
incarnational understanding of experience), indeed Spirit-led and inspired, the whole — life
and relationship — is sacred and yet distinct because covenantal. Here in covenant we find
the stage on which the drama of divine rule takes place and the rediscovery of divine
authority within this space. At the same time what mustn't be lost is the place of the body in
thinking about subjectivity: (a) as individual embodiment, it underlines diversity of
people’s subjective experience; (b) as social embodiment, it points to the integration of
subjectivity in external relations; (c) it argues for an ethnography that takes concrete
situations seriously; (d) it can be the stage for covenant (as in Barth’s view of creation).”®*

Up to this point | have explored two kinds of tension over authority: between

*%3 gcharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p64.
%% See Barth, Church Dogmatics, 111/1, p3; 111/3, pp12, 183.
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doctrine and personal narrative (836), and between subjectivity and objective authority
(837). These arise respectively in the late-modern context of suspicion of the grand
narrative and the turn to subjectivity (chapter3). | have been suggesting that the way to
manage these tensions is to take people seriously in their conflicted situation, and to listen
for the Word of God in this actual, empirical situation rather than in some ideal church. I
now want to think more carefully about this process of listening to people’s narratives and

finding the Word of divine authority present.

38. Theodramatic horizon and practical-prophetic ecclesiology

Employing the language of Jeffery Tribble Sr°®°

my research on divine authority (and
attitudes toward authority) in the context of church and the world, departs from a
methodological perspective that critical and constructive research is conducted by a
dispassionate researcher.’®® As such: 'my use of ethnography is an extension of my vocation
in ministry.®®" Researching the subject has certainly informed my ministry as a Baptist
pastor, making me more aware of congregation as people and the complexities of authority
both inside and outside the church; including churches at an ecumenical level with fellow

leaders of differing ecclesiological tradition. Authority and the recognition of divine

authority touches every area of the ecclesia (and outside of it) that is in relationship.>®®

*% Jeffrey L Tribble, Sr, 'Ethnographic Research on African American Pastoral Leadership and
Congregations' in Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, pp77ff.

%% Healy: 'Contemporary postmodern ethnography has largely abandoned the earlier notion of an “impartial
observer" [...] .' He cites James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth Century Ethnography,
Literature, and Art (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 1988, p54; and also Renato Rosaldo's
'positioned subject’, in Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989),
p207; in Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, pp176-7.

> Tribble, Sr, 'Ethnographic Research on African American Pastoral Leadership and Congregations' in
Scharen and Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, p77.

%88 For 'implicit theology', see Percy, Shaping the Church.
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From this perspective, given that my vocation is to live with the Word in ministry
Nicholas Healy is of interest to me with his emphasis upon ‘practical-prophetic
ecclesiology' and from this point on I am dependent upon his text (already referenced),
Church, World and the Christian Life. Here | intend to explore (and develop for my own
purpose) the concept of the 'voice' of God (as 'practical-prophetic’) in the ‘community of
faith', discerned by believers together not as 'epic’ or 'blueprint ecclesiology' but from
within a 'theodramatic horizon'. In Healy’s words, it is a drawing, 'upon one element of the
theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar — his theodramatic theory — to develop an alternative
and corrective ecclesiological horizon that makes possible a theological description of the
context'.®® Here God is discerned as active, present, speaking in the dramatic-relational
community both in and beyond the church with implications for authority, listening and
obedience. My theodramatic perspective draws from Healy (and ultimately Balthasar) who
sees this interpretive model (or metanarrative) as 'particularly appropriate for reconfiguring
ecclesiology as a practical-prophetic discipline' because of its ability to 'hold in tension a
number of elements that otherwise may be confused or separated or treated one-sidedly.”"
It is a view of life as ongoing drama, both within and beyond the church community, in

which both God and human beings are involved. The differing elements, according to

Healy,*"* held together in this drama include the following points (his italics):

'the church's identity is fully constituted by both divine and human agency,
permitting theological reflection upon the concrete church; the church's role
includes the formation of the individual disciple's distinctive identity; the church's

%% Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p22. Healy's use of the word 'context' has a particular
ecclesiological meaning as explained later on.

>0 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p22.

> Healy calls ‘tensive elements' emphasising the dependent relations in any one or more human relations in
the ongoing drama.
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orientation renders it superior to others, yet it is dependent upon others and is
always more or less sinful; the church claims to be orientated to ultimate truth, yet
it must acknowledge that our view of that truth is limited by our location within the
ongoing drama.""2

It is my proposal further, that the theological concept of covenant has a vital place
ecclesiologically involving the practical holding together of these ‘tensive elements' that
exist within, between and beyond local congregations of all denominations in the drama
that includes 'the Director and key actor'.>”® By such an understanding divine and human
authority find their place together within and under the direct rule of Christ and the
enabling power of the Holy Spirit. Here we find 'practical-prophetic ecclesiology' to be an
important tool within the overarching concept of a ‘theodramatic horizon' to explore the
reality of ‘concrete’ church in contrast to a dependence upon theological concepts of the
ecclesia alone. Healy's approach with the practical-prophetic is to employ non-theological
disciplines within ecclesiology — namely history, sociology and ethnography — in order to
bring critical analysis to the reality of the church's action, involving its witness and
discipleship. These are key concerns for Healy, within ‘changing ecclesiological contexts
and in response to the ongoing movement of the theodrama.”"*

The emphasis that | bring to the 'practical-prophetic’ differs from, but does not
exclude, Healy's interpretation in that | focus upon God's authority as expressed in his
declared Word, in the person of Christ, and in the text (that is scripture), plus the ‘act of

preaching' (thus echoing Barth and his threefold approach to divine authority and the Word

of God heard 'here and now' in koinonia relationship). By contrast, Healy’s sense of the

> Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p22.
>3 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p159.
3 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p158.
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‘prophetic’ is witness to Christ in society before the world. My concern, an outworking of
Healy's focus, is to rediscover the 'gathered community' of the church, gathering together to
'hear’ that 'voice' of God speaking to his church for the benefit of the world. This prophetic
voice speaks, of course, not only in the beliefs and verbalisations of the local ecclesia, the
ordinary believers of the congregation, but in its practice, its action. In fact Healy's desire is
also that God be heard in his ecclesia: 'Practical-prophetic ecclesiology acknowledges that
Christian existence is never stable or resolvable in terms of purely theoretical constructions,
but is ever-moving, always struggling along within the theodrama. It acknowledges, too,
that the church must engage with other traditions of inquiry and their embodiments not only
for their sake, but for its own, in order that it may on occasion hear the Spirit of our Lord in
their midst.””® The difference is that | want to bring a focus to the gathering of the church,
whether in a Baptist context or wider ecumenical setting, where there is a conscious
readiness to acknowledge, to listen for the Word of the Lord given by the Spirit such that
Christ is perceived to rule in the midst — not only in the beliefs of privileged leaders but in
the 'voice' and obedient action of the believing community. This may take place at any
time, whether at 'regular’ gatherings (formal or informal) where the leader ministers, or
where groups discuss and interpret scripture, or in Baptist ‘church meetings', or in
encounters with 'non-church' individuals or groups. The premise is that in all places in his
universe God is sovereign and speaks by the authority of his Son and by his Spirit — his
Word enabling all who respond to enter into that triune relationship and live the new life in
practical koinonia.

The emphasis | therefore bring with this reflection upon the York interviews

focuses upon ‘concrete’ covenant community as the locus and interactive habitus, where the

> Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p185. My italics for emphasis.
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God of covenant in community is discerned as speaking through human 'prophetic’ speech
and action. This is speech directed to the world beyond the community by the community,
but only because God is heard speaking first within his ecclesia, and by his own authority,
within the dialectic between scripture and tradition, reason and experience. This is where
the church's legitimacy and credibility is ‘concrete’ — not alone as 'epic' theology or
‘blueprint ecclesiology' (neither of which is to be ignored, but rather part of the discernment
process) but in the ‘theodramatic horizon' of ecclesial life. Here God is active among his
people in a contemporary cultural context and speaks to church and society; it is a practical
theology where God is 'read’ in the 'text' of congregation and the world, in worship and the
Word — and not only by a qualified ‘elite".

Healy's work focuses upon ecclesiology and the ‘concrete church' emphasising the
nature and function of the church (as a Roman Catholic theologian he writes for his own

church but with a wider ecumenical appeal)®’®

along with methodological issues, rather
than 'a comprehensive theology of the church, such as the church's ministerial structures, its
forms of worship and its relation to Israel'.®”” As Fulkerson reminds us, theological
reflection 'does not begin with a full-blown doctrine of God or of the church. Such a
method misses that strange, often unremarked thing that compels a theological response —
how it is that theological reasoning is provoked at all.”’® In this sense Healy, when
speaking of the church's role within the theodrama, endorses, ‘ecclesiological ethnography

within a theodramatic horizon', saying it 'must be critical, carefully assessing our ecclesial

culture and the cultural patterns of other traditions of inquiry in an effort to render the

>’6 gee Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p6.

> See Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, pp1-2.

"8 Eulkerson, Places of Redemption, p13. Emphasis in the original. She cites Walter Lowe, Theology and
Difference: The Wound of Reason (Bloomington: University Press, 1993), pp9-10; cited in in Scharen and
Vigen (eds), Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, pp65-6.
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church's witness and discipleship more truthful. Such critical theological evaluation draws
not upon some general notion of rationality but upon our orientation in the Holy Spirit to
Jesus Christ crucified, in and through whom we receive meaning and truth. Otherwise there
is little point in engaging with other cultural patterns or in describing our own.””® His
concern (and mine) is to establish an empirical ecclesiology against those who claim that
using empirical methods will mean a reduction to sociology, a loss of theological depth and
treating the church as merely a human organisation.®® Overall he seeks to establish a
theological form of sociology such that ‘'empirical’ study is theological not just sociological.

Healy's approach deploys differing academic disciplines in a thoroughgoing
analytical tool of ecclesiology in order to bring theology and practice together, thus hearing
God's voice "at ground level'. In this way the 'prophetic’ witness to Christ is heard in society
within the context of contemporary culture. This is not in conflict with my own use of the
term "practical-prophetic’ for my desire is to use every means available in order to discern
the authoritative voice of God among us. But my particular focus, equally practical in its
expectation, is to discern the voice of the Spirit (at all times and in all places), oriented to
Christ, including the interpretive voice of scripture and balanced with the stories that come
with tradition, reason and experience. In the first place, though not the last, I am concerned
with the hearing of this voice in the congregation. The emphasis that I bring is to 'discern’
the mind of Christ, ruling as covenant-mediator directly in the 'gathered' congregation,
aware of all the ‘prophetic’ means through which God chooses to speak — and resonating

with recorded praxis of the early church.’®

> Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p174.
*80 gee, Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, pp164-8.
%81 Acts 2:42-47; Ephesians 5:15-21; Colossians 3:14-17.
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a. Divine authority and the ‘concrete church'

In this section I seek to show from interviews that there is a distrust and devaluing of the
church, and huge suspicion about any ‘grand narrative’ concerning the church. The
question therefore arises: how can divine authority be recognized through a distrusted
church? I aim to begin to answer this question in the next sub-section about ‘theodrama’. In
the York interviews and our analysis of the challenges to authority from late-modern

culture®®?

there is an implied and not unexpected challenge to the 'grand-story' of Christ, as
found in scripture and church, with implications for scriptural hermeneutics, tradition,
reason, experience and the many voices to be heard within and without the ecclesia. In
addition, the question arises as to how we respond to or recognise authority when the
‘concrete church' has a ‘track record' that is far from perfect; and in a world that has also
‘failed'.”® As indicated already my approach considers the ‘reality’ of ‘concrete’ church as it
is found in a local Baptist context by means of a modified form of 'grounded theory'
expressed ethnographically. When | write of 'concrete’ church I mean ‘empirical’
ecclesiology, that which is gleaned by means of practical observation and listening,
analysis and interpretation, within the local community. Healy goes further when he
describes: 'the concrete church, at least initially, more in terms of agency rather than in

terms of being. Its identity is constituted by action. That identity is thoroughly theological,

for it is constituted by the activity of the Holy Spirit, without which it cannot exist.”*®* This

%82 Theologian Kathryn Tanner writes of postmodern ethnography: 'by uncovering and giving sense to the
internal contestations of a culture, by disputing the homogeneity and consistency of a culture, by resisting the
temptation to assume unified cultural totalities'. From Healy's perspective, and mine, the vital 'self-critical’
function is able to take place. See Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), p57f, cited in Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p175.

°8 See Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p162-3

%8 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p5.
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also suits my purpose, including both agency and being, a theological ethnography that is
postmodern as it explores the 'theodramatic horizon'.>®

Many 'non-church’ participants, for example, with objections to the ‘grand story’ of
Christ and his church, found the singularity of the church, salvation through Christ alone
and the emphasis upon scripture difficult to comprehend or cope with. The young single
mother Susan said, 'l've never read the Bible. Mm, so, I've got a little Bible that | had years
ago from mm, school, mm. So really | can't say much because I've never read it, I've never
looked at it. And | know about the disciples and all things like that but I don't, you know, it
doesn't really, about the wine, the bread and the things. You know it's just. (Would you like
to find out?) I don't really know. Because | don't, I don't know where God is or Jesus." (Int.
V, 36 years). In addition she doesn't like being pestered by Christians trying to get her to
church: 'Cos I'm frightened of people gonna try and turn me to somebody that I'm not.'

Most ‘church' participants, however, positively declared the uniqueness of God, of
Christ, the Bible and the ‘grand-story' of salvation, as might be expected, but often spoke of
problems with ‘the church'. At times it was difficult to know what was meant by the term
‘church’. Was it local churches generally, the participant's local church, their general
perception and/or experience of church, the one church universal, a projected model of the
Anglican/state church or the Roman Catholic church and non-conformist rhetoric against
establishment? Often it seemed the connection between ‘concrete church' and divine
authority was either missing or not understood positively. Certainly there was no mention
from any 'church’ participant of the word 'covenant’ except for the Black African student

(Robert, int. 27) who only used the word once but in connection with African pagan ritual

%% gSee Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p174-80.

256



'back home' and not as a biblical word in a church setting. Again, personal experience
informs the story and perspective.

For the young student Matt (int. 35) it appears that the ‘concrete church' in the land
has failed while at the same time the Bible is divinely authorised and so any further
discussion about it is closed: 'l think that in Britain since the 60s liberalism has really kind
of taken over and people don't really think that anybody else except for like the government
should tell them how they should live their lives. And so it's terrible but I don't think the
church has much authority in the land. Except to the people that attend the churches. (What
about the authority of the Bible?) As a Christian, of course, | believe that it's
unquestionable. It's the Word of God and so therefore | can't really. That's all I have to say.
It's the Word of God therefore | can't really challenge it or question it. It has, as far as
things that | read go, it has ultimate authority over everything else though, what I read and
what | hear.' (Int. 35, 18 years).

And so | ask if there is a better way for believers and non-believers to respond to the
imperfections of the ‘concrete church' (as opposed to the heavenly), whether historic or
current, and with difference or 'otherness' both within and outside of it? If Healy’s point is
that the theological identity of the church is the empirical church, not just the ideal church,
then how is actual church an embodiment of divine authority? For many York participants,
‘church’ and 'non-church’, the perceived state (and for some their experience) of the church
now or in the past can be difficult to equate with a loving, approachable divine authority

that speaks with mercy and kindness:

'Even the church sometimes, with fire and brimstone, frightens people. 1 mean I
lived in Ireland for a couple of years and it was quite interesting. Because | used to
go to my relatives every Sunday; one of my relatives. And we used to go to church
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every Sunday and it was almost as though the minister was looking to see who
wasn't there and noting it there. And they were almost terrified not to go. And it was
noted. | remember I hadn't been for a couple of weeks, and I didn't go. And I
thought, "Well, that's that minister exercising his authority over you." But, so, when
| think people are provoked into doing something out of fear that's obviously
wrong.' (Int. N. 40 years)

In addition many 'non-church’ didn't understand words like 'submission' and 'obedience’ to
‘authority’. Tina (int. C, 62 years) said: 'O yeah, obedience, yeah. Mm, | mean, talking
about dogs now aren't you, being obedient and that." So what do you think about submission
to authority? 'Mm, | don't really quite understand.' Helen (int. J, 44 years) didn't like the
word, drawing from her own memory and experience as an authority on the subject: 'l
wasn’t brought up to be submissive. My mum was on her own bringing me up. It’s a
horrible word "submissive", often associated with women, horrible word.' For Paul (int. E,
67 years) the word 'submission’ was also negative: 'Err, yeah, submission's the wrong word.
"Acceptance”. Not submission no." Not unexpectedly, for Omar the Muslim, there was no
problem — drawing from his upbringing, understanding, experience: 'Submission, everyone
will. Submission can only be to the Lord, to Allah.' (int. M, 24 years).

For many 'church’ participants (as with 'non-church’) there was also a wariness
regarding 'submission’ usually in the context of integrity and ‘free-will' and ‘choice’ and
what was being asked of the person. At the same time 'obedience’ in relation to the Lord
had a better 'feel' to it (eg Megan, int. 12 and Ann, int. 5) suggesting a greater ability to
respond positively at a subjective level with God (vertical relationship) rather than fellow

believers (horizontal relationship). Obedience was preferred to submission:

'‘Obedience on the other hand | have less of a problem because, submission is just,
"whatever this person does, | will do no matter what." Whereas obedience whatever
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this person says | will choose to go along with it. There's much more of a free-will,
still doing the basic same thing you're still doing what this person says, but the case
of submission brings to mind just, going along with it blindly, no matter what, but
with obedience you are choosing to go along with it which is a lot more healthy.’
(int. 36, Gary, 18 years).

There is a suspicion toward authority and words related to it within church and outside.
Individuals hold onto independence and freedom of choice and often this is subjectivised
because of memory and experience. As we have seen (chapter 3) there is a challenge from
contemporary culture to expressions of authority revealing itself in metanarrative and
coercion, as well as the challenge from private judgment and indeterminacy or openness of
meaning. For many it comes down to negative experience and 'embodied knowing' as with
'non-church’ David (int. G) whether 'military’, 'peace-keeping' or ‘church’; or Jane (int. O)
and her experience of Roman Catholicism at school: 'an outrageous, misuse of authority' for
a child to be called a 'sinner'. For ‘church' participants such as Gary (int. 36) and Bridget
(int. 18) the church in the UK is 'losing authority' and so a loss of confidence is discerned
over the ‘institution' and by implication ‘concrete’ church; while the personal relationship
vertically (‘God speaks personally’) provides comfort, independence, identity, security —
even ground for self-will and disobedience. The loss of confidence in the church and its
loss of authority is associated with ‘change in society' and the church not keeping pace,
especially when it came to ‘women's ministry".*® So with the mix of responses within late-
modern culture, and the influence of secularisation and a move toward subjectivisation,
how do we discern the footprint of God in the ecclesial drama that is the 'concrete’ church —

as with one ‘church' responder (Megan, int. 12) who said her experience of authority had

%% The Baptist Union has recognised women ministers since a decision of its Council in 1920 though 'on the
ground' the story may be different depending on the ecclesiology of church and/or leadership. There is a
mixed position on this in practice amongst Baptists as with evangelicals.
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been ‘worst in the church'? And how can divine authority be encountered and obeyed in a

church which is increasingly de-valued and distrusted?

b. Theodramatic horizon

In this section | explore the ‘theodramatic horizon' as a helpful model for interpreting a
‘concrete’ drama that involves God-in-church and creation while permitting freedom and
‘private judgment' without coercion. In other words | am proposing that: (a) conceiving
divine activity as a drama gives room for recognizing conflict and difference in the church
(ie the conflicts identified in 836 and 837 above), where doctrine does not. Why is this? A
drama has space for conflicts within it. (b) covenant also has space for conflictual elements
within it — as | shall show in the next chapter.

Subjectivity does not need to be ignored or erased from the discussion but allowed
its own space as each member of the Body of Christ listens to the ‘other' in order to discern
the mind, the supreme authority, of Christ ruling in the midst. A ‘theodramatic’' model of
ecclesiology is one that makes sense in a Baptist theology of covenant and community,
within the universal church, allowing room for 'difference’ in unity without the hierarchical
dominance of an ‘epic theology' or 'blueprint ecclesiology'. Indeed the theodramatic horizon
fits better with a postmodern ethos than a modern one, if we identify the postmodern
concept of cultural identity as 'a hybrid, relational affair, something that lives between as
much as within cultures™® In this sense, and in line with Baptist ecclesiology, it allows
room for the 'voice' from the margins — especially to those who are listening and reflecting
on the Word of the Lord, spoken by the Spirit and centred in Christ — coming from the

wider membership of the church, not just the experts 'in' authority. In this sense there will

%87 Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture, p57f, cited in Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p175.
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always be 'difference’ and ‘diversity' in any local church community. How to maintain unity
'in the bond of peace’, as already indicated above, is the challenge. One approach is to
'manage’ by the act of public teaching and 'prophecy’. Another, without excluding the
former, is to recognise the ‘common-life' that all Christians share in the life of the Spirit, the
bond in covenant relationship. This means respecting each other and listening together to
the 'voice' of God in the midst.

Within ‘church’ and 'non-church' groups there was a strong sense of individual
independence. As with non-church Tina (int. C) when asked her view on the authority of
Christ and God, she replied, 'he hasn't got any authority over me' even though paradoxically
she expressed belief in God — 'l know | do". This 'not over me' language could be heard in
both categories of participant. For Priscilla (‘church’, int. 33) it concerned the pope, ‘for me
he hasn't got any authority.’” When asked about the authority of the Archbishop of
Canterbury, Ann (int. 5) used similar language: 'he has authority but it doesn't affect me
personally.” Such language emphasises the sense of independence, even distance, from
authority figures that might be termed 'other’, even the divine 'Other'. As already indicated
these voices are from the 'margins’ of power in the church and state. The diversity of voices
in the community and beyond speak of the potential problematic with division and
fragmentation. There is thus a need for covenantal commitment or agreement to 'walk
together' and listen for the divine voice, even in difference (as with marriage vows).

In addition, if so many church participants believe that the church has lost authority
'in the land' perhaps this is especially a UK or European/'western' cultural problem.

Cultures are no longer seen as static but evolving; not 'as an organic development, as an
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independent unfolding or expression of an essential core'.>® Rather, cultural changes come
about by internal conflict and engagement with surrounding cultures. In this sense the
boundaries are never clear and so the 'negotiation of boundaries’ within ecclesial belief
structures should not surprise us, especially in a world, by means of IT and the authority of
the media, that 'invades' the private domain. Cultures overlap each other and share many
elements such that people can find they 'belong’ in more than one. This doesn’t mean that a
culture cannot have its own distinctive identity, it simply means that its 'sense of difference
or distinctiveness can never be located solely in the continuity of a culture or tradition."® It
is recognised that conflict and dissonance, internal and external relating to ‘authority’ (as in
836 and 837), are inherent to any cultural tradition (including the ecclesia made up of
different human beings of faith), and so citing sociologist Renato Rosaldo, ‘[a]nalysts no
longer seek out harmony and consensus to the exclusion of difference and inconsistency’.>*°

For those from ‘outside’, such as Maurice (church, int. 26) from Africa which he
calls 'home', the church in Europe is ‘powerful and rich' but ‘weak on discipline’. The sense
of community ‘at home' brings a challenge to the ‘western' church when he says that if
fellow believers in Africa see him not living according to the Bible 'they call me and put me
in discipline’. Such an approach does call into question the postmodern-self where
independence, diversity, private judgment are valued. Yet the picture is more complex than
it appears in that Robert (church, int. 27), also from Africa (different country), was negative

about the church both in the UK and in Africa: 'back home, the occultic mixed with church'

while it has 'lost its authority in the UK'. This apparent 'loss of authority' or 'discipline’ is

%% Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p174.

*% Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: the Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), p28;
cited in Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p174.

%% Rosaldo, Culture and Truth, p28, cited in Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p174.
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therefore not straightforward and requires 'space’ for 'listening' to each other and the
authoritative 'voice' of God in the midst as revealed in scripture ‘the norming norm' and the
overall activity of the Spirit through the koinonia. This reminds us of Healy and his
challenge to the 'epic' emphasis in theology that can miss the 'messiness' of the 'reality’ of
local church life: 'highly systematic and theoretical, focussed more upon discerning the
right things to think about the church rather than orientated to the living, rather messy,
confused and confusing body that the church actually is. It displays a preference for
describing the church's theoretical and essential identity rather than its concrete and
historical identity.”®* For many outside the church, such as Brian (int. H), there is a real
belief in God but private: ‘what | believe is up to me, but I'm telling you | do actually.' For
'non-church’ Christine (int. K) who said that she wouldn't submit to anyone also said (and
very aware of the contradiction within herself), 'Oh dear, you see, here's me who said |
wouldn't submit but in actual fact | submit to the Lord don't I.'

The contradictions occur within church, outside of it in society and within one's self.
The difficulty arises within the ecclesia when belief and praxis become reductive to 'the
ought to', the theoretical rather than also being aware of the 'reality’. It seems that ordinary
believers, in one local Baptist church at any rate, have become themselves rather practised
at the art of the 'systematic’ and ‘theoretical' such that the reality and mercy of God's grace
at the margins might be lost or further marginalised. For someone like Joe (int. 29) the
question of church discipline was a difficult one based on personal experience within his
family and clearly with painful recollection concerning his parent's divorce: 'my parents are
divorced and that was something that was very hard for me to come to grips with and the

way the church handled it was hard for me to come to grips with as well. And, it didn't

%! Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p3.
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appear to me to be the example of a loving church." When he concludes by saying, 'we've
all done wrong, one sin in God's eyes is no different from another sin’, we might ask if this
is another example of God speaking from the margins of the drama; not to excuse sin but to
remind us that the ‘concrete’ church, in relationship with God through faith, is still ‘more or
less sinful' in reality and little different to the world around except for the greater reality of
Christ in the midst. In this way we are brought within a theodramatic horizon to an

awareness of 'God-speaking' in the world and congregation and the need to listen together.

c. Practical-prophetic ecclesiology and reading scripture

As | have already indicated my use of the term 'practical-prophetic ecclesiology’ is different
from Healy's, but not excluding it. All perspectives brought to the discussion here become
inter-related, a habitus whereby differing accounts (secular and theological) might feed off
each other in a culture of discovery and learning — a bricolage: 'Ecclesial identity is
constructed as a struggle, not to preserve some essential identity, but to construct and
reconstruct that identity in light of an orientation to what it alone seeks, the truth revealed
in the person and work of Jesus Christ. That identity is constructed by experimentation, by
bricolage and by retrieval of earlier forms. Conflict, error and sin are inherent aspects of the
concrete church, and so self-criticism is a necessary element in its further construction.'*
This continues the recognition of the reality of conflicts that we have explored in 836 and
837. And this is what Healy means by the 'practical-prophetic’ — by this means employing a
theological approach to history, sociology and ethnography in which might be discerned the

voice of God witnessing to Christ before the world. While not excluding any of this in my

understanding of the practical-prophetic, it is a further emphasis upon 'hearing the Spirit of

%92 Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p175.
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our Lord" in the midst that particularly shapes this thesis around notions of divine authority
and covenant prophetically 'speaking' in the midst of contemporary culture.*®

For my purpose this focus on 'the truth revealed in the person and work of Jesus
Christ' is the divine authority recognised in scripture as the *head' of the concrete church.>®*
This truth comes to us by the authority of scripture but is discerned by the authority of the
church universal and worked out in practice in the church-local. This authority doesn't
come to us without church or scripture; yet there is a tension (as with the fourfold
theological authority). The approach taken in this thesis is that this need not to be
problematic but so often is because people (believer/non-believer) take sides; whether
historical, traditional, religious, cultural, ethnic, gendered, political. Furthermore, authority
touches upon everyone's life in one form or another (secular and sacred), and many live as
or seek to be free from its dominion, and thus bring many ambiguities, paradoxes and
contradictions into the discussion. In this sense few really like authority, the figures or
structures of authority, the fear of implied dominion and coercion. When this is transferred
to the sacred, the authority of God, of Jesus, the Bible or church, there is usually a sense of
alienation. For those with faith there can be a 'sacralising of dominion’ in the church that for
a certain generation is often permitted, even "allowed' and submitted to even if reluctantly.
For ‘church' participant Megan (int. 12) there was a simplistic belief that Catholic people
had church teaching ‘drummed into them' and contrasted this with what she championed as

a better way saying that real faith was 'about relationship’; possibly the truism was

embraced by a 'different’ experience of church 'drummed into' her. Yet as we shall see, for

%% Healy also highlights pre-modern ecclesiologies from Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and John Calvin, as
examples of ‘thoroughly practical' theologies addressing the ‘concrete’ church and thus the 'reality' of the
pilgrim church on earth. See Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, pp52-9.

>% Colossians 1:18.
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the evangelical ironically, there tends to be a diminishing of the ecclesia and its status and a
domestication of God and Jesus in order to cope with the ‘difficult bits' in the Bible.

When it comes to hearing the prophetic Word through the Bible both ‘church' and
'non-church’ participants have difficulty but for differing reasons. Jane (int. O), was
negative and not ‘a big reader of the Bible'. Tina (int. C) had 'never read' the Bible and so
didn't feel able to comment on its authority. Marion (int. Q) didn't believe that God was the
same as that ‘found in the Bible' and rather appositely questioned ‘who's to say it's true?'
Already the shades of difference appear in relation to both God and the Bible. With David
(int. G) we find a hint of 'expansion of meaning' or 'reader response theory' when he
gathered sacred books from different religions, saying, ‘we read different things out of it'.
John (int. R) found the New Testament ‘okay' but the Old Testament rather ‘dodgy’ — "an
unforgiving book'. So far we might gather the impression of a need for interpretation and
opening up of meaning in a safe environment where questions can be asked. Yet for
‘church’ participants there appeared to be struggle or conflict of a different nature.

Andrew (int. 20), for example, 'didn't enjoy' the Bible and used the distinctly
impersonal metaphor of a 'manual to get through life', adding that it spoke of 'hell'. Maybe
this was a memory that had stayed with him while being brought up in the Baptist church.
Gina (int. 19), also evangelical, spoke in more of a personal, individualist way, of the need
to follow Christ, his example, and to be 'guided by reason and conscience'. Interestingly,
Robert (int. 27), the African student studying in York, believed that the Bible had been
'diluted’ even 'killed in this country' and believed by the population to be a 'fairy story'.
Again, this suggests the need for scripture to be given a higher profile in church community
with 'room’ for those voices that come from the margins, ‘the borderlands of culture'. In this

way the ‘practical-prophetic’ within the 'covenant community’, committed to ‘walking
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together' with scripture expounded by the direct rule of Christ in the midst and by the
enabling, revelatory power of the Spirit may bring fresh understanding in the 'now'.

It is interesting however to note the number of ‘church’ participants who didn't want
to question the Bible. As highlighted in chapter 5, Priscilla (int. 33) believed the authority
of the Bible to be 'diminished by questioning' believing ‘it hasn't got the authority it should
have, even within the church.' Dorothy (int. 34) 'never questioned it' while Betty (int. 13)
‘gave’ authority to the Bible but then saw it as the ‘final arbiter’, not explaining what this
meant. Margaret (int. 15), as with others, 'struggled’ with the Old Testament but believed 'in
the authority' of the whole Bible, adding that it is essential. Again there is a high regard for
the Bible, no doubt reflecting the effect of 'pulpit teaching' over the years. But there was a
reticence to question, debate, discuss the scriptures as if such boldness might undermine the
authority of the Bible as God's Word inscripturated. It might even reflect a lack of
confidence or exposure in the ability to recognise more than one way of interpreting some
passages of scripture; even a 'slide’ toward 'liberal’ teaching in the church.

Maybe a major way to hear the 'voice' of God, in the ‘practical-prophetic’ sense to
the believing community, is to gather around the teaching of scripture (orientated toward
Christ ruling in the midst and guided by the Holy Spirit), where multiple voices are heard —
even from the margins — such that people can ask questions with confidence and bring their
insights. In this context the 'expert’ who 'knows' (the ‘recognised’ minister/vicar/leader)
functions not as a dominating voice but as a 'guide’ or ‘facilitator’. In a society that
encourages questions, discussion, debate — even allowing for difference to exist within the
same 'body' or sacred space such an ecclesiology needs the covenantal model to be
embraced if there is to be meaningful engagement with God's authority in Christ. The

practical challenge for the ecclesia is that here is a way to discern the prophetic voice and in
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that sense brings an argument for 'congregational hermeneutics' that includes conflict and

minority voices, recognising that the Bible itself also contains conflictual elements.*®

39. Conclusion

Guest conducted his research at St Michael's with an awareness of 'secular’ influences in an
evangelical setting that in turn revealed both 'liberal' and ‘conservative' elements in the
congregation. These strands were held together by means of public discourse which
functioned 'as a unifying force by keeping these two "narratives” in tension.”% Heelas and
Woodhead, on the other hand, produced 'robust evidence' of ‘change’ taking place within
culture and evangelicalism, such that they found a correlation between subjective-life
spirituality and growth on the one hand, and between life-as religion and decline on the
other.®®" They discovered that spiritualities that engage with depth of personal experience
are doing much better than evangelicalism which demands conformity to a higher standard
of truth. With Healy we find a challenge to reliance upon systematic theology, with its
‘epic’ and 'blueprint’ models of ecclesiology imposed. Rather there is an argument put
forward that coinheres with the York interviews (as do Guest, and Heelas and Woodhead)
that a better model for analysing and practising church is found within the ‘theodramatic
horizon' with its emphasis upon ‘practical-prophetic ecclesiology’.”®® Here is a model that is
able to partner the concept of authority and covenant, while at the same time allowing both
theological and sociological models for understanding the church. At the same time a

paradigm for 'discerning' and 'recognising’, as a wider communion of believers listening to

*% gee eg, Walter Brueggemann, The Book That Breathes New Life, Scriptural Authority and Biblical
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), pp9-17, 20-36, 37-45.

%% Gyest, Evangelical Identity, p102.

7 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp12-32.

%% Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, pp52-76, 154ff.
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each other (within differing traditions), is found in the model of 'drama’ where God,
incarnationally and intentionally, has involved himself and continues to do so. As Healy
puts it, highlighting theologian NT Wright and the drama bequeathed to us in the story of
faith in Christ: 'Interestingly, in a discussion of the use and authority of Scripture, NT
Wright has used the metaphor of a five-act play, the last act of which must be worked out
by us.”®® It is this being ‘worked out by us', while enabled by the Spirit (otherwise all is
meaningless), that permits 'on the ground' the diversity, uncertainty, questions and the
doubt (as well as reality of faith) that it is most meaningful to the private and corporate
study of the Christ-centred story left us in scripture and discerned by the community of
faith. In this way the ‘theodrama’ allows space for admitting and living with conflict and
(Derrida's) 'differance’ (821).

The community that is centred in Christ and grounded in covenant and sacrament,
resourced in scripture, in dialogue with tradition, aware of presence and relationship in
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, is called to discern together, as those committed in covenantal
unity (even in 'difference’ and ‘deferral’), the being, presence and action of God 'speaking’ in
our generation — by his own authority. This is already indicated in Barth’s affirmation that
God, 'does not exist in His divine being and perfections without Jesus Christ, in whom He
is both very God and very man. He does not exist, therefore, without the covenant with man

which was made and executed in his name.”®® To this we now turn in our final chapter.

%% Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life, p180, n. 55, Wright, The New Testament and the People of
God, pp140-143.
890 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/2, p509.
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CHAPTER 7: COVENANT AND AUTHORITY: TOWARD A RESOLUTION

40. Introduction: Authority and a Trinitarian perspective
In this final chapter | propose to bring together some of the strands of this conversation
between theology and late-modern culture, based on specific themes of authority and
covenant. My concern has been to engage with the question: ‘where might divine authority
be found in the church and culture and how might humanity respond?' To this point | have
been examining the place of authority in our present culture through two 'grids’ of thought —
the internal grid of 'God in Christ', 'Bible' and 'church' (Barth’s threefold problematic; §16)
and the external grid of postmodern challenges (chapter 3) — with both grids being laid over
a case-study. The threefold problematic, revealing sources of authority, identifies the
question of how God in Christ relates to institution and text. This internal problematic, the
threefold tension between modes of authority, arises out of but is not exactly the same as
the fourfold authority of scripture, tradition, reason and experience (815). The data from the
congregational study of a local Baptist church has been gathered, analysed and used as a
means by which to verify or question the perceived problem of authority, internal and
external to the church. In this chapter | intend to take further the theme of ‘covenant’ as a
dimension interpenetrating, both theologically and sociologically, with the question of
authority, bringing a constructive proposal that the idea of a covenant community meets the
postmodern challenges | have identified and begins to resolve the tension between the
sources of authority in Christ, text and institution.

The classic Christian traditions have, with different emphases, affirmed that
authority always relates to the presence of Christ, and that his authoritative presence is

understood in the context of the triune God. Roman Catholicism with its hierarchical and
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centralised structure has brought a response to this presence by means of scripture, tradition
and magisterium. Anglicanism brings us scripture, reason and tradition but in a 'dispersed
authority', where divine presence is manifest through the inter-related witness of scripture,
tradition, creed, Word, sacrament, witness and ministry of the saints. The Reformed
contribution by contrast, reflected for us in the theology of Karl Barth, identifies before all
else the authority of God and thus the authority of the pre-existent Word of God.*®* This
Word is Christ, God's Son, revealed to us in the act and presence of God who is Trinity in
the ‘now’ of the present. This act and presence of God testifies to past revelation by the
sharing of the Gospel story, in the context of a relationship in Christ that ontologically is
triune and revealed in the gathered covenant community that is his church. ®%?

The methodology in this thesis addresses covenant primarily from a theological
perspective while at the same time recognising human relationships, viewed ‘from the
ground', that require a sociological dimension of study if the concept of divine authority is
not to be abstract and distant from the humanity it seeks to embrace. Here | have introduced
the concept of ethnography ('little' ethnography in the interviews) together with ‘judicious
narratives' in order to explore the theological. The emphasis has been upon a 'theodramatic
horizon' that discerns God present 'on the ground' in church and the world, making space
for the realities of conflict, rather than an 'epic theology' that imposes an ecclesiology upon
the human context. Theologically it is through the Trinitarian relationship, by which

historically orthodox Christianity has understood the One who has revealed himself as the

'Wholly Other’, in the redemptive act of the incarnational Christ, that we come to the heart

801 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/2, p18; 11/2, p242.; 1/1; p370, 11/2, p568;

892 '[God] does not exist in His divine being and perfections without Jesus Christ, in whom He is both very
God and very man. He does not exist, therefore, without the covenant with man which was made and
executed in this name. God is not known completely — and therefore not known at all —if He is not known as
the maker and Lord of this covenant between Himself and man.' Church Dogmatics, 11/2, p509.
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of divine authority and its human connection but which is evident within the 'reality’ of
contemporary culture. This is a 'practical-prophetic theology' whereby God's voice is heard
through the Spirit, centred on Christ, addressed to the church community that is covenantal
in relationship, and then to the world. This expression of divine authority is not an
oppressive, alienating heteronomy but persuasive and non-coercive.

God is neither subsumed nor assimilated by culture but enters it on the terms he has

established in Christ. As Gorringe put it concerning Barth's 'methodological labours':

'Can the Church be part of culture and yet not culturally assimilated? All Barth's
methodological labours were devoted to trying to show that despite the necessary
cultural form the "Wholly Other’, that which is not a member of this or any
universe, can find speech within, engage with, human culture without being
subsumed by it."*%
To identify a divine relation to human culture that is theologically incarnational yet
identifiably human and meaningfully 'now' or ‘present' to both ecclesia and society is
necessary to divine story and covenant. | have therefore sought to identify theological and
sociological understanding of authority by the way it is recognised and received within a
particular local population. In order to bring this theologically ‘contextualised’ approach to
the divine, as revealed in the human Jesus, to explore divine and human perspectives, |
have conducted the York study bringing both deductive and inductive methods to the data
gathered. The deductive method has been to approach the local study with some ideas in
mind — both the internal problematic (Christ, text, institution) and the social conditions,

theological and sociological — and to test them against the data. The inductive method has

been to allow those ideas to be corrected and re-shaped by the material collected, moving

%3 Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p43.
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from the particular in order to identify general principles at work within a cultural context
as found in Acomb, York. This | have done through the lens of personal interviews on
authority, examining the material produced in relation to the categories of: figures of
authority, textual authority and institutional authority, thereby using the categories of the
inner-church problematic, but making them more expansive in order to embrace non-church
experience. In this way | have explored a path between theological and sociological, aware
that God and 'his' authority, as revealed in Christ, the Bible and church is not alien to us but
walks with us 'now’, not only in church, but in the world and with a language that embraces
humanity. It is hoped that one will profoundly inform the other not only in belief but praxis,
if divine authority is to be understood as relevant within contemporary culture.

As questions are raised concerning authority, relationship, story and self, all in the
context of contemporary culture and with recognition and response to the divine, the
concept of ‘covenant’ begins to suggest some answers for the church — and even for secular
society. As we have considered the necessary commitment, even entanglement, of
‘authority and relationship' so we are drawn as believers into communion (koinonia),
belonging to the one church (which is Christ's Body on earth and in heaven), with the one
God who has revealed himself as "Wholly Other" in the eternal relationship: Father, Son and
Holy Spirit. The unity of God and the relationship in movement (perichoresis) within the
Godhead, into which the church is called to share without coercion, provides the ground in
which divine authority is expressed in the divine story, and is understood and received in
covenant relationship because of divine initiative in 'holy love'.*® Indeed sociological

concepts of authority (chapter 1) and the congregational study (chapter 5) bring us to a

894 See Paul S Fiddes, Participating in God: A Pastoral Doctrine of the Trinity (London: Darton, Longman
and Todd, 2000); Zizioulas, Being as Communion; Volf, After our Likeness; Clarke, 'The Covenantal Basis
for God's Trinitarian life' and Bull, 'Divine Complexity and Human Community' in Bound for Glory?
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convergence on the idea of covenant as a way to resolve the inner-Christian problematic on

the one hand and the postmodern challenge on the other.

41. Re-visiting the concept of covenant
If we consider Barth and his theology of the divine covenant, as the divine initiative in
Christ, revealed to us by the Word that is Christ, we find an emphasis on relationship that
might be primarily described as 'vertical’ between God and humankind as initiated by God.
While Baptist thinking (chapter 4) would wholeheartedly concur with this as foundational
to covenant, what appears to be missing from Barth is an equal emphasis upon the
horizontal aspect of this covenantal relationship — it is rather implied.®® For while the
vertical relationship with God is established for all in Christ, through faith in his death on
the cross and his resurrection), there must at the same time be a recognition of the equal
truth that all who come to faith in Christ are one together in Christ and share in the same
covenant relationship as community (confirmed in faith and baptism). This is true
regardless of Christian tradition, whether historical or contemporary, and into eternity. For
this reason a proper understanding of the divine covenant in Christ, both vertical and
horizontal, has implications relationally and across Christian denominations ecumenically,
including contemporary questions around 'difference’ (see Derrida, §21). In addition, the
differing strands of covenant theology (chapter 4), have their place in the rich tapestry that
is the New Covenant life bestowed, received and embraced by all who belong to the Body
of Christ that is the one ecclesia and over which Christ alone is the one Sovereign Lord.
Furthermore, we need to keep in view the belief that God has revealed himself in

three distinct persons: Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who relate together in perichoretic

895 See eg, Clarke, 'The covenantal Basis for God's Trinitarian life' in Bound for Glory?, p18.
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harmony, and that the Father has given ‘all authority' to the Son, the Mediator of the New
Covenant now established with all humanity. As a result there is need for both a theology
and pneumatology that identifies the Person and work of the Holy Spirit in this covenant
relationship. Hence the need for an incarnational theology that recognises both the Spirit
and the Word; an understanding of divine authority that embraces the divine and human in
the decisive act of God in becoming human by his Spirit, and in the return of the Son to the
Father by way of sacrificial death and resurrection. This has implications for our
understanding of both covenant and authority and their outworking in ecclesial praxis. It is
here that story and listening, provisionality, humility, submission, relationship find their
locus in Christ in community. And here on the ground of divine community Baptist thinking
brings its contribution to the wider church discussion on authority.

For all Christian believers, and especially as expressed within Baptist ecclesiology,
covenant theology is rooted in an electing God, as Barth insists, which is why Reformed
theology (reflecting Calvin) is included in the discussion. The point is not that there is a
double predestination, pre-electing some to eternal life and others to damnation, but that
God has elected himself and the whole of humanity in the event and person that is the Word
— the living Christ. And this is the point that Barth raises in connection with covenant, for
while his thinking follows the tradition of Calvin he develops the doctrine of election, and
hence implications for covenant theology, in a more 'dynamic’ way than the great
Reformer.®® As Barth reminds us, ‘the eternal will of God in the election of Jesus Christ is
this will to give Himself for the sake of man as created and fallen from Him."®® In this way

Barth is seen to be radically recasting ‘the staunch Calvinistic doctrine of double

8% gee Fiddes in Tracks and Traces pp35ff; and also Clarke, 'The Covenantal Basis for God's Trinitarian Life'
in Bound for Glory? pp9-19.
897 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/2, p161.
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predestination' and not understanding the eternal covenant-decision of God as an 'absolute
decree' but as being 'identical with the actual working of God's Word in history."®®® This
means, different from Calvin, that God's sovereign election is happening here and now in
interaction with persons hearing the Word who is nothing less than ‘the Person of God
speaking'.®® In other words, rather than the static ‘double decree', God's election is
understood as a grace that enables the human response of 'Amen'’ to God's 'yes' to us.®*°
This covenant of grace, expounded by Barth, is therefore 'integral to communion
between Father, Son and Holy Spirit' and has implications for our understanding of
covenant in relation to the ecclesia and habitus with God present and active in creation and
church where God speaks. This is because, 'Barth envisages a "primal decree” in which
God's making of covenant with created sons and daughters eternally shapes the
relationships of love within God's own triune being."®** So believing humanity participates
by covenant in the perichoresis that eternally belongs to the divine Being, characterised by
communion between Son, Father and Spirit. For Barth these ideas are not mere speculation
because, 'the human person of Jesus of Nazareth is inseparable, by God's free choice, from
the person of the eternal Son or Logos. The election of Jesus Christ, representative for all
human beings, is a "double decree™ at the "beginning of all God's ways and works", in
which God has elected humanity for divine fellowship, and has elected God's own self as
covenant partner with humanity.'®*? In God's ‘primary decision for covenant with humanity’

he has eternally ordained his own Being as both ‘who God is' and 'God for us'.®™

%% Fiddes in Tracks and Traces p35; Barth, Church Dogmatics 11/2, pp175-94.

%% Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p35; see Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/1, p132; 1/2, p538; 1/2, p743.

810 See The Gift of Authority: Authority in the Church 111 (ARCIC), pp13-24.

811 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces p35; see Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/2, pp79-80, 168-9; 1V/1, pp6-7, 36-8.
812 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/2, pp123-5, 161-5, cf. pp6-9,26; I\V/1, pp45-6, cited Fiddes, Tracks and
Traces, p35.

813 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/2, pp79-80, 168-9; I\V/1, pp6-7, 36-8, cited Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p35.
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In light of this understanding of God and covenant-being, the empirical research
conducted for this thesis seeks to illuminate an understanding of authority within Baptist
ecclesiology, and hence covenant relationship in communion, by listening to voices
(Milbank's "judicious narratives') inside and outside a particular congregation. In fact a key
point to highlight is that the very process of 'listening' is itself an exemplification of
covenant. For our purposes also, covenant needs to be understood as distinct from ‘contract’
in that it is not essentially a legal obligation or mutual agreement to which parties appeal.
Covenant in Biblical terms, is a more personal dynamic, an idea based on trust that might
be, in terms of community, explored and deployed even beyond church. Daniel J Elazar, for
example, from secular and Jewish political perspective, identifies 'covenant' as an idea that
helps define general themes in the political sphere.** He sees covenant as: 'an idea whose
importance is akin to natural law in defining justice and to natural right in delineating the
origins and proper constitution of political society. [...] In the crisis of transition from the
modern to the post-modern eras, covenant is resurfacing as a significant political force just
as it did in the transition from the late medieval to the modern era which took place from
the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries."®*® Elazar reminds us that, '[i]n all its forms, the
key focus of covenant is on relationships.'®'® Indeed, the question of 'relationship' and ‘trust’
is a profound one, as | have already identified it, for the exercise of authority 'implies social
relationship’. The difference from a Christian, and especially a Baptist, perspective is that
Elazar relates covenant to monotheism such that covenant becomes rather ‘the

constitutionalisation of a set of relationships of a particular kind" and 'a morally-informed

614 See Daniel J Elazar, The Political Theory of Covenant: Biblical Origins and Modern Developments,
(Publius, Vol 10, No 4, Covenant, Polity, and Constitutionalism (Autumn, 1980)), p3.

815 Elazar, The Political Theory of Covenant, p3.

816 Elazar, The Political Theory of Covenant, pé.
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agreement or pact between people or parties having an independent and sufficiently equal
status, based upon voluntary consent and established by mutual oaths or promises
witnessed by the relevant higher authority."®*’

Such a concept of covenant (by implication a committed relationship) has become
one that is largely a legal contract, even if between consenting parties, with the ‘higher
authority' witnessing as if from a distance. By contrast, we find in Barth (and scripture) a
model of covenant that is focussed in Christ, and grounded in participatory love rather than
contract. Here is a model of vulnerable relationship revealed by the Trinity in terms of
mutual love and trust, where God is personally embodied in Christ and responded to in
worship in context of the inter-relational witness of scripture, Spirit and church community.
Indeed it was ‘trust’ which often came to the fore in the interviews (chapter 5), with
suspicion and breakdown in trust relating to authority (including church), based on personal
experience.®*® Indeed, as Fiddes expresses it, ‘as we share in the self-giving movement of
Father and Son in the power of the Spirit, we see that the only authority lies in being
trusted. In the Christian congregation, in whatever way the nature of the pastoral overseer
or bishop (episcopos) is conceived, authority cannot be imposed but only won through
humble service.™® This kind of authority embodied in Christ highlights the need for
overseers to win trust through serving the people, for 'no other authority is of any worth.'®%
As in all Christian traditions the problem with Baptist discourse on the subject of

authority and relationship surfaces in ecclesial praxis, especially when there is a breakdown

in trust. Sociologically and historically, from a more contemporary perspective, this has

817 Elazar, The Political Theory of Covenant, p6,

818 Eq, church: int's 5, 23, 32; and non-church participants: int's F, L, G.
819 Fiddes, Participating in God, p100.

620 Fiddes, Participating in God, p100.
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especially emerged with the influence of modernity and often revealed itself within an
individualistic evangelicalism. What needs to be recovered, in contemporary Baptist and
wider church thinking on authority, is an awareness not only amongst individual believers
but also local church communities, that 'covenant relationship' in Christ signifies a
togetherness — a oneness based on means of social cohesion less based on contract and
more on mutual trust. And here the required intersection between the language of theology
and sociology/culture find their place in a ‘practical-prophetic’, rather than 'blueprint
ecclesiology'. Here missio dei grounded in covenant leads to Christ-centred doxology.

As seventeenth century Baptist concerns remind us this can bring a positive

response to the challenges that contemporary culture brings to authority:

'‘Covenant was an idea that gripped the minds and imaginations of our predecessors
in the early days of Baptist life. It belonged to the quest or assurance of salvation in
an age of religious anxiety. It provided a sense of identity, claiming continuity with
the whole covenant people of God in the universal church.'®?

The idea of covenant amongst early Baptists gave language to their experience of renewal
and in turn had political and social implications as people looked for the re-making of what
was perceived as a broken covenant between God and his church in England. For
Dissenters, such as Baptists, this gave a sense of empowerment because being in covenant
relationship with God meant being under the direct rule of Christ. This in turn freed them
from ecclesiastical authority so they were free to call their own ministry and celebrate
Gospel sacraments. As a result, ‘covenant aroused enthusiasm because it offered the

possibilities of assurance, renewal, continuity and power.' During the 19" century however,

82! Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p47.
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we discover the demise of covenant in an age focussed upon mission and inter-church such
that it came to 'denote a community closed in upon itself' and therefore was abandoned as a
concept.®? However, church recovery of covenant suggests we are not dealing with a
concept that has ever been one dimensional. The Hebrew tradition of God's covenant with
Noah, for example, suggests that ‘the inner dynamic of covenant is precisely in the direction
of openness, towards the goal expressed in the biblical account of the “everlasting covenant
between God and every living creature of all flesh that is upon the earth™ (Gen 8:16).%% If
the church is able to grasp the significance of such a covenant existing with humanity and
nature there might emerge fresh approaches to sharing the divine story in a world requiring
reconciliation and solutions to ecological and capitalist exploitation.

From a Baptist perspective, two areas where covenant and divine authority need to
find renewed practical theological expression in relation to ‘trust', it is suggested, are
leadership — the authority of the minister (episcope) and the church meeting, in which all
members have a voice. Being a fellow 'servant' in the congregational community of
'ministers’ (servants with differing ministries) along with recognised leadership structure,
non-hierarchical yet with Christ ruling directly in the midst by his Spirit and Word, is a
concept and role that always needs to find practical and humble expression without losing
authority. A carefully developed concept of covenant theology, especially surrounding the

authority of the Baptist ‘church meeting’, is an important way forward in this respect —

especially in relation to 'ministry'.®* But how this works out in practice in the local church

622 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p47.
623 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p47.
82% For reflection on 'ministry’ and different ways this is understood within a Baptist denomination today
(Baptist Union), see Paul W Goodliffe, Ministry, Sacrament and Representation (Oxford: Regent's Park
College, 2010); especially pp23-45.
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can be another matter entirely as anecdotal evidence of resignations, divisions, conflict,
grief and church fragmentation have revealed.®®

The authority of the 'church meeting’, in its best expression, is an example of
practical theological contribution that Baptist ecclesiology and history can bring to the local
covenant community 'discerning the mind of Christ together' as it listens to the Word of
God. With two ‘church’ participants interviewed in our study, however, we find that the
‘church meeting' is viewed negatively because of bad experience.®® And for this reason the
recovery of a Trinitarian model of relationship and the place of covenant theology and
praxis in church life, as revealed in the sacraments of baptism, communion and the Word,
needs to be embraced anew. It is in the koinonia of church relationship that the authority
and command of the risen Christ in covenant community, celebrated in the Saviour's call to
tell and live out the story, reveals divine authority. It is in this covenantal relationship, with

mutual commitment based on trust and love, forgiveness and grace, that the locus of

authority is found and received in community, within and beyond the ecclesia.

42. Divine authority and relationship in the covenant community

The relationship between the triune God and his people means that as the church
community participates in the ‘external activity of God', even as it shares in the ‘'inner life of
God', so divine authority is revealed in life and Word together. To speak of 'relationship’
theologically is to understand the Being of God as Trinity. The classic Christian concept of
God is not of a deity who dwells in singular and splendid isolation but one whose

ontological Being is relationship. Thus we become aware of the place of divine revelation,

625 gee, Finamore on 'Baptists in Covenant', Bound for Glory? pp73-83.
626 Kathy, int. 9 and Pat, int. 28.
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for without the initiative of God in love toward his creation, to reveal the truth in Christ by
his Spirit and centred upon his Word proclaimed, humanity is alienated and without hope.
And it is within this frame that divine authority is revealed.

By the end of fourth century the church fathers, East and West, agreed that the
triune nature of God (ousia or substantia) was to be understood as a communion of persons,
later expressed by the noun perichoresis expressing ‘the permeation of each person by the
other, their coinherence without confusion.'®*” While there has been the danger of providing
a dominating Father (male concept) in the Trinity, with the highest level of divinity
'mysterious and ineffable’, that has become a patriarchal excuse for dominating women
(especially within the church), the western picture of divine communion in perichoresis can
also be understood as a circular dance, thereby not stressing one person over the other.®®
The danger of treating the divine essence as a fourth factor behind the three persons, and an

excuse for another level of authority, is also resolved:

'The interweaving relationships of Father, Son and Spirit are themselves the divine
essence which is the source (arche) of the persons, in the sense that the persons are
constituted by relations with each other. This vision of God lays stress upon the
equality, mutuality and reciprocity of the three persons.'®*®

Here the concept of divine persons as a movement of relationships, rather than individual
subjects who have relationships, becomes the ideal model for the revealing of divine
authority within the covenant community that is the church — including the local level —

where local 'stories' are found. The language of authority, as proposed within this thesis, at

%27 Fiddes, Participating in God, p71.
628 Eiddes, Participating in God, p76.
829 Fiddes, Participating in God, p77.
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a cultural and ecclesial level is therefore to be found in persons and story within a
movement of relationships. Here divine authority dwells in the divine call to follow Christ
in covenant relationship and speaks today as an authority that is not coercive but discerned
by the enabling of the Spirit in the ecclesial koinonia.

How well the shaping of this authority, by interweaving relationships, is understood
and expressed in the church is a matter that has challenged the thinking and practice of the
Christian church, from a dominating and hierarchical model on the one hand to an
egalitarian ethos on the other.®® The debate with its inherent assumptions (cultural,
contextual and theological), has engaged the many streams of church life, including Baptist
ecclesiology with its stress on the 'priesthood of all believers'. It might be valuable
therefore to ask how well the notion of triune relations is maintained both relative to and
shaping ideas about, authority in several Christian traditions.

Traditions that emphasise a central authority, such as the Church of Rome, can offer
a belief system to the ‘devout’ (while pursuing their own course 'on the ground') which
provides for stability and security, along with a sense of belonging and identity. Indeed the
sense of identity, as in the interviews (chapter 5), is still evident even among those brought
up in the faith but no longer believing.®** The Roman Church's authority, as expressed by
means of scripture, tradition and magisterium, has laid stress on continuity with the
teaching of the first Apostles and their successors. The claim to faithful transmission of the
Gospel of Christ from the first generation brings with it a strong claim to authority and a
firm sense of the church's mission in the world. One problem however, that has revealed

itself is the divide between a clerical and priestly class and the laity in the church; a gap that

830 gee Volf, After Our Likeness, pp9ff.
831 See Murray, for a mapping of the complex relationship between 'belonging, believing and behaving':
Church After Christendom, pp9ff.
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now (especially since Vatican Il, 1962-5) has been recognised by the clergy, themselves
looking for a tradition that includes a 'theology of laity'".

In the past, a hierarchical institution has brought a heteronomous account of
Christian practical reason that for many has been a controlling force and alienating voice.
The interviews show those negatively affected by their experience of Roman Catholic
upbringing and indoctrination. As we have seen, the teaching has also appeared irrelevant
regarding present-day praxis and moral issues. The challenge that contemporary
Catholicism has itself diagnosed is a need for change; there is an awareness and 'self-
understanding' that questions ancient models of authority that have belonged to the Roman
system for over seventeen hundred years, in order to speak to church and world of ‘today’,
yet with integrity and without loss of identity. So the problematic concerning the authority
of Christ, Bible and church takes a new form. The tension exists between a consciousness
of personal autonomy and 'rights' on the one hand, conflicting with the heteronomy of
decrees from an ‘out of touch' hierarchy on the other. Yet as McBrian has identified,
analysing change, Lumen Gentium begins with the 'mystery' of the church as formed within
the communion of the triune God, rather than with a hierarchical institution.®*

The ‘dynamic realities' of Vatican Il appear not only to have satisfied Council
members but also Reformed observers, including Barth (though not able to be present).
From another communion, Baptist theologian Steve Harman writes of Dei Verbum as a
'nositive locus of convergence' between Roman Catholics and Baptists,®* framed as it is in
a Trinitarian way: ‘God, who spoke in the past, continues to converse with the spouse of his

beloved Son [...]. And the Holy Spirit, through whom the living voice of the Gospel rings

832 McBrien, 'The Church (Lumen Gentium)', in Contemporary Catholic Theology, p285.
633 Harmon, 'Dei Verbum § 9 in Baptist Perspective', in Ecclesiology 5, p299.
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out in the Church — and through her in the world — leads believers to the full truth, and
makes the Word of Christ dwell in them in all its richness.” (Dei Verbum, 1.8).

Yet the question of the church's ‘charism of infallibility’ remains problematic
especially when the institution of the church is seen as the 'seat of divine authority'.
Miroslav Volf suggests that there is a mutual reinforcement between a monarchical concept
of God as a single absolute subject and a monolithic drive toward unification and exclusion
of 'others’ within ecclesial institutions.®** In this critique he may, however, underplay the
creative Trinitarian theology that official theologians of the Roman Church are producing at
present. At the same time Volf speaks of an evident ‘congregationalisation’ at work within
both Protestant and Catholic churches.®®*®> And here the thesis grounds its appeal.

The Anglican tradition explores the issue of authority historically within the
framework of so-called 'distributed’ (‘diffused’ according to Jamieson) authority that brings
its own challenge to centralised or coercive systems. For Anglicanism, the ‘sources’ and
'structures' of authority are understood to be ‘dispersed’ and not ‘centralised' such that none
of the elements are relied upon separately. Such an approach does emphasise the element of
the 'relational’, deriving from a vision of the triune God who exists in relationship. Anglican
'self-understanding’, while dependent upon scripture and tradition of the primitive church,
finds authenticity by constant judgment brought to bear on the truth of its teaching in many
different contexts, following the threefold authority of scripture, tradition and reason.

As in all Christian traditions the various elements within this plural relationship are
believed to interact, coming from the one sovereign divine source, the ‘well-spring’, that is

Christ the Head, by his Spirit and through his Word. Anglicanism shares with recent

834 \/olf, After our Likeness, pp12ff.
835 \/olf, After our Likeness, pp12-13.
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Catholic and Baptist understanding a view of tradition as the interpretation of scripture,
which is seen not only as truth 'handed down' (tradita), but the very act of transmission
(traditio).®*® Tradition is evaluated by reason and experience, so that the question of
teaching authority is not found in an appointed magisterium or pontif but in common
understanding. However, while this ‘common understanding' involves selected 'lay
representatives’, it still takes place primarily at an episcopal and clerical level. In this way
Anglicanism looks for its 'self-understanding' as established in hierarchical ‘catholic
institutions' of the patristic period, in common with Roman Catholicism.®*

At the same time the Archbishop of Canterbury is seen not as one called to
command but to 'gather'. There has developed an avoidance of pan-Anglican decrees and a
common desire to find theological expression coterminous with contemporary culture,
along with tolerance, diversity and a living with the ‘dynamic movement' and ‘process’ in
the outworking of divine authority in community. Doe's work on covenant (chapter 4)
reminds us of the concern among Anglicans to find means of working and staying together
— theological and legal, national and global — without 'binding' the churches.®® Given that
jurisdictional authority rests with each local church, covenant has been proposed as a way
forward in an attempt to maintain the '‘bonds of mutual affection’ in the midst of plural and
diverse voices — especially on issues around moral authority. In all this there is a constant

reflection on the model of the unity and diversity within the relations of the Trinity.®*°

6% See Ward and Thompson (eds), Tradition and the Baptist Academy.

837 See ARCIC Co-Chairmen, Cormac Murphy-O'Conner and Mark Santer: 'The Commission set up to
prepare for the dialogue recognised, in its 1968 Malta Report, that one of the "urgent and important tasks"
would be to examine the question of authority. In a sense, this question is at the heart of our sad divisions.'
The Gift of Authority, (1999), p5.

638 See comment on the Windsor Report (2004), in Doe, An Anglican Covenant, (2008), pvii.

839 See above, 'Final Report on Covenant', chapter 4, §23, p140.
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The question of linking 'authority' to 'relationship' and community is one that is of
particular significance in the outworking of Baptist church life and theology. Here is
recognition from the start, modelled on the Trinitarian life, that all believers regardless of
calling, status or sex, are equal before God in Christ. One way, already indicated, where
this finds practical expression, is at the ‘church meeting' where all church members are
called together to discern the mind of Christ by the involvement and leading of the Holy
Spirit in unity. As already seen, in practice this ideal concept can be lost when the meeting
becomes adversarial and a place where individual and personal agendas are worked out.®*

There are also inevitable ambiguities over the authority of the minister as episcope
serving in context of a plurality of leaders (whether called ‘'elders' or ‘deacons’). Sometimes
the New Testament concept of ‘the priesthood of all believers' has become ground for
challenging or even devaluing of the particular calling of episcope. The Biblical concept of
‘priesthood’ (first to a privileged class in the Old Testament but given to all believers in
Christ in the New Testament) involved amongst other things (under the Old Covenant), the
concept of service (ministry) within tabernacle or temple worship. Under the New
Covenant this ‘ministry’ belongs to the whole church community. This meant the inclusion
of all believers in a covenant of priesthood under the direct rule of the authority of Christ,
the one church's one High Priest. Yet within the inclusive ministry of the 'whole church’
there were and still are those with a particular charism to lead, teach and guide the local
church in its ministry such that in turn the ‘whole Body' is enabled to fulfil its ministry.

With such an understanding of 'priesthood' it appears relevant that in every generation there

should be a fresh understanding of how this is worked out theologically and in praxis.

840 See, Finamore on 'Baptists in Covenant', Bound for Glory? pp73-83; especially ‘Authority’, and the
institutionalisation of 'church meetings'. pp76-77.

287



The Baptist Union, for example, has looked at the subject of ministry formation
over recent decades within the context of the local church and in relation to ordination with
views expressed that range from a sacramental understanding of the ordained minister to

that of all in the church being ministers.®**

What is evident without contradiction is that,
'[t]o speak of ordination to word and sacrament with a Baptist accent is to make this point
again — that the ministry with which we are concerned is Christ's ministry in the church by
the Spirit. The primary and definitive form of this ministry is that of the disciple's, baptised
and committed to working out service and proclamation.'®** What is of interest is that this
speaks of the ministry of the gathered church in terms of 'Christ's ministry in the church by
the Spirit' (as supported by this thesis) but ‘this ministry in its 'primary and definitive form'
being worked out in the 'service and proclamation’ of the individual disciple (as implied).
While it is certainly true that each individual disciple of Christ has their part to play,
their ministry to fulfil in the life of the church (usually expressed locally), it is vital that we
recognise the greater truth that no individual disciple can be ‘apart’ from the community. No
individual ministry makes ontological or functional sense in isolation to the rest of the
Christian community that is the church — perichoretically modelled. As | have suggested,
the other two Christian traditions mentioned have crucial insights to contribute to this
‘Trinitarian’ shaping of the church. This thesis contests that the 'primary and definitive
form' of Christian ministry can only make sense in terms of covenant relationship as

expressed in the church following the model of the triune God. Indeed the individualism of

modernity and traditional evangelicalism needs to be challenged not least because of the

841 See Goodliffe, Ministry, Sacrament and Representation (pp46-71).

%42 B Haymes, R Gouldbourne and AR Cross, On Being the Church: Revisioning Baptist Identity (Studies in
Baptist History and Thought, 21; Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2008), p176, cited in Goodliffe, Ministry,
Sacrament and Representation, p43.
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Trinitarian model of community that every believer is called to in service and being. It is in
this context of covenant community that divine authority is truly manifest by the Spirit,
Word and sacrament such that Christ's authority is manifest and the divine story revealed —
with authority — without domination.

In this way the inner-Christian problematic that comes to us with Christ, Bible and
church finds resolution but only, it is suggested, in terms of covenant based on Christ's
example and atoning sacrifice. The Christian faith teaches us that a personal God has come
to humanity in the bodily form of a personal Christ. The problem that arises is one where
text and institution interacting with each other project an ‘impersonal’ perspective on divine
authority, including figures of authority. Divine authority and models of human authority
become conflated with text and institution. In other words an authoritative book has been
used to support the life and belief of the church in such a way as to 'distance’ God in Christ
from the community — inside and outside of the ecclesia. This is where we see especially
negative attitudes expressed toward the church, including Catholic, Anglican and Baptist,
that then develop into views on God and the message. There has been either a presentation
of divine authority, reflected in the hierarchical and authoritarian models of church, coming
to us as an alienating heteronomy or an emphasis upon the individual believer and her/his
authority in Christ such that independent autonomy divides or fragments the church. In
order to recover divine Presence within the church as divinely authorised there needs to be
a fresh understanding of covenant relationship with God and between fellow believers. In
this way church community participates in the 'external activity' and 'inner life' of God.

All classic western church traditions have much to contribute, together with each
other, concerning the place of divine authority in relation to text and institution. It is

proposed within this locus of 'relationship’ in Christ, where covenantal 'listening' to each
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other takes place, that the inner-problematic finds resolution. Implicit within this dialogue
is the place of 'relationship’ where submission to the rule of Christ is primary and expressed
at a practical level with 'submission’ one to another such that the traditions might be heard
and responded to. Even so, use of the word 'submission’ brings its own problematic (as the

643 and not to be confused with 'domination’ or 'coercion'.

interviews show)
43. Congregational discourse and the postmodern challenge

In this section | seek further to illuminate the two grids of inner-Christian problematic and
the postmodern challenges with reference to church and York case study. As
congregational studies have shown there is a need to be aware of public and private
discourse within church life, in that there may be a disparity between what is believed and
expounded in the 'public' domain compared with 'private' response.®** The York interviews
do not provide the whole focus for the thesis but are necessary by way of insight into 'local’
perceptions of authority. In order to include the views of 'non-church’ participants the
structure of analysis has followed the inner-Christian problematic but in a way that has
been reformulated in order to be more open and flexible using the categories of authority
figures, institutional authority and textual authority. What | seek to show is that the inner-
Christian problematic and the postmodern challenges relate to each other and find their
resolution in the concept and praxis of covenant relationship as the residing place of divine
authority. In the church this is not to be understood as a 'spiritualised' form of democracy

but a coming together under the direct rule of Christ and a discerning in relationship

843 See above, chapter 6.
844 As Guest's research on St Michael-le-Belfry in York; also Guest, Tusting and Woodhead, Congregational
Studies in the UK.
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together of his voice revealed in koinonia by Spirit and Word. With this in mind we turn to

the four challenges of contemporary culture explored in chapter 3.

(a) Approaching the metanarrative
Lyotard and other late-modern writers believe, ‘there is no grand overarching story that
explains the meaning of life, only "local" stories.®* This provides a challenge to
contemporary constructs of society, identity and 'self', including institution and text that
belong to the various expressions of the one church. For while the Christian faith does not
apologise for its 'grand-story’ it needs to recognise 'local’ stories, as reflected in Baptist
history and the believer's personal 'testimony’, especially at baptism. Among participants
interviewed (‘church' and 'non-church’) there was certainly a sense of the 'local’ story, at a
personal level, employed to make sense of the 'bigger picture’. As with Fred (‘non-church’;
int. D), who on ‘figures of authority’, while against Roman Catholicism (larger story), knew
a priest who was ‘a really nice fella' (local story). For Susan (‘non-church’; int. V) her
personal experience of authority (local story) had affected her response politically (larger
story). In this way, figures of authority, personal experience and issues of trust fed into the
stories of most participants. And while there were many negative stories concerning
authority, from both groups, this was not always the whole picture, as with Pauline
(‘church’; int. 21), who had never had any problems and therefore was 'keen to be positive"'.
For most participants there was an awareness of change and uncertainty in the
world affecting such variables as, 'self, 'community', ‘power’, 'authority', 'respect' and
'reality’. This is reflected by individual ability to ‘channel hop' on television and attempts to

'take control' by means of the latest ‘personal’ technology. The erosion of local identities

64% See Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, pp44-46.
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appears to come with a commaodification and consumption that belongs to exploitation and
global capitalism, alongside emerging uncertainties.®*® At the same time this appears to
promote a subjective and relativist response to over-arching ideologies in the public space.
This complex relationship between self, truth and power, right and wrong — usually in the
realm of assumed universal moralities (alongside uncertainties) — became evident in the
interviews. Helen (‘'non-church’; int. J) said, 'l tend to believe the Friends of the Earth,
which are very critical of what we are doing to the environment, and | want to believe it
and | see it. So | tend to believe that.’

In such a context the place of covenant community can be one of recovery and
provisionality, at both a personal and community level, when addressing questions of trust
and the practical outworking of divine authority in a world that is fragile and uncertain.
Alternatively the subjectivised-self becomes a particular place of meaning, but internalised,
isolated and unstable. Through congregational hermeneutic and recognition of a personal
Christ ruling in the context of a 'local story', there is provision for a divinely appointed
metanarrative without denying the 'local story'. When the local story is centred on the
Christological then covenant relationship takes us into the larger relational story of the
triune God. In this way, the notion of covenant community provides space for the smaller
narrative and meets the challenge of postmodernity. Embodied in this relationship that is
covenant community, there is divine provision of the sacred, where anonymous
subjectivised-selves may embrace the Christian metanarrative, with identity and belonging

in perichoretic harmony — and without coercion because a ‘listening’ has taken place.

846 See Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, pp68,74,133.
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(b) Dominating authority
With the interviews we find that with the experience of figures of authority and institution,
negative stories proliferate in relation to coercive authority.®’’” With regard to the
institutional outworking of the Christian faith, the late-modern challenge to coercive
authority rings especially true. Here we find a reminder of the importance, indeed the
requirement, of a Christ-like vulnerability in relationship. The suspicion toward authority
and power was evident in many interviews, from both groups, especially toward the church.
For some this had implications for the Christian story as with the male teacher from Ireland
('non-church’; int. G) who had seen authority exercised coercively to ‘brow-beat’, ‘control’,
‘create fear', rather than to show ‘love’. For Megan (‘church’; int. 12) brought up in the
Baptist church her experience of authority had been 'mixed really’, but her experience of
‘church authority had been the worst. A bad experience.' In this context the suspicious view
of a totalising authority, whether male figures or institution, has created an independence of
spirit that was prepared to rebel if necessary. The place of women and male dominance was
again associated with church institution in a negative fashion.®*®

With a dominating authority, the oppressed are expected to fit in with the dominant
worldview but covenant community provides the locus where the checking of the
totalising-self by an 'other' can take place. Covenant community always allows room for
different perspectives with mutual acceptance, where it is not possible for one subject to
control the whole environment. Such domination suggests that the subject is trying to draw

everything into itself. Within covenant community, including leadership relations, the

847 See Gorringe: 'Mission and Colonialism' in Furthering Humanity, pp184-193, referencing Lamin Sanneh,
Encountering the West: Christianity and the Global cultural Process: the African Dimension (London:
Marshall Pickering, 1993), p16.

848 See eg, 'non-church’, Tina, int. C, pp171-2,179.
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concept of the 'other' challenges the concept of the totalising-self. Covenant community is
precisely that — having one's own frame of reference challenged and — the finding of
agreement with mutual respect.

In this sense the developing of theology is always contextualised and aware of the
zeitgeist without being subsumed or assimilated by it. The problem is however exacerbated,
depending on hermeneutic, if ministerial authority is only seen as a matter of function (as
opposed to 'calling’) in 'office’ and identified ontologically as male rather than resting
ultimately in Christ and his rule in the midst of community. If authority, let alone divine, is
understood as coercive and male, it distances not only females but all who are oppressed
and marginalised by ethnicity, poverty and injustice. To address authority in the context of
covenant community, and focussed in Christ, is a liberating and necessary experience for
the life of the local ecclesia. Hence the community under the rule of Christ becomes that
‘prophetic voice' speaking to our contemporary culture where coercive, and by implication,
unjust authorities are challenged from within the church and without.

Already we see how the York data interacts with both postmodern challenges and
inner-church problematic in relation to covenant. With the questioning of the ‘grand
overarching story that explains the meaning of life' we do not find that participants rejected
it altogether or that only 'local’ stories' remain. The metanarrative might be treated with
suspicion because of the implications of power and coercion but there is a recognition of
‘grand stories' as long as they are not assumed to be only Christian and 'interfere with me'.
The challenge to the church today, not only in terms of Jesus, the Bible and church, is to be
one of 'listening' to ‘an-other's' story, whether ‘grand' or 'local’ with an appreciation of the
personal story that seeks to make sense in context of a universal understanding. The

challenge to coercion is especially one that within the personal stories concerning church
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and hence with regard to lingering ideas about Jesus, God and the Bible, has brought with it
'suspicion and breakdown in trust'. We are drawn again to covenant modelled on Trinitarian

theology and its solution to the inner-Christian problematic and contemporary challenge.

(c) Private judgement
The challenges to 'private judgement’ and of 'open textuality or meaning' also find a place
of interaction with the data and the inner-church problematic in relation to covenant. The
challenge of private judgement, and by implication the subjective-self within late-
modernity doesn't mean that individual opinion and private perspective no longer exist or
are not valued. Rather we find an emphasis upon relativism whereby everyone's view has
simply become as good as everyone else's. This of course has implications for the authority
of truth especially in relation to views of Bible, church and Christ. While the relativism of
modernity emphasises the relative value of differing ideologies and belief-systems centred
on the individual, the relativism of late-modernity focuses, paradoxically, upon community
and the anonymous-self with its differing perspectives equally valid in a world of ‘others'.
This is a challenge to the assumed dominance of universal ideologies or belief
systems including those that have come with the 'imperialism' of modernity and its focus
upon the individual.®*® The emphasis upon covenant community, and a gathered-relational-
authority in this thesis however, suggests that there is need to recover the place of the
individual and personal view but within the context of 'community’ and in relation to a
‘congregational hermeneutic'. If there is no metanarrative, as previously explored, then

everything becomes relative within the conversations belonging to a world of personal-

849 See Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, pp105-128 and discussion around ‘ideology’ and ‘theology’,
referencing Kosuke Koyaman: Mount Fuji and Mount Sinai: A Critique of Idols (London: SCM, 1984), p258.
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selves. Concentration however, upon 'congregational hermeneutic' with the Christian story
in community should enable and give weight to differing voices. This means that corporate
interpretation on the one hand is enabled to live with 'difference’ but at the same time
measures 'difference’ against the common mind. This no longer means that everyone's
opinion is relativist and of the same value, rather the emphasis is upon how we listen —
itself a covenantal concept. We are reminded here of the need to listen to the prophetic
voice while respecting conflict in the community, (chapter 6) — even conflict in the self.

Reaction against modernity's influence over the past two centuries in the ‘western’
world, where it has combined metanarratives with a dominating-self — indeed one
supporting the other — doesn't mean that the private and ultimately subjectivised-self has to
be the only alternative in the late-modern age to hierarchical authority and its so-called
'legitimate-domination’. As a result of modernity's influence, many believe that the ‘western’
Christian emphasis placed upon personal salvation and divine guidance in the individual,
has meant an erosion in growing and learning together as a community of believers around
scripture, together guided by the Holy Spirit under the rule of Christ.

Ironically (despite the de-valuing of the modernist-'self') there has also developed
alongside postmodern cynicism regarding truth, the message, text and voice, a
corresponding retreat into a private, autonomous, subjectivised-self with suspicion toward
authority — as expressed by many in both church and non-church interviews. As Tina (int.
C) on prayer, who said, There again it's up to the individual I think ain't it." So we find in
both modernity and late-modernity a stress upon the subjective-self, but for different
reasons. In modernism we see this allied with metanarratives which validate subjectivity,
while in postmodernity the subjective-self appears as a result of resistance to dominating

metanarratives. It is in this realm that we envisage the subjectivised-self as playing a valid

296



part, especially within the contemporary and global search for spirituality.®®° Ironically,
however, in a postmodern age, the turn to the subjective has only left the field open on the
wider stage to the dominance of globalisation and capitalism, media manipulation and
consumerism, organised mass-religion and political ideologies. An appropriate response to
this situation might be that we should regret the loss of the Christian ‘grand-story’ and
recover it, while welcoming the emerging interest in local and marginalised stories that the
story has suppressed.

In an ecclesial context Stuart Murray and others from the Anabaptist tradition,
speak of a 'shared conversation' around the scriptures, under the direct rule of Christ and the
direction of the Holy Spirit, as they listen to the Word of God together. This ‘conversation
together' is not only seen to be contemporary in its relevance but also as engaging with the
hermeneutics of previous generations.®®* There is still the place for personal, individual
faith but not isolated from the community that gave it birth otherwise there is always the
potential for continual given-ness to dissent and fragmentation, as has characterised the
experience of so many in Baptist and evangelical churches over recent centuries. For this
reason Angell's evangelical Protestant emphasis upon the ‘right and duty of private
interpretation’ of scripture®? is misleading if we accept the corporate nature and unity of
the church where individual believers belong together in covenant relationship in Christ
under the leading of the Holy Spirit.

Here we need to find a place in 'discussion’ at all levels, where all in covenant

relationship are 'listening' to each other, to the voice of God together, recognising and

850 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, pp5-9, 60-8, 75.

81 See Stuart Murray, 'Congregational Hermeneutics' in Biblical Interpretation in the Anabaptist Tradition
(Kitchener: Pandora, 2000). p14.

82 Angell, 'Baptists and the Authority of the Scriptures' in Seminar on Authority, p40.

297



valuing the diversity and plurality in the unity, under the sovereign rule of Christ.®>® What
cannot be lost to the Christian faith is the fact that it is a 'grand story', coming with divine
authority, and believed in Christ to be relevant to all humankind (but not as 'imperialism at
prayer').®* For Angie (int. 11), it's 'never appropriate not to question authority" highlighting
the need for 'space’ to ask personal questions within the wider human context of
community. What postmodernism brings creatively to church belief and practice is a re-
valuing of the local, personal story highlighting the possibility of recognising the locus of
divine authority within community.

The postmodern challenge of asserting private judgement doesn't mean that such a
voice is not to be listened to, only that it is not meant to be understood in isolation as if
separated from any social inter-connectedness. Catherine valued the right to her own
opinions and echoed the sentiment of many when she said, 'l would defend my right to my
own opinions. Mm, to be quite frank | don't really agree with your religious opinions but |
would defend your right to believe in them as well." (‘'non-church’; int. F). How the church
in all its manifestations manages to live with ‘difference’ in the dialogue and at the same

time express its unity is an ongoing challenge to be resolved prayerfully.

(d) Openness toward text and meaning

Within the realm of ‘open textuality or meaning' the Christian covenant community receives
a challenge from postmodernism that brings us to the living text, pointing us afresh to
scripture and hearing the Word of God himself declared. A wider view of covenant, with

authority and meaning of the text always open, also leads us to the text beyond church

63 See Fiddes, Foreword, in Ward and Thompson (eds), Tradition and the Baptist Academy.
8% See Gorringe, Furthering Humanity, p184.
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where we might hear the Word of the Lord. The desire to be freed from having the only
'right’ interpretation is evident from 'stories' drawn from contemporary culture along with
growing awareness and appreciation of 'difference’ amongst interpretive communities. As
with Susan (int. V): 'People have different beliefs though don't they. There's different
beliefs. I don't go to church. Mm, but I believe in life after death. [...] It's, you know,
people have different beliefs." Where Christ is central to that 'local' community however
and all are prepared to submit to one another and the leading of God the Holy Spirit, and in
relation to 'other' local communities, the potential for a fresh dynamic around scripture
drawing all toward Christ and his mind may become evident.

Modernity constructs the world scientifically, objectively and with 'certainty’ while
late-modernity is perceived to construct it textually and locally, such that differing
communities and identities are constructed or emerge together, whether ecclesial or ‘other'
and without always the need for such 'certainties'. We saw with Derrida (821) the belief that
there is no 'extra-linguistic’ world and each community has its own language. This is where
the Christian church might recover its Christ-centred identity in the Word, while at the
same time valuing ‘difference’ but without requiring a 'certainty’ that brings domination.
Contrary to a postmodern retreat into a world of arbitrary linguistic signs, the covenant
community does not need to feel threatened by 'difference’ in text but under the rule of
Christ permits an 'openness’ in the realm of the living Word that is Christ. Such openness
emerges as the Christian community comes together in love, with provisionality, humility
and an ear to respectfully hear the voice of God in an 'other', even with an honest openness
toward uncertainties and disagreement.

In the York interviews the authority and even certainty of the Bible as narrative-

text, not unsurprisingly, for most of the 'non-church’ participants was not one that was
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readily accepted. As David (int. G) said: 'l guess I've always lived my life by uncertainties.'

By contrast, for many believers®®

there seemed to be more of a need to be 'right’. In a
changing world, however, challenged by science and changing morality there was
generally, for both ‘church' and 'non-church’, a suspicion toward certainties. We might
conclude that if we are to assert that God speaks through a text the church should join in
this speaking with the vulnerable voice of a servant in the world.

Concerning covenant community, it has been suggested that: 'generally speaking we
interpret “"covenant”, and therefore our identity as "covenant people” much too narrowly,’

and even 'much too anthropocentrically.'®>®

If the church is to be heard by the world in
which it lives might not such views be listened to by the covenant community with a
readiness to hear the voice of God, that Word of the Lord as from outside the community?
Under the rule of Christ how might the local covenant community respond if freed to listen,
not only to each other as members of the same gathering around the text but also to ‘others’
of differing 'traditions'? And might it not also listen to those outside the ‘church covenant’
when the Word of the Lord is spoken? Listening opens up the meaning of the 'text’ around
the 'text’, so that the text is not used as a weapon in evangelism, but brings an openness to
'listening’ with avoidance of coercion. The postmodern challenge to fixed meaning, does
not need to be a threat to the institution or text. The notion of covenant includes all

humanity,®’

which means being flexible enough to listen to those outside the church. This
in turn suggests an 'openness' to hear and dialogue without totalising while at the same time

recognising and respecting ecclesial boundaries concerning truth centred in Christ.

85 Eq, church interviews, 3, 12, 21, 34,
8% E|lis, 'Covenant and Creation: A Prospectus', in Bound for Glory?, p20.
87 As Noahic Covenant (Gen 9).
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In such a context might not God speak through the non-church community to
'believers' who are ready to listen? As Barth once observed, [i]f God could speak through
Balaam's donkey to a disobedient prophet (Numbers 22:28-31) can he not speak through
the world to his church as required?"®*® This is not to take away from the unique Gospel
tradition that touches the world, nor is it to compromise the integral authority of the
Christian church and her message but is rather seen as a way forward within contemporary
culture, that might consciously share the eternal Gospel within the context of existing
covenantal 'relationship' — especially where society has become suspicious of the ‘grand-
story' and its claim to authority — divine or otherwise.®* It might also help move the church
from coercive, individualist models of evangelism more akin to imperialism and
consumerism, toward the relational work of God's Spirit and Word in humanity.

Here is a proposed solution (with theological praxis) to the inner-Christian
problematic and contemporary cultural challenges that are entangled in individualist,
modernist and dominating models of legal-rational, traditional and charismatic authority
(Weber 811). The place where Christ rules in the midst of his church at the local level,
where the personal voice is heard without cynicism and the text received with openness that
allows for a discerned 'difference’ together, is the locus toward which the covenant

community aspires — within a world and humanity already embraced by divine covenant.

68 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 11/1, p221.

859 See Paul S Fiddes, ‘Dual Citizenship in Athens and Jerusalem’, in Anthony Cross and Ruth Gouldbourne
(eds), Questions of Identity. Studies in Honour of Brian Haymes (Oxford: Regent’s Park College, 2011), pp.
134-7.
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44. Divine authority and the direct rule of Christ

At this juncture we identify two important 'authority’ words, namely apostolicity and
tradition and ask how they might be understood in dynamic covenantal ways. More
explicitly the notion of apostolicity and covenant brings us to a serving community under
the rule of Christ. In this way the personal Christ is always present in his gathered church
such that to live under his authority is to say that his kingdom is present (Matthew 6:10).
There can be no divine authority in church, text or institution, without the Presence of the
personal Christ, the Head of the church and Lord of all creation, to whom ‘all authority has
been given' (Matthew 28:18; Colossians 1:15-23). All the authority of the triune God is
summed up in the Person who is Christ, the man who is God, and revealed to us in the
witness of scripture and sacraments, the proclamation of the Word, pointing us to Christ the
living Word who is God. Yet this same Christ 'humbled himself and became obedient to
death’. From this path of humiliation and suffering, rejection and brokenness, the doxology
declares that God has 'highly exalted him and given him a Name that is above every name.’'
(Philippians 2:5-11). The lowest point in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, the Son of
God from eternity, our ‘apostle and high priest whom we confess' (Heb 3:1), becomes the
ground for receiving ultimate authority over all.

This kenosis identifies for us the reality of the personal Christ (divine and human)
who has been given all authority, as revealed in the interactive hermeneutic between
institution and text. It is however the notion of covenant that brings this personal authority,
institution and text into harmony under the rule of Christ. Within the ground of triune
Being that is God, we identify, because of Christological focus, the need for a
pneumatology, with regard to authority and relationship, that is covenantal. The incarnate

Christ himself was wholly dependent upon the enabling power and person of God the Holy
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Spirit, even as he walked with his Father and revealed himself to his disciples. Likewise,
the church, the Body of Christ, the community gathered in his Name is called to an intimate
dependence upon the same Spirit (John 14:15-21,25-27; 16:5-15) if Christ and his authority
is to be revealed in church and Word.

It is this rule of Christ within his church that brings the twin concepts of ‘covenant'
and 'kingdom of God' into reality in the apostolic community. The divine covenant
established in relation to the triune God, brings identity and belonging to the church
community in relationship, and calls the community to a lifestyle of obedience to Christ as
Lord. Living as believing communities within a contemporary cultural ‘context’, highlights
the need for a practical theology that enables a living reality that honours Christ. The praxis
of the church reveals the life, and authority of Christ as it serves together in love and

community — enabled by Spirit and Word — in the context of a common faith.

(a) Authority and a serving apostolic community

In the New Testament the Apostle (‘'sent one' or 'messenger’) was called and appointed by
Christ, with initially The Twelve (Matthew 10:1-42), then the replacement of Matthias for
Judas (Acts 1:12-26) and later the calling of Saul of Tarsus, who became Paul the Apostle
‘as one born out of time' (1 Corinthians 15:8). These were commissioned by the risen Christ
to proclaim the gospel, to baptise and to make disciples, until the end of the age (Matthew
28:18-20). In addition to the Twelve, plus Paul, there was also a larger group known as
‘apostles' commissioned by Christ to 'hand on' the same message.®®® The problem for the
church in every generation has been how this 'authority’ might continue, if from God, in

succeeding generations through to the present day and ‘end of the age'. Their authority was

860 Acts 14:14; 1 Corinthians 15:7.
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from Christ and they could appeal to their calling, as did Paul always (eg 1 Corinthians
1:1), including recognition of the 'fruit of their ministry' in establishing local church
communities (eg 1 Corinthians 1:4-9). In this way the handing on of apostolic leadership to
episkopoi/presbuteroi in the local churches was more than ‘apostolic succession' of
individuals as the emphasis was upon message and community in relationship. This was not
imposed but entrusted from an apostolic authority that brought local church community and
leaders into common purpose: ‘the whole community stood in the apostolic succession
because it carried on apostolic faith. But the leaders in the local congregation were to take
special responsibility for passing on the faith, and for guiding the church into being the
apostolic community.®®* And it is this process of ‘passing on' in the context of a 'receding
past' that becomes for each generation the eschatological act of ‘traditioning’, as the story is
lived and proclaimed within and beyond the community.

All three traditions, Catholic, Anglican and Baptist see this ministry as belonging to
the ‘whole' church Body as well as individuals called and appointed by Christ to administer
Word and sacrament. The 'apostolic community’, the ecclesia, thus stands together as one
'in the shoes of the apostles'. The outworking however has differed historically among the
traditions. For Roman Catholicism the bishops are believed to be a guarantee of this
apostolicity, while Anglican bishops are guardians of it, and Baptists view the minister
(episcope) as a guide. Each of the three traditions seeks to bring the whole community into
the continuing ‘apostolic tradition' within the context of the historical, theological and
ecclesiological journey that each has taken. | would suggest however, that the three words,
'guarantee’, 'guard' and 'guide’ do not need to be seen as mutually exclusive but rather,

inherent within the authority of the Word of God that is Christ and therefore intersecting

%! Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p89, 223-5.
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and overlapping with each other regardless of the tradition when centred upon him. Every
ecclesial gathering needs confidence in the experience and recognition of Christ's sovereign
rule in the midst of its community such that each of these words expresses a truth
concerning common reception of apostolic teaching and authority, as in the common
practice of sacraments and preaching of the Word, in the context of community gathered. In
that sense the whole church in every succeeding generation to this day has been dependent
upon the apostolic 'memory' and theological interpretation of the Christ event, the text, that
points to the rule of Christ in the midst of the covenant community and makes the same
confession that ‘Jesus is Lord'. In this way we again find that the notion of covenant
resolves for us the three-fold authority of Christ, church and text, as the church community
continues in the relational act of 'traditioning’, even as it continues to live out, pass on and
participate in the collective ‘memory'.

As we are brought back to Christ, we are reminded that all ministry in the church
works together in the context of doxology, bringing praise and honour to the One who is
Head over all. As we began with 'servant’ so we are reminded of the ministry of Christ and
of a ministry belonging to the ‘whole' church. The word 'ministry' is translated from the
New Testament word diakonos and speaks of a 'household servant'. The word diakonos is
more common in the New Testament than that of ‘elder' or its equivalents, appearing
nineteen times in all, but rarely of a definite office in the church.®®? Most often it is used in
the general sense of a 'servant'. Such a designation speaks of an attitude of heart for the
whole church, before any office, and speaks incarnationally of the Body of Christ, the

church in ministry together in Christ in worship.

%62 See Dunn, Unity and Diversity, pp113-15.
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Paul refers to himself frequently as a 'deacon’ of God, or the Gospel, or with the
corresponding verb of himself and other apostles as 'ministering to the saints' (eg Romans
15:25). New Testament church ministry appears to point first of all to the authoritative
ministry of the apostles, with their differing areas of influence, but exercised in a spirit of
meekness, vulnerability and humility. Closely allied with this role was the ministry of
'messengers’ or apostolic representatives (as Timothy and Titus) sent to local churches to
put matters in order. Then there were the local church leaders, including episcopos and
diakonos, in the context that all charismata belonging to the 'whole church', ‘the priesthood
of all believers’, were closely connected with the liturgy of the ‘whole’ covenantal
community. The locus of divine authority finds its heart in that of humble ministry from the

whole church, sharing the story in mission, in an act of worship to the risen Christ.

(b) Baptist ministry and covenantal authority

If the whole ecclesia is seen as 'apostolic community' then how does this affect the relation
between local congregation and leadership? The Baptist tradition recognises an oversight
(episcope) that belongs to both the whole community as well as individuals called to serve

*%63 corporate and individual

as ministers of Word and sacrament. Authority ‘flows between
episcope (oversight), the community and the personal, without being regulated by church
law, but in mutual trust and obedience under the direct rule of Christ who is covenant-
mediator. With early Baptist confessions we find: 'And as Christ for the keeping of this
Church in holy and orderly Communion placeth some special men (sic) over the Church

who by their office are to governe, oversee, visit, watch; so likewise for the better keeping

thereof in all places, by all members he hath given authoritie, and laid dutie upon all to

%3 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p87.
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watch over one another.®® And while this can result in untidiness, even conflict, it also
tries to avoid domination by a clerical class.

Thus Baptist emphasis upon God-given authority in the church is always related to
the 'serving' community in relationship under the rule of Christ — not an institution or
hierarchy. In this way 'servant authority' is Christ's and is the example and reality that has
developed Baptist thinking on ministry. Christ is the ultimate example of diakonos, yet with
ultimate authority (Matthew 12:18; Acts 4:27) where he is the ideal apostolic 'Servant of
Yahweh' (cf Isaiah 42:1). In Christ is found the perfection of intrinsic and extrinsic
authority, belonging to Person and Office and exercised to the uttermost in reverent
submission and suffering thus becoming the 'source of eternal salvation for all who obey
him." (Hebrews 5:10). By his example, suffering, death on the cross, he turned on its head
the whole idea of authority as a dominating and controlling authority.

As Fiddes argues, '[...] we should recall the early Baptist conviction that authority
finally lies with the rule of the risen Jesus Christ, who is present in the local congregation.
This rule is not shared in the sense of being delegated to other individuals from above.
There is no chain of command, no pyramid of power. Christ alone rules, and the task of the
local church gathered in covenant community together is to find the mind of Christ. It must
find his purpose for it as it comes together in church meeting.'®®® The theology of 'covenant'
and its outworking in ‘community' place the developing of such concepts, especially in the
realm of 'ministry’, at the heart of Baptist ecclesiology.®® But this does not mean that the

'discerning’ process is always straightforward or conducted in a straight line. Indeed, it has

%% The London Confession (1644), art XLIV, in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, p168; this wording is virtually
identical to article 26 in the Separatist: A True Confession (1596), in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, p90.

%5 Eiddes, Tracks and Traces, pp85-86.

886 See Goodliff (PhD thesis), on 'ministry’ and leadership expressed in ‘ordination' as found in the life of one
Baptist denomination (Baptist Union of Great Britain) in: Ministry, Sacrament and Representation.
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been difficult to find consensus amongst Baptists on the subject of ministry and ordination.
As a result of on-line research among 316 (out of 1600 invited to participate) accredited
Baptist ministers, Paul Goodliff outlines five contrasting views of Baptist ministry: the
ministry of the word and sacrament, representational, functional, ontological and
sacramental.®” The one area of broad agreement was found in the belief that 'ministry is
rooted in the whole people of God' and ‘is the ministry of Christ'.°®® For the purposes of my
study it is with these twin concepts, understood as indivisible, that divine authority is to be
found and expressed ultimately in Christ within the whole covenant community. But the
controversy that developed, within Baptist Union discussion, was one that surrounded (and
still does to some extent) the question of 'being’ or 'doing’, ‘a functional view of ministry or
a sacramental one' that 'led to a fresh inability to hear clearly beyond the stereotypes.’®® In
my view it is impossible to separate the ontological question of 'being’ in ministry from the
practical one of 'doing’ for: 'the call to ministry is not only the call to exercise various
functions, but to a "way of being™ or "order of life". Doing cannot be separated from being,
as the functions of ministry shape what a person is, as well as being grounded in a
personality which has been "formed" in the process of ministerial training."®’® Indeed it is a
continuing process of shaping and forming throughout the covenantal life of the apostolic
community including episcope. Apostolicity concerns continuing ministry and service such

that we always need to ask if it is guaranteeing, guarding and guiding the whole

community in the tradition.

%7 Goodliffe, Ministry, Sacrament and Representation, pp46ff.

%88 Goodliff, Ministry, Sacrament and Representation, pp30ff.

%89 Goodliff, Ministry, Sacrament and Representation, p36.

870 Fiddes, The Faith and Unity Executive Committee and Doctrine and Worship Committee, Forms of
Ministry among Baptists: Towards an Understanding of Spiritual Leadership (Didcot, Baptist Union of Great
Britain, 1994), cited in Goodliff, Ministry, Sacrament and Representation, p59.
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45. Divine authority and tradition
In this section | aim to look at the second of our two major ‘authority’ words — ‘tradition’
especially in relation to the Word of the Lord. If the covenant community is apostolic in
being, then covenant fits with the ‘traditioning' that takes place. As the community gathers
in worship and fellowship, to celebrate sacraments, read the scriptures, sharing the 'grand-
story' centred in Christ, so the 'event' becomes 'the Word of the Lord' to the ‘listening’
community. In this sense the 'speech act' that is the Word of God, is the ‘prophetic’, God
speaking (ch. 6, 838, practical-prophetic ecclesiology). One might hear the Word of God
spoken to one's heart in private but that which has import for the community will be shared,
heard and discerned in public 'together'. This suggests a humility, identified with Christ,
that comes with sharing and hearing the Word of the Lord, in submission one to another.
Baptists at times appear to deny the place of tradition in their belief, life and
mission, as if scripture and tradition are complete opposites and their practices do not
belong to tradition. They have often failed to draw the conclusion, when recognising, for
example, a tradition about the words and actions of Jesus lying behind Paul's teaching, that
in the economy of the Holy Spirit, 'scripture and tradition always belong together." It needs
to be recognised that: ‘tradition is not only prior to the text but must follow on from the text,
as the community of the church reads and interprets the scripture in its common life. As
long as a congregation looks for the mind of Christ in scripture together, rather than each
member consulting the Bible in lonely isolation, there will be tradition."®”* In this sense,

'traditioning' is a '‘complex set of enduring, but not changeless practices which characterise

87! Fiddes, in Ward and Thompson, (eds), Tradition and the Baptist Academy, p1. Also, The Gift of Authority
(ARCIC), n.14 and 16.
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the community and its expectations for the future. [...] so knowing a tradition is a matter of
knowing how to indwell the tradition, gaining the skill of participating in it."®"2

In this way we involve ourselves with the practical tradition (paradosis) that
especially involves baptism and the Lord's Supper, signs of covenant, along with the act of
preaching the Word. Both baptism and communion are covenant sacraments that act out the
Gospel story and identify believers as belonging to a divinely appointed covenant
community where the Word is proclaimed and heard. Baptism marks the initial stage of
being united to Christ and the beginning of discipleship and means coming under the 'rule’
of the One into whom one is baptised. Paul makes it clear to the Corinthians that they were
not baptised 'into the name of Paul' (1 Cor 1:13) and therefore could not form a gathering
around his name. Baptism meant incorporation into the Body of Christ, that is the church,
resulting from the work of the Spirit in baptism (1 Cor 12:13). Baptism, however
‘traditioned’, speaks of a special union with Christ in his death and resurrection, providing
the proper symbol of the reality (Rom 6:4). In that sense baptism is a washing and an
immersion; an incorporation into membership of the New Covenant community in Christ.

The other sacrament belonging to the ‘common practice’ of the church is
communion®”® where the bread that the community shares together speaks of the Body of
Christ given at Calvary and the cup of wine that of the blood of Christ shed for the
forgiveness of sins. This is not only a memorial but an entering into and sharing in, a
‘participation’ in the life of Christ such that at the transfigured moment of sharing together
the Body of Christ is incarnate in the community. It is a reminder of sins forgiven and a

place where the unity of the Body might not be broken. It points to the second coming of

%72 Fiddes in, Ward and Thompson (eds), Tradition and the Baptist Academy, p2.
873 Also 'Eucharist' (thanksgiving), 'Lord's Supper', 'Breaking of Bread'.
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Christ as well as looking back to the cross and is not only an entering into the drama of
redemption but a place for inward prayerful self-enquiry as well as an outward
proclamation of the Gospel of Christ.®’* Furthermore, the practice of communion together,
is a participation together in Christ, signifying together with baptism the covenant
belonging and identity of the redeemed community. For all who partake in unity and faith
there is blessing, healing and life that authoritatively belongs to Christ who said, 'Do this
[...]1.°"° Indeed the Apostle Paul received instruction from the Lord himself, directly or
indirectly, concerning this Supper which was 'passed on' (paradosis) to the Corinthian
church. In the celebration of both these sacraments we find vital evidence of divine
authority bringing text and community together in 'tradition’ centred on Christ.

When we look at the earliest practice of the church we find that, 'They devoted
themselves to the apostles' teaching (‘story’) and to the fellowship (koinonia), to the
breaking of bread and to prayer.' (Acts 2:42). There can be no expression of divine
authority without koinonia as we are reminded that the life and faith of the first century
church was corporate, not individualist, participating together in the divinely given
narrative. When it came to koinonia, the ‘fellowship’, there was a deep sense of working
and serving together amongst the churches such that ‘common practice’ (the tradition) could
be said to have developed into an authoritative claim on Christian loyalty and behaviour.
As the instruction and praxis concerning the two sacraments, in context of a preaching
dynamic, became embedded into the life and literature of the early church, we find that the
sacraments speak of covenantal union with Christ; one an initiation into him and the other a

continued dependence upon and abiding in him. The apostolic church believed the authority

87% For Baptist perspectives see: Walker, Baptists at the Table; Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, pp157ff.
®7> 1 Corinthians 11:23-34; cf 10:16-17. Matthew 26:26-30; Mark 14:22-24; Luke 22:19-20.
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of Christ himself lay behind these two sacraments and the preaching of the Gospel, and
emphasised such in its teaching tradition. Any church which abandoned such common
practice relating to the divine story would be seen as stepping out of line.

Such thoughts in relation to divine authority and covenant community with their
indivisible relation to the supreme authority of Christ bring resolution and harmony to the
one source of divine authority in relation to the inner-Christian problematic alongside the
cultural context that is the postmodern challenge. What is important to recognise in this
discussion of tradition and apostolicity is that first, scripture and tradition (in relation to
apostolicity) are not seen, by present-day Catholics and Anglicans (or Baptists), as two
sources of authority but two streams of truth coming from ‘the same well-spring’, the
personal revelation of God in Christ. Secondly, it is increasingly agreed that the authority
of tradition is always that of the church in koinonia. As 'Catholic-Anglican conversations'

declare concerning the relationship of tradition, scripture, church and Word:

‘The Word who became flesh and dwelt among us is at the centre of what was
transmitted from the beginning and what will be transmitted until the end, and the
Holy Spirit quickens the memory of the teaching and work of Christ and of his
exaltation, of which the apostolic community was the first witness. It is the living
Word of God, together with the Spirit, who communicates God’s invitation to
communion to the whole world in every age. Therefore, we rejoice to reaffirm that
the Church’s mission is most truly that of the Son and the Spirit. Properly
understood, tradition is itself an act of communion whereby the Spirit unites the
local churches of our day with those that preceded them in the one apostolic faith.
The communion of the Church spans time and space.' ®’®

876 Catholic-Anglican conversations, International Anglican — Roman Catholic Commission for Unity and
Mission (IARCCUM), Growing Together in Unity and Mission, §27, p11.
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46. Conclusion

The single source of Christ's authority and the relationship, even interaction, between
scripture, tradition and church point to a living dynamic in the practice and reality of
covenant in community in all generations. We return to relationship and perichoresis that
belong in the divine Being and into which church community is invited to participate. Here
the dynamic of 'being' and 'doing’ find their place in universal and local church under the
direct rule of the crucified, risen and exalted Christ. Discerning the mind of Christ requires
a corporate interpretation of scripture by the ecclesial community, which is 'expressed
elsewhere in the Roman Catholic magisterium and the sensus fidelium of the Orthodox
Church.”®”” And there needs to be ‘willingness to hear the prophetic word of the individual
member' which is ‘tested by the whole body of Christ’, so '[a]s [Baptist theologian] Timothy
George puts it in the course of recent conversations between Baptists and Roman Catholics:
"Baptists and Catholics differ on the scope and locus of the magisterium but not on whether
it exists as a necessary component in the ongoing life of the Church."®® In that sense the
authoritative doctrine of apostolic church and the following age, was 'guided’ by a tradition
of the Word, and thus the existence of clear teaching was established in the ‘apostolic
kerygma' for all time. Such patterns of apostolic teaching are found in the New

Testament,®”®

especially 1 Corinthians 15:1-8 with its sense of being first-hand, original
and authentic; and coming with an authority that is both historical and Christological.
The corpus of New Testament material came to be valued authoritatively, both

because it ensured the continuing of an authentic historical tradition and also because

®77 Fiddes, Foreword: Tradition and the Baptist Academy, pxvii.

%78 Timothy George, 'Scripture and Tradition: An Evangelical Perspective', unpublished paper given at the
BWA-Roman Catholic theological conversations, Beeson Divinity School, Birmingham, Alabama, in
December 2006, cited by Fiddes in Ward and Thompson (eds), Tradition and the Baptist Academy, pxvii.
®79 Eg Acts 2:14-36; Acts 10:34-43; 1 Peter 1:17-25; 2:21-24.

313



alongside other elements in the life of the church, it made the paradosis (the transmission
of that tradition), contemporary with each successive generation. While all could not
remember the historical life of Jesus and the message proclaimed, all could now hear the
divine story, as shared by the community, based upon the text in which it lives. At the same
time, just as the canon of the New Testament was selected from a larger amount of material
spoken or written during the first generation of the church’s life, so the core teaching of the
Bible itself began to take shape in the classical Christian creeds.®® They too, like the Bible
have become the contemporary possession of every age, reflecting the marks of
‘contemporary culture' in which they were shaped. In this sense the work of the Holy Spirit
continues and the church's work of ‘traditioning’ the tradition provides living evidence of
divine authority at work in covenant relationship in each generation. Here we recognise the
church 'hermeneutic’, discerning the Word of God in the midst and in the world, and
valuing a 'practical-prophetic’ ecclesiology. The ethnographic 'judicious narratives' deliver
us from an alienating concept of God, with imposing theologies, and reveal the prophetic in
the 'theodramatic horizon' of human life in the drama of church and the world.

The authority of Christ in relation to church and Bible has been problematic through
the centuries as models of authority or institution, derived from contemporary culture, have
claimed Christ as their own source of authority to dominate others, and by claiming the text
(or hermeneutic) as their own.®® A perichoretic Trinitarian theology however, introduces a
‘surrendered’ sacramental model of authority: that of interdependence and not domination
or control; of vulnerability, relationship, community and mutuality. Authority always

implies relationship as does covenant. The important insight in defining personhood also

%80 See eg, Rodd (ed), Foundation documents of the faith.
%81 See Fiddes, Participating in God, p65.
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comes with relationship as well as movement in relationship. This is therefore not static but
in movement, allowing for change without losing the committed essence of Being or truth.
In a late-modern world where ‘change' and 'uncertainty’ appear (as in the York data) this
model of Trinity and covenant allows for the ‘legitimate’ expression of divine authority,
with de facto and de jure elements, within the process that is culture.

As the covenant community gathers in the koinonia of ‘holy love’ to hear the Word,
celebrate the sacraments and participate in the ‘grand-story’, so Christ the living Word (the
grand-story) is heard and divine authority is no longer distant or impersonal but real and
intimate, challenging without coercion, open to difference, providing locus for open
meaning. Here the subjectivised-self is listened to and valued without detriment to person
or community and authority, story and covenant dwell together in unity under the exousia

(and auctoritas) of Christ's sovereign rule.
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APPENDIX 1
Covering letter and questionnaire as given to all participants in the interview process:
Regent's Park College, Oxford. Pusey Street, Oxford, OX1 2LB

Research on questions of 'Authority’

21 March — 16 May 2003

Dear

First of all, thank you for agreeing to take part in the questionnaire and interview. This
research is being conducted by the Rev John Billingham, minister at Acomb Baptist
Church, York, and post-graduate student at Regent's Park, Oxford. I am currently working
under the supervision of Professors Chris Rowland and Peter Clarke of Queen's College,
Oxford.

The project is looking at people's understanding of and responses to authority in general,
both inside and outside of the church.

There will be two parts that you will be asked to follow. First to fill in the background
information and secondly to take part in an interview which will be recorded.

You will not be asked to put your name on the questionnaire nor will your name be put to
the recorded interview. The information will remain confidential at all times.

Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. You can withdraw from the study
at any time, before, during or after completing either the questionnaire or interview. If you
decide to withdraw, your questionnaire and recorded data will be destroyed.

If you do not wish to answer a particular question you can leave it blank.

I will be pleased to answer any questions you may have about the research, before you
decide to take part, or after you have taken part. | can be contacted by email
(John@billingham9104.freeserve.co.uk) or by writing to 81 Foxwood Lane, York, Y024
3LQ.

Thank you once again for your help with this project.

Yours sincerely

John Billingham BA (Hons); MTh
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

What is your sex? TICK ONE
Male [

Female []

What is your age? (WRITE IN) years

What is your marital status? TICK ONE
Single (never married)

Married (first marriage)

Re-married

Separated (but still legally married)

Divorced

O Ododd

Widowed

Family

]

Children

What is your church or religious background?
Christian (and how long?)

Roman Catholic

Church of England

Methodist

Baptist

Pentecostal

Charismatic

Other (indicate)

Non-Christian

D doododno

Other Religion (indicate plus how long)
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6. What is your ethnic group? TICK ONE
White Bristish
Irish
Any other White background
Mixed White and Black Caribbean
White and Black African
White and Asian
Any other mixed background
Asian or Asian British  Indian
Pakistani
Bangladeshi
Any other Asian background
Black or Black British  Caribbean
African
Any other Black background

Chinese or other ethnic Group
Chinese

O dobddododoodd o o

]

Any other

6. EDUCATION
Which of these qualifications do you have? (Tick all qualifications that apply or, if not specified,
the nearest equivalent) TICK ALL THAT APPLY

1+ O levels/CSEsS/GCSEs (any grades)

5+ O levels, 5+ CSEs (grade 1), 5+ GCSEs (grades A-C), School Certificate
1+ A levels/AS levels

2+ A levels, 4+ AS levels, Higher School Certificate

First Degree (eg BA, BSc)

Higher Degree (eg MA, PhD, PGCE, post-graduate cerificates/diplomas)
NVQ Level 1, Foundation GNVQ

NVQ Level 2, Intermediate GNVQ

NVQ Levels 3, Advandced GNVQ

NVQ Levels 4-5, HNC, HND

Other qualifications (eg City & Guilds, RSA/OCR, BTEC/Edexcel)

No qualifications
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APPENDIX 2

Research questions used as a broad basis for the interview (such that not all questions
were used, depending on time, and others might have spontaneously arisen, eg "What
do you think of the authority of Islam?* following on from A6 below).

A. RECOGNISING AUTHORITY

1. How would you recognise authority?

2. In what ways do you think authority is important?

3. What has been your personal experience of authority?

4. How do you feel about authority?

5. What do you think of words like *obedience’ and ‘submission’?

6. What do you think of Christian authority in relation to other faiths?
7. What do you think is the highest authority?

8. What do you think of truth and authority?

9. What do you think about authority and the Christian faith?

10. Do you think there is a relationship between authority and certainty?

B. RESPECT FOR AUTHORITY

1. How important do you think it is to respect authority?
2. What qualities do you look for when it comes to authority?
3. What do you think of a person in authority who stands firm for their

convictions?

4. What do you think of Church and its exercise of authority (Bible, minister,
prayer, discipline)?

5. In what ways do you think tradition might be important for authority?
6. What about the Archbishop of Canterbury?

7. What do you think about authority of Jesus?
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RESPONDING TO AUTHORITY

What do you think about challenging or being rebellious toward authority?
How do you respond to authority, whether spiritual or secular?

How far do you believe the authority of what is presented in the media?

What do you think of moral authority and that which comes with moral issues?

In what ways do you think there might be a crisis of authority in the world
today?

What do you think about the authority of the consumer (popular choice)?

How do you evaluate whether authority is good or bad?
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APPENDIX 3
The total population in York on 29 April 2001 was 181131 with 87168 males and 93963
females.®® Of these figures underl5 years were 29761 (15057 males, 14704 females); 15-
19 years 11982 (6019 males, 5963 females); 20-29 years 26310 (12954 males, 13356
females); 30-44 years 39931 (19712 males, 20219 females); 45-64 years 42586 (20762
males, 21824 females); 65 plus 30561 (12664 males, 17897 females). According to the
Census the proportion of males to females in all age groups is consistent with the UK
average for those age groups. This indicates for York that the numbers are more or less
evenly balanced but with slightly more females than males except for the under 15s and 15-
19s. The greatest difference in number of females to males is found in the 70-74 (3315
males, 4246 females) and 80 plus (2637 males, 5473 females) age ranges corresponding to
loss of males in two world wars. The data is relevant in that generational differences can
reflect differing attitudes to authority. The number of participants that | interviewed, both
Christian and non-church people, relates to the Census age pattern as follows: 65 plus (3
non-church, 6 Christian), 45-64 years (12 non-church, 13 Christian), 30-44 (5 non-church,
9 Christian), 20-29 (0 non-church, 4 Christian), 15-19 (1 non-church, 3 Christian). The
ethnic profile of York UA (Census 2001) indicates that out of a total population of 181131
there were 177191 white people (97.8 per cent); 171790 (94.9 per cent) were born in the
UK; 3696 (2.0 per cent) were born elsewhere in the EU; 5608 (3.1 per cent) were born
outside the EU.

Acomb, where the Baptist Church is situated, (and from which most of the

interviews were drawn) is one of twenty wards in York with a total population of 7729 on

%82 The York profile is compiled from data supplied by the Census 2001 Key Statistics for Local Authorities in
England and Wales, from the Office of National Statistics.
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29 April 2001. White British 7568 (97.9 per cent) equivalent to the total York ratio above;
white Irish 38 (0.5 per cent) with 1217 in York (0.7 per cent); white other white 74 (1.0 per
cent) with 3737 in York (2.1 per cent); mixed white and black Caribbean 4 (0.1 per cent)
with 248 in York (0.1 per cent); mixed white and black African 3 (0.0 per cent) with 114 in
York (0.1 per cent); mixed white and Asian 15 (0.2 per cent) with 456 in York (0.3 per
cent); mixed other mixed 7 (0.1 per cent) with 326 in York (0.2 per cent); Asian or Asian
British Indian 3 (0.0 per cent) with 542 in York (0.3 per cent); Asian or Asian British
Pakistani 3 (0.0 per cent) with 201 in York (0.1 per cent); Asian or Asian British
Bangladeshi 0 (0.0 per cent) with 364 in York (0.2 per cent); Asian or Asian other Asian 3
(0.0 per cent) with 278 in York (0.2 per cent); Black or Black British Black Caribbean 0
(0.0 per cent) with 143 (0.1 per cent); Black or Black British Black African 0 (0.0 per cent)
with 164 in York (0.1 per cent); Black or Black Other Black 3 (0.0 per cent) with 34 in
York (0.0 per cent); Chinese or other ethnic group Chinese 7 (0.1 per cent) with 642 in
York (0.4 per cent); Chinese or other ethnic group 0 (0.0 per cent) with 391 in York (0.2
per cent).

These figures indicate a majority white British population in relation to the minority
white Irish, White Other White, Mixed White and Black African, Black African ('Black or
Black Other Black'), Asian or Asian British Pakistani and Chinese or other ethnic group
Chinese. York, situated in the region of North Yorkshire, also includes the local authorities
of Craven, Hambleton, Harrogate, Richmondshire, Ryedale, Scarborough and Selby.®® The
total population of this region in 1998 was 744,000 and in 2005 768,000. The usual Sunday

church attendance for the same was 55,000 (7.4 per cent) in 1998 and 44,300 (5.8 per cent)

%83 The data is taken from UKCH Religious Trends No. 6 2006/2007, pp 12.74-12.75 and Census 2001 and
bear comparison with my data gathered in 2003.

322



in 2005. The total number of churches recorded in 1998 was 1,083 and 1,073 in 2005. All
these figures indicate a decline both in church attendance and number of churches while
there is an increase in local population. The authority of the church and its message would
appear to be lessening in its impact upon the people. In this region by denomination in 1998
there were 17,500 Anglicans attending church on Sunday and 16,000 in 2005 (-9 per cent);
2,100 Baptists in 1998 and 1,800 in 2005 (-14 per cent); 15,800 Roman Catholics in 1989
and 10,900 in 2005 (-31 per cent); 2,200 Independent in 1989 and 1,800 in 2005 (-18 per
cent); 10,800 Methodists in 1989 and 8,900 in 2005 (-18 per cent); 2,600 New Church
attendees in 1989 and 1,100 in 2005 (-58 per cent); 100 Orthodox and fewer than 50 in
2005; 1,600 Pentecostals in 1998 and 1,800 in 2005 (+13 per cent); 1,500 URC in 1989 and
800 in 2005 (-47 per cent); 800 Others (smaller denominations) in 1989 and 1,200 in 2005
(+50 per cent). All of which show decrease, except for Pentecostals (though the number of
their churches has slightly decreased) and 'Others".%®*

As indicated in UKCH Religious Trends No. 6 churchmanship is not necessarily the
same as denomination whether Anglo-Catholic, Broad Church, Catholic (not solely Roman
Catholic), Evangelical (Broad, Mainstream and Charismatic), Liberal, Low Church, and
Others. Yet all, with regard to Sunday attendance, experienced decline between 1989 and
2005.%%° With regard to ethnicity the percentage of Sunday church attendance in the whole

region in 2005°%%°

appears generally to be in proportion to the size of ethnic population in
York as above: white (94.6); Black Caribbean/African/Other (1.4); Indian/
Pakistani/Bangladesh (0.4); Chinese/Korean/Japanese (2.3); Other Asian (0.9); Other Non-

White (0.4).

88 UKCH Religious Trends No. 6 2006/2007, p 12.74, table 12.74.3
%85 JKCH Religious Trends No. 6 2006/2007, p12.74, table 12.74.4
88 UK CH Religious Trends No. 6 2006/2007, p12.74, table 12.74.5
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In the Census 2001 covering Yorkshire and the Humber, the total number of people
recording themselves as Christian (not necessarily the same as church attendance or
orthodox Christian belief as with some non-church participants)®®” was in York 134,771
(74.4 per cent of population). Brierley®® records that in York in 1989 that 11,100 (6.3 of
population) attended Sunday church and 9000 (4.8 of population) in 2005 (-19 per cent).
With regard to age groups and Sunday church he records that 19 per cent of the York
population (under 15 years) attended in 1998 and 14 per cent in 2005; 5 per cent (15-19
years) in 1998 and 5 per cent in 2005; 10 per cent (20-29 years) in 1998 and 11 per cent in
2005; 23 per cent (30-44 years) in 1998 and 14 per cent in 2005; 23 per cent (45-64 years)
in 1998 and 24 per cent in 2005; 20 per cent (65 plus years) and 32 per cent in 2005. These
figures indicate a staying level for 15-19 years and an increase for 20-29 years regarding
Sunday attendance relative to total York population, though the overall attendance figures
for York between 1989 and 2005 shows a decline as do the overall figures for the North
Yorkshire region.

In 2005 Sunday church attendance by age and gender for North Yorkshire was:®®°
under 15 years (male 7 per cent; female 9 per cent); 15-19 years (male 2 per cent; female 3
per cent); 20-29 years (male 3 per cent; female 4 per cent); 30-44 years (male 5 per cent;
female 7 per cent); 45-64 years (11 per cent; female 15 per cent); 65 plus years (male 14
per cent; female 20 per cent). This indicates a decline in teenage years and an increase

amongst the retired.

%87 See page 32 above
%88 Brierley, UKCH Religious Trends No. 6 2006/2007, p12.75, table 12.75.4
889 UKCH Religious Trends No. 6 2006/2007, p 12.75, table12.75.3
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Of religions other than Christianity in 2001 there were 388 Buddhists in York®®
(0.2 per cent); 347 Hindus (0.2 per cent); 191 Jews (0.1 per cent); 1047 Muslims (0.6 per
cent); 95 Sikhs (0.1 per cent); 538 Other religion (0.3 per cent); 30003 No religion (16.6
per cent). At the time the Census was carried out nationally, there was an internet campaign
that encouraged people to answer the religion question "Jedi Knight". The number of
people who stated Jedi was 390,000 (0.7 per cent of the national population). The religion
question was voluntary, and 4,011,000 people chose not answer it (7.7 per cent). It would
appear at first sight that the majority of the population in the UK is religious, as with the
residents of York, especially calling themselves Christian (74.4 per cent), but church
attendance however is a different matter (4.8 per cent). 'Other religion' includes Paganism,
Occult (including Goth), Mormonism, Jehovah Witnesses and Christian Science. For 'No

religion’, David Blyfield (North Yorkshire Humanist) writes:

‘The last survey from the Education Department, in 2004, called "Young
People in Britain" found that 65 per cent of 12 to19 year olds described themselves
as non-religious, up 10 per cent in just ten years.

Despite leading questions, in the last national census "non religious” was the
second largest belief category after Christian, and even this was greatly understated
because many people when questioned thought baptism automatically included you
as that faith."*%*

89 Census 2001
891 \www.bbe.co.uk/northyorkshire/content/articles/2007/08/15/humanism_my faith
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