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Doing Theology
Level 4

Year B Term 1
Module Code: REL407

Module Aims:

● To provide students with a general introduction to theological study
● To enable students to investigate ways in which theology has been modelled in the past
● To enable students to examine issues facing theology at the present time
● To enable students to examine different ways of undertaking theological reflection
● To enable students to reflect on ways in which their faith story and Christian experience can interact

with the sacred texts and traditions of the Christian faith

Learning Outcomes:

On successful completion of the unit, students will be able to:
● outline a variety of ways in which theological study is modelled and practised
● identify ways in which the Church’s creedal statements and liturgical tradition can inform the study

of theology
● explain the relationship of scripture, tradition, reason and experience in the study of Christian

theology
● describe processes that underpin theological reflection
● reflect on ways in which their own faith story and current experience can be related to theological

study.

How do I work with this module?

This module is intended to be undertaken by local education groups learning together. The group should
meet 8 times in a term. This handbook contains 8 sections, one for each group session. Each session, and the
module as a whole, has an Introduction describing the major positions in theology on each subject.
Before attending each group session you should read the relevant Introduction and the relevant chapter(s) of
the core text book Faith Seeking Understanding by Daniel L Migliore.  A reading block is also provided.
This includes an optional piece of additional reading, usually at a higher level, to accompany each session.
You may wish to consult this before or after each session, or when you are researching your assessed work.

If you are intending to submit work for assessment, you will complete the assignments at the back of this
handbook. You will complete 2 assignments of 750 words each, and 2 x 1500 word assignments.
The second 1500 word assignment will vary according to the reasons you have for studying this course.
This handbook also contains a framework for each of the group sessions. Discussion questions and tasks are
provided to help the group consolidate, extend and apply their learning from the reading they have
undertaken. The NRSV translation is most commonly used for academic work.

Tutors
The Academic Tutor is responsible for teaching on the Seminar Day. The local group facilitator will manage
the working of the group for the eight course sessions and provide appropriate support. The weekly projects
require candidates to work together to share their learning and expertise.

Worship and Prayer
Please surround each session with worship and prayer. Provision is made for worship at the beginning of
each session and for prayer at the end. Please be imaginative and creative.
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Introduction - A brief history of
theology

In the beginning…

Human beings have always asked questions about the meaning, purpose and significance of what they see
around them, from the events in their lives to the very fact that we exist at all.  We have experienced awe,
wonder, mystery, beauty and value, and tried to bring these experiences together with our rational
understanding of the world to discover how best to live 'life in all its fullness' (John 10:10).  In almost every
culture, people have found that 'speaking of God' has been a vital part of doing this.  So if you do any of
these things, then you are a theologian - (theologia is a Greek word meaning 'words about God, or '
reasoning about God').

For Christians, theology begins with Jesus, with the experiences of a small group of disciples in 1st Century
Roman Judea and a man whom they came to believe revealed God to them in a unique way.  This man gave
them a new and unprecedented insight into these deep questions about life.  It was not just his teaching that
formed the basis of Christian theology.  This teaching was deeply informed by a Jewish tradition of religious
reflection that was already at least 1000 years old, and therefore many may prefer to speak of Judeo-
Christian theology, rather than just Christian theology to recognise this.  (For simplicity this module will just
use the term 'theology' however). But more than his teaching, these disciples came to believe that his very
being said something new about God, that the mystery at the heart of our existence was being made
accessible to them through this man, and through his life, death and resurrection.

For the first few centuries of Christianity these questions were central, as they remain today, but they were
being asked for the first time - Who was this man?  How does he relate to God? And why should this matter
for us and for our lives? How do we see the world, and everything in the world, if we come to accept that
'truly this was the Son of God?' (Mark 15:39)

If we stop for a moment to consider the size of this task, it is rightly awe-inspiring.  The basic claim of
theology is that, in some way, we can speak of the Creator of all things, and through that gain insight and
wisdom into the lives of every human person and the nature of all things in creation.  This is a big claim to
say the least!  But while it might make us approach this subject with a degree of humility and reverence it
should also be no surprise that the answers to questions as big as these should be so diverse and so hotly
contested over time!

Christian theologians can draw inspiration from the story of Jacob wrestling with God in Genesis 32 and the
history of Christian theology can be seen in this way, as a wrestling to make sense of questions that could
be, and perhaps should be, too large for us, and yet in this wrestling, we find ourselves blessed. We might
also take comfort from the fact that we are far from the first followers of Jesus to attempt to get to grips with
this subject, and we can learn from the tradition of those that have gone before us how we might (and might
not) hope to tackle it for ourselves.
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The Early Church (30-100 AD)

The theology of the early church, despite our distance in time from it, is probably that with which we are
most familiar, since it is read in our churches and study groups from week to week in the form of the New
Testament.  The Church was largely led by those who had been disciples of Jesus and they taught in the
churches that they had founded.  The central questions of this age concerned exploring who Jesus was and
particularly the meaning of his death and resurrection.  How could the one who was the Messiah, the Christ
(meaning the Anointed or Chosen One) have been executed by the very earthly powers he was thought to
have come to overthrow as he established his kingdom on earth?  What did it mean for the disciples to
experience him rising from the dead?  What sort of Kingdom was this now?  And who could be part of it?

This last question would prove to be of immense importance, as Jesus had not limited his ministry to Jewish
people only, and the church discovered that its message was embraced, often more warmly, by Gentile (that
is non-Jewish) people.  This raised many more questions, such as how the newly emerging Christian
movement related to the Judaism from which it came.

Some argued that as Jesus was the fulfilment of the Jewish law he had opened Judaism to Gentiles and that
Gentiles should recognise this by becoming observant Jews as Jesus had been.   Others, like St Paul, argued
that faith in Jesus was enough, and that because he fulfilled the Law, everyone who received Jesus was part
of a new community without the Law in its old form and without ethnic distinctions.

In trying to answer these questions the first generations of Christians laid the foundations of theology as a
conversation between sacred scripture and tradition and new experiences and the demands of human reason.
They also demonstrated that theology is something done in communion, with each other and with God.  We
see this is Acts 15, where the leaders of the Church gather for a council in Jerusalem to decide prayerfully
together the truth of these matters.  Most Christian traditions, including the Anglican Churches, have
maintained this model of deciding truth in council together, and much of the next period of Christian history
centres around the decisions of councils.

The Patristic Period (100AD - 500AD)

If the first generations were mainly interested in how to understand themselves and what their new
experiences of God meant to them, those that followed were particularly interested in how to explain and
defend these beliefs to the wider world.  At first this was a matter of survival. Christians were often violently
persecuted. They were attacked for being atheists, since they would not worship the many gods of the
existing local and imperial religions.  Because of their refusal to acknowledge the emperor as divine, they
were also accused of treason and disloyalty.

Later, when Christianity became first tolerated within the Roman Empire and then accepted as the official
religion of the Roman Empire, it needed to work as a universal religion for a huge and diverse empire and
answer the needs and questions of its citizens.

Christians needed people who were able to answer the philosophical and political attacks on them, and who
could provide a reasoned defence of their beliefs as well as answering other Christian theologies that they
regarded as heretical.  These defences were called 'apologia' in Greek and defending the faith in this way is
therefore called apologetics.  Those who produced them, such as Irenaeus, Augustine and Athanasius are
called Church Fathers and so this period is called the Patristic period, from the Greek word pater meaning
father.

The apologetics of the patristic period particularly sought to address the question of how people are saved,
how we can be sure of eternal life.  It was key to Greek thinking about God that God was unchanging,
perfect and eternal, while our imperfect world is the place of change and suffering and limitations.   How
could the unchanging, infinite, perfect God, become a human being, and even suffer and die on a cross?
And how could the resurrection of that one man save all?  How could Christians claim that limited creatures
(like us) could become immortal (like God)?
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In working out answers to these questions, Christians needed to address issues that they had not previously
considered and do so in a way that made sense to people who had been immersed in a culture that had been
informed by Greek philosophy for over 500 years.  They did this by building on the model provided by the
early church, that is by having recognised authorities who wrote letters and treatise and by calling councils
to establish the mind of the church.  The church also committed itself to keeping its Jewish roots and
scriptures, against those who wanted to cut all ties. The church also made another key commitment and this
was to answer its critics in their own terms by borrowing extensively from Greek philosophy, its language
and ways of thinking, while transforming these things as they needed to be faithful to the apostles teaching.
This meant a commitment to learning and to study and to reasoned argument.

While many of these new theologians were Bishops or other church officials, another important innovation
was the monastery.  Monasteries provided places of study, learning and reflection which were both
influential at the time and became vital later for keeping these practises alive through the period after the fall
of the Roman Empire.

Christianity therefore had begun to cultivate a 'professional' class of learned individuals who were able to
engage in this form of thought and debate.   However, although these 'elite' characters appear to dominate
the theological landscape from this point, we must also note that their work was also a matter of great public
interest.  Theology had now become a popular subject, having as it did the power to profoundly affect the
lives of all citizens.  Particular regions championed their own local theologian and, hard as it might be for us
to imagine today, crowds would march in the streets, and sometimes riot, while chanting the latest,
contested, theological slogans!

Clearly the church needed a system of deciding between competing ideas if it was to be a unified force, both
for the unity of the church, serving One God and for the peace and stability of the empire.  Therefore a series
of gatherings were held to decide on the issues of the day.  These councils, which brought together church
leaders from all over the empire, are called the Ecumenical Councils and they gave us the Nicene Creed we
often use in worship today as well as fixing the books of the Bible (called the 'Canon') and producing other
important theological statements, such as the Doctrine of the Trinity.

While Christianity had always been diverse, as we see in the New Testament itself, this period also marks
the start of the breakup of Christianity into different regional expressions as some church leaders could not
accept the formulations of particular councils and broke away from the 'Catholic' or 'universal' church. Many
of these, such as the Coptic and Syrian Orthodox denominations exist today.

The Middle Ages (500AD- 1500AD)

The Roman Empire was often divided and unstable, particularly split East from West.  It was finally
partitioned in 395AD. While the Church remained formally united until 1054AD, increasing differences in
theology and politics meant that Western and Eastern Christianity took increasingly different paths before
finally splitting into the separate denominations of the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic
Church.  Key debates were around the addition of words to the Nicene Creed (the Eastern form says that
The Holy Spirit "proceeds from the Father", the Western forms adds "and from the Son") and around
whether the Pope, the Bishop of Rome, had authority over the whole church or whether the Patriarch of
Constantinople (the capital city of the Eastern Empire) and the Bishops of the other ancient sees of
Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem also had authority.

As the Western Empire fragmented and fell, the church found itself in many independent kingdoms and
tribal regions, not in one empire, and this produced a crisis of authority.    How to ensure that the church was
not led into error and similarly fragmented?   Western Christianity responded in two ways.  First, the role of
the Pope became more clearly defined and the authority of the Roman See more strongly proclaimed.
Second the monasteries had kept Christian thought and learning developing through the 6th - 9th centuries
and were able to respond to these fragmented political conditions until the emergence of new empires
allowed more widespread effective communication, institutions, and structures to emerge.  When
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Charlemagne established his kingdom in the 8th Century schools were formed in every abbey, thereby
beginning the 'Scholastic' movement.

Over time this ‘Scholastic’ movement became hugely influential in Western Europe, particularly as
universities began to be founded from the 12th Century onwards.  While very much part of the Roman
Church, this movement also began to offer the authority of reason as another authority on which Christianity
could be established.  This began with a recovery of Greek philosophy, which had been kept alive in the
Islamic schools (Islam having become the dominant religious tradition in many of Christianity's former
Southern and Eastern heartlands) and returned to Europe through the crusades.  Such ancient philosophy,
particularly that of Aristotle, could be appealed to as an authoritative source and method of reasoning, when
interpreted in relation to the Bible.

The Scholastics developed a form of reasoning, which they called 'dialectical'.  This is a way of posing
questions and then answering them in a way that eliminates contradictions.  This early form of scientific
enquiry proved so successful that it formed the basis of other newly emerging university disciplines such as
medicine and law.  This way of reasoning then developed into 'natural theology'.  Natural theology tried to
settle questions of authority for its time by appealing to nature itself.  We can sum up this approach by
saying that God has provided two books - the Book of Scripture (the Bible) and the Book of Nature, (nature
itself). Since both have the same ultimate author we can learn of the same God through both, which must be
in agreement.  Therefore, it was held, rational study of nature would guide interpretation of scripture (and
vice versa) by providing clear evidence for the truth of Christianity and the will of God. The Bible and
nature, both interpreted correctly, would be seen to be in agreement.

Foremost among the Scholastics is Thomas Aquinas (1225AD-1274AD), an Italian Dominican friar,
working in Rome.  His greatest work was the Summa Theologica, an attempt to set out and demonstrate all
the truths of Western Christianity.  Particularly he attempted to give proofs of the existence and nature of
God and a full account of ethics, that is how to live a good moral life, in a way which is logically consistent,
based in scripture and compatible with ancient philosophy. Today we would call this a 'philosophical
systematic theology', an attempt to offer a complete theological system of belief.  It was an ambitious
endeavour, and in a warning to would be systematic theologians everywhere, towards the end of his life he
had a spiritual experience of God which caused him to believe that everything he had written was worthless
and 'like straw". He abandoned his project unfinished in the belief that his words could never capture the
majesty of God.  This has not stopped Aquinas, and the 'Thomistic' school of thought named after him,
being hugely influential in Western Christian thinking.

The Reformation and the Enlightenment (1400-1600AD)

Social conditions in the early and mid-medieval period meant that formal participation in scholastic
theology was limited to a few who largely had sanction from the Church of Rome, were able to read and
write in Latin and were able to participate in an education that was a long way removed from the experience
of the average person.  And while the scholastics believed that they were providing an authority for theology
that was consistent with, and supported, the authority of the Roman Church and the Pope, subsequent events
suggest that not everyone agreed that these authorities were in harmony.

In the centuries following Aquinas, in the period often known as the Renaissance, social and technological
innovations spread literacy, enabled mass printing and encouraged the translation of the bible into the
common languages.  This hugely increased the number of people able to participate in theological
discussion and exposed the Church to critique in a new way.

Criticism of the Church and the state were not new.  However now it was possible to take part in a
widespread debate and circulate these critiques quickly.  Martin Luther (1483-1546AD), a German monk
and priest, objected to what he saw as corrupt practices in the Church.  Particularly objectionable for him
were the practise of being paid to say mass for the dead to reduce their time in purgatory, and the practise of
selling indulgences.  Indulgences promised forgiveness of sins to those who donated money to the Church.
Church teaching argued that faith must be shown in good works to be real and effective and that therefore
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showing faith in the work of donating to the church was an effective way of being assured of salvation.
Luther saw this as selling God's forgiveness, a forgiveness that he believed to be a free gift of God's grace,
not something that could be earned.

His objections were over-ruled by a papal commission. But in the three years that this took, Luther's
opinions had already been widely circulated and struck a chord with many people.  Luther's key theological
move was to assert that a religious belief could be true not because the church taught it but because
individual believers could be personally convinced by the Holy Spirit on the basis of having read the bible.
The authority of the bible could be used to judge the teaching of the Church. This was in keeping with the
increasingly restless spirit of the age in which many were becoming tired of the established forces that held
power. For those who followed his teachings, or were inspired by them, the twin books of nature and
scripture, with scripture the most important, provided adequate authority on which to establish Christian
truth, with the Holy Spirit as a guide not so much to the church as an institution but to each individual who
should be personally convinced. For others of course, Luther represented a dangerous threat to the ability of
the Church to guard against error and threatened the unity of Christianity, and the Christian world.

Luther, and the other leaders of the Protestant Reformation that followed, believed that scripture alone was
sufficient and contained everything necessary for salvation.  Catholics argued that the scriptures needed
authoritative interpretation. But both had to confront the idea that knowledge of God could be arrived at by
reason, and by the study of nature, as well as scripture.  What would happen if this new knowledge
conflicted with the received teaching of the churches or their interpretations of scripture?

The iconic example of this is Galileo Galilei (1564-1642AD).  Galileo was an Italian natural philosopher
who refined the telescope to the extent that it became a useful instrument for studying astronomy.  In the
medieval world view, the universe was centred on the earth, with heaven being a literal place above the
earth, and hell below.  The heavens were held to be perfect, unblemished and unchanging, reflecting the
nature of God.  This seemed to fit both with the Bible and with general observation and was an established
part of doctrine.  But Galileo's observations were able to demonstrate that this was not the actual nature of
the solar system, and supported Copernicus' theory that the earth was not at the centre of the universe, but
one of several planets orbiting the sun, which itself was one of many stars.  Even more troubling for many,
he was able to observe craters and other 'blemishes' on the surface of other planets, and their moons,
indicating that the heavens were not 'perfect'.   The implications for Christian doctrine, which told a story of
God descending and ascending into a perfect and nearby heaven, with earth as the focus of God's activity,
were tremendous. But the questions his observations posed for theological method were even greater. In an
often recounted story, Galileo is said to have offered to allow several leading scholars who debated him to
look through his telescope to confirm his observations. Their refusal to do is often held as an example of
'stupid religious people unable to deal with empirical evidence that contradicts their beliefs' but was in fact a
rejection of the idea of a telescope as a theological instrument. Truth was simply not to be found, in their
world view, by looking through glass tubes. It was to be found in scripture, in the wisdom of the ancient
philosophers and in the application of pure reason.

Although Galileo was forced to recant (the story goes, muttering 'the earth still moves though' under his
breath) and his work was banned for 100 years, theology had now begun to explore a new component of its
method in the 'Age of Science' that followed.

The Modern Era (1600-1920AD)

The industrial revolution, urbanisation and colonialism provided new and very different contexts in which
Christianity was reshaped.  Protestant Theology in this period became increasingly diverse, especially in the
New World where institutional controls were more difficult to enforce, and where many travelled to find
religious freedom.

The successes of the emerging fields of scientific enquiry, and the technical advances that this made
possible, fuelled a belief in progress through the application of reason and the search for objective truth.
The scientific revolution also presented European culture with new ways of thinking about the universe,
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nature and humanity, areas that had hitherto been seen as being properly treated theologically, but were now
being understood in purely secular terms.  When the mathematician Pierre-Simon de Laplace (1749 – 1827)
was questioned by Napoleon as to why his work on the solar system did not include a role for God, Laplace
is alleged to have replied "I had no need of that hypothesis".

The Constitution of the United States (1787AD) and the associated Bill of Rights (1789 AD) is a seminal
example of modernist thinking.  It established a secular state with religious freedom and grounded these and
other principles of government in rights and truths that it held to be both universal and 'self-evident', rather
than uniquely revealed in Christian scripture.

Whereas tradition was the primary theological category before the Reformation, and scripture was primary
in Protestant theology thereafter, now reason began to come to the fore in the new secular context of public
debate, not just as a way of reflecting on the primary sources of tradition and scripture but as a path to truth
in its own right.

Theology responded to the conflict between reason, scripture and tradition in a number of ways in different
traditions.  At one extreme, Protestant Liberalism sought to subject Christian beliefs and the origins and
meaning of the bible to scientific scrutiny and rework doctrine accordingly.  Philosophers from Descartes to
Kant, and the theologians who built on them, attempted to derive religious beliefs by the application of pure
reason alone.  More moderate liberals still argued for a stripping out of Christianity of anything that they felt
did not suit these reasoned and enlightened times, including supernatural elements.  For example, gospel
stories of Jesus casting out demons from the possessed were understood to really be a case of him engaging
with a person with a mental illness.

A major part of the liberal project was to emphasise the 'universal' aspects of the faith, such as the
brotherhood of all humanity, the universal fatherhood of God (the non-inclusive language is deliberate, and
important, here!) and a confidence in humanity's progress to a better future.  This was in keeping with the
colonial world view which saw European society as bringing its enlightenment, intellectual and spiritual, to
a 'heathen' and 'savage' world.

At the other end of the spectrum Fundamentalism was a response that subjected reason to scripture and
rejected anything that, without reference to the bible, is the product of reason alone.  The term itself derives
from a set of essays published in 1910-15 by the Bible Institute of Los Angeles called The Fundamentals
which took Luther's views on scripture and reason to their extreme conclusion and attempting to make
scripture the only source for theology. An example is a literal reading of Genesis resulting in the belief that
God created the world in 6, 24 hour days, roughly 6000 years ago.

While most theology today is of course neither entirely fundamentalist or entirely liberal, these fault-lines in
Christianity continue to be felt in the Anglican church and other mainstream reformed denominations.

Also perhaps a response, or reaction, to these intellectually based religious trends were the revivalist
movements of the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries and the Welsh revival of 1904.  These movements
emphasised personal spiritual experience, often in ecstatic form.  God was to be experienced, not argued for
or against.  As the early church also witnessed the Spirit crossing ethnic boundaries, these revivalist
movements also transcended racial divides in the Americas, and class divides in Europe, opening
Christianity to slaves and the urban poor, who were often previously excluded.  These movements gave rise
to today's Pentecostal churches (so named because they believe that they experience the Holy Spirit in some
of the ways described of the first disciples at Pentecost in the book of Acts).

Other 19th Century reactions against the rationalist project included a rediscovery within Anglicanism of
mystery and ritual in the Oxford Movement and Søren Kierkegaard’s (1813–1855) development of
Existential Theology.  The existentialists believed that people would not come to faith in Christ through
logical proof or clever argument, but when they found a response to a deeply felt need of the attributes of
God, such as a need for justice, forgiveness or love. An individual could experience these needs being met
for themselves, and so find God in that experience.
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These rediscovered ways of focussing on the experiential aspects of Christianity would prove important in
the next century, as the modernist project failed.

Post-modernism (1920AD - present)

The 20th Century saw two World Wars, the ending of colonialism, and the dawn of mass media and
communication together with unprecedented movement of peoples and a much greater degree of
multiculturalism.  These developments called into question the Modernist ideal of progress, the idea that
humanity was perfecting itself in a single direction and that the rational approach of the Enlightenment was
the force that would bring about a perfect world.  It is often argued that this myth died at the Somme, at
Auschwitz and Hiroshima.

The questioning of old certainties caused by the challenges to modernism also allowed the experiences and
voices of groups who had not previously been heard, or valued, in public discourse to begin to make an
impact.  A number of critical, counter cultural movements emerged as a consequence, who questioned the
way this myth of progress had been constructed, and those it had been constructed by.  The story told in the
previous pages here is a classic example of a modernist history: a story (written by a white Western male) of
the heroic ideas of other white Western males.  It is very much a 'his-tory', in contrast to the many 'hers-
tories' that could be written from the perspective of women in the same time periods.  Feminist theologians
such as Mary Daly and Rosemary Radford Ruether have provided a critique of the content and methods of
theology and questioned their ability to speak of and to the whole of humanity while excluding the
experiences and contributions of women.  Similarly, black and post-colonial theologies have sought to
reinterpret scripture and tradition from the perspective of black individuals and communities, queer theology
from gay perspectives, and disability and body theology has arisen from the experiences of people with a
range of medical conditions and disabilities.

Another influential movement is Liberation Theology. Originating in South American Catholic
communities, liberation theology draws on the experience of the poor and marginalised, not by doing
theology for them or to them, but by enabling these communities to do theology for themselves.  It argues
that if Christianity exists for the poor, then it should be the poor, and not the rich who so often control
religious denominations as well as secular power structures, who can most authentically interpret the gospel
in their context.

Meanwhile, one of the foremost theologians of this period, Karl Barth (1886-1968AD), sought to answer the
challenges to modernity in a very different way. Barth was a Swiss theologian and member of the
Confessing Church in Germany, which actively opposed the Nazi party. Barth saw National Socialism as the
ultimate expression of what was wrong with modernism, but also rejected relativism as being unable to
oppose such evil.  While he accepted the post-modern claim that nothing can be known for certain,
especially about God, Barth saw this as a strength, not a weakness, in establishing Christianity as a force that
could proclaim the Kingdom of God to the world. He believed it meant that truth was radically dependant of
God's initiative towards us, and not our initiative toward God.

Barth therefore rejected the possibility of human beings deriving theology from nature, or reason, or from
entirely subjective personal experiences, or from infallible scriptures written by men.  Rather he wished to
return to where theology began, with the belief that in the person of Jesus, God was uniquely revealed.  For
Barth, it is not for the world to interpret the gospel, it is for the gospel to interpret the world. God can only
be known through God's own revealing of Godself and this God has done in Christ, the Word made flesh.
The bible, and theology itself is not that revelation, rather it is a signpost directing us to that revelation, the
Person of the Word of whom it speaks.

Barth emphasised that human concepts and ideas cannot capture or define the nature of God, who is beyond
our capacity to comprehend.  Our highest theological beliefs are all framed in human language which is also
unable to express the true nature of God. Therefore grace is central for Barth.  The believer can only know
anything of God because God has graciously allowed it. Justifying Christianity is therefore unnecessary and
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fruitless - God cannot be known by proof or any other effort of our will or intellect, only by grace.
Harmonising Christianity with other philosophical ideas is similarly pointless.  The task of the theologian
for Barth is kerygmatic, that is, it is to proclaim the message of Jesus (called the kerugma in Greek) not to
justify it.

Barth's major work, Church Dogmatics is among the most extensive systematic theology ever written at
over 6 million words, 8000 pages or 13 volumes (and which is incomplete, Barth having died before he
could finish the last 20-30% he had planned). It is one of the most influential contributions to 20th Century
theology and most theologies today can be categorised as either Barthian or anti-Barthian. depending on
whether they believe that truth about God can only come from God's own revelation in the person of Jesus
Christ, or whether truth is also found in human reason, nature or experience.

Post-modern thinking is diverse, but tends to be characterised by a rejection of certainties and a distrust of
absolute claims to universal truth or authority.  It tends to embrace relativism and affirm of the important
role of personal experience.  Experience has always been an important component of theology, from the
disciples experiences of Jesus, through Aquinas' experiences of God, to Luther's personal assurance of
salvation. However where the post-modern use of experience differs is that it is not seen as a source of
universal truth. Instead it is seen as deliberately embracing the experience of a particular group in a
particular context and expressing the truth as it appears from that perspective, while being mindful of the
diverse experiences of others.

This short summary of 2000+ years describes the journey that theology has been on up to now.  This module
is designed for students who wish to make their own small contribution to its present and future.
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SESSION 1

THEOLOGY TODAY

For this session
Before you come.

Read the Introduction to this module and the Introduction to this session.

There is no chapter of Migliore to read this week.

You may like to also study Source 1 in the Reading Block:
Ford, Theology: A Very Short Introduction Ch 2

Reflect on the questions:
What is my motivation for doing this course?
Who am I doing it for?
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SESSION 1

INTRODUCTION

THEOLOGY TODAY

As outlined in the introduction to this module, theology has been practised in different ways, by different
groups of people at different times in history.  It has always been an attempt to understand the meaning of
what God has done in Jesus and revealed in the scriptures, but each age has its own questions, and its own
philosophy, culture and set of circumstances which shape how Christians have tried to answer them.  This
has meant that theology has been sometimes a hidden, secret art practised by a persecuted minority
struggling to survive. At other times it has been a quiet, contemplative way of life in a desert monastery. In
still others it has tended to be an intellectual debate conducted ‘scientifically’ in a university.

Today, in a diverse world, and with Christianity a global faith, theology is all of these things and more.
Particularly, it is something done by ‘ordinary’ believers in their daily lives the world over.  Here we will
look at some of the variety of contexts in which theology is currently practised.

Who is a theologian?  Ordinary and Deliberate Theology.

What do you think of when you hear the word “theologian”? In medieval times, it might have been a monk
or church official.  In the Victorian era the stereotypical image of the theologian may have been the
‘gentleman scholar’ or country parson.  Today we might think of theologians as slightly otherworldly (and
possibly tedious) academics working in universities.

But anyone who asks questions about the nature and role of religion in their lives or in the world is a
theologian.  St Anselm simply defined theology as “faith seeking understanding”.  This has always been
true, but not always been recognised.  In telling the story of theology here for example, we have focussed on
representative figures and the ‘big ideas’ of different periods of history. But of course throughout that
history, ordinary women, men and children have reflected on the meaning of faith and asked how they
should live and worship. Sometimes these reflections have informed and been informed by the work of
professional scholars in the church or in universities. Sometime the distance between them has meant they
have had little impact on each other. In keeping with the democratising and participatory spirit of our times,
this gap has begun to close again and the contribution of the theologies of everyday people practising their
faith has begun to be recognised and valued by the churches.

English theologian, Jeff Astley, has coined the term ‘Ordinary Theology’ to describe what he calls “the
‘normal’, ‘common’, ‘everyday’ form of Christian reflection” (Studying God 2013 p 8).  Ordinary theology,
Astley argues, tends to avoid technical terms or complex arguments.  Instead it is likely to be expressed in
everyday, personal language, using a rich variety of images and metaphors and is designed to help directly
express attitudes to everyday questions and situations. Therefore it tends to be ‘bitty’, fragmentary and
informal, based on personal stories rather than organised into a strict, technically worked out, system of
belief.  Astley gives the following examples of the beliefs of ordinary theologians and the ways in which
they express them (ibid p 13-14):

“I look on death as the gateway to new life”
“I look on this handicapped infant as a gift from God”
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“In my mind I think of Jesus as an outer limb of God”
And (from a teenager, talking about the differences between the Old and New Testament”) “Perhaps
God calmed down when he got a son”

Ordinary theology is confessional. That is, it is not so much concerned with debating or defending its
positions as proclaiming and experiencing faith and giving it a voice. It is also the form of theology that
often works best in worship, prayer, hymn-writing and preaching and therefore in strengthening and
encouraging faith in others.

But ordinary theology also has its limitations.  If we find ourselves asking questions about new and complex
situations, such as global warming or human sexuality, consumerism or the impact of new technologies, and
want to find answers that we can apply to complicated human experiences and defend in a public context,
we may need to find more structured and developed ways to analyse and construct them.  Similarly some
people need to subject their beliefs to critical evaluation. They recognise the value that the application of
reason and focussed study has had to our understanding of the world around us and want to apply this same
process to religious belief.  This is where other forms of theology, that we could call ‘deliberate theologies’,
can make their contributions.

Deliberate theologians use more formal techniques to analyse and connect beliefs together and apply them to
new questions and contexts.  They try to make more formal, technical statements about matters of faith,
called doctrines, and to test these against scripture, tradition and experience to explore their meaning and
truth.  Deliberate theology takes the images and metaphors of ordinary theology and tries to explore deeper,
drawing out more abstract concepts and building theories on them.   So for example the first Christians
learned to follow Jesus in calling God ‘Father’ – a powerful image that can have many meanings as different
people understand and experience fatherhood in different ways.  Later theologians then built on and refined
their understanding of the relationship between God the Father and Jesus in order to clarify what might be
meant in general by calling God Father and making this a formal doctrinal statement applicable to everyone.
This helped them form the doctrine of the Trinity and connect the image of Father to other ideas about God,
such as God being Creator, infinite and eternal, or being judge, forgiver or mother. They also explored what
it would mean for us to live as ‘children of God’ and tried to set out the rights and responsibilities that
having God as Father would imply for Christians.

Many deliberate theologians will spend years, or even whole careers or lifetimes, exploring the implications
of one idea or theme or one field of study and its implications and connections to beliefs about God.
Examples include Walter Wink, who has explored the concept of 'the powers', Jurgen Moltmann, who has
explored hope, James Cone who has re-examined Christianity in the light of black experience and racism, or
Celia Deane-Drummond who has studied the connections between biology and faith.  These are called
constructive theologies as they try to construct new ways of thinking about God and reflecting on the
tradition.  Only a few try to do what Aquinas or Barth did, that is attempt to work towards a ‘complete’
systematic theology, a whole account of God and the world and Christian belief. Even then they do so from
a particular perspective and have to prioritise a small set of central ideas.

This draws our attention to the fact that theology is a community activity. While some individuals may make
a particularly significant (or at least extensive!) contribution, deliberate and ordinary theologies are usually
worked out in collaboration, with many people contributing their own insights and working on their own
specialisms (some of which are outlined below).  Astley (ibid. p 17) compares this to a choir, and notes that
while individual solo performances can be powerful, “different groups or individuals will sing in ‘parts’,
which come together to form a single harmony that depends on difference’.

Theology is therefore something that we do together, and in faith that we are doing it together with God,
whether that is within a local church, with a denomination, ecumenically (that is between different
denominations) or in University departments, conferences and publications.
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Why do we do it and who do we do it for?

Ordinary theology is of vital importance to Christianity, not simply because it is the form of reflection
undertaken by most of its adherents, but because it keeps theology in touch with its most basic purpose: to
allow our everyday lives to be shaped by the gospel, to allow us to see the world through God’s eyes and to
respond to God in worship, prayer and praise. It reminds us that Christianity is not a set of intellectual
propositions or facts to be learned or accepted, but is a relationship with One who cannot be captured in
human words or ideas, and a relationship that is intended to transform the everyday experience of ordinary
people, and the world. Theology is not just talking about God, it is talking with God.

The 20th century Swiss theologian, Hans Urs von Balthasar recognised the value of both confessional,
ordinary theology and the rigorous, academic forms of theology.  He regarded both as vital for the Christian,
with each having their own functions.  For Balthasar theology should be done both in prayer, on our knees,
but also while reflecting critically, at our desks.  If we are to ‘love God with all our heart mind, soul and
strength’(Deut 6:5)  it is clear that our faith needs to be able to hold emotional, spiritual and intellectual
reflection together as well as express them in practical action.  Therefore both ordinary and academic
theology have their contributions to make to the Christian whole and this module will try to help you inhabit
both worlds.  For theology to be successful it needs to hold mystery and knowledge, critical reason and
trusting faith, intellectual rigour and a humble heart together.  Successful theology has as its end not
knowledge about God but fellowship with God.  As McIntosh puts it “one does not expect to become
personally warmer by studying the laws of thermodynamics; whereas studying theology...may, if the
theologian is honest and open, improve the level of communication and interaction with [God].” (Divine
Teaching 2008 p 15)

This can be a tension for those who also engage in academic theology or ecclesiastical theology. Academic
theology derives its name from the ‘academies’, societies for intellectual and rational discussion which grew
up in the Enlightenment.  Today it refers commonly to those working as ‘academics’, most commonly
within a University, theological college or bible school setting.  Ecclesiastical theology, meanwhile, is
theology done in and for the church, most commonly by clergy and other church employees, and is
particularly concerned with questions of church organisation and church life.

Both of these contexts introduce other priorities for the theologian as the institutions to which they are
answerable make their own demands. Academics particularly are often required to produce new ideas,
because it is novelty that gets published, and to critique the ideas of colleagues.  They therefore find
themselves required to write for other academics about subjects of interest to other colleagues.  They are
also sometimes expected to apply an objective and dispassionate approach, that is not ‘biased’ by pre-
commitments to particular beliefs – for example to apply the same study methods to the bible as a literary
critique might apply to the works of Shakespeare, or take the same approach to the history of Christianity as
a historian might to, say, studying the Spanish Armada.  This can be a tension for theologians who may have
a pre-commitment to belief in a God who acts miraculously in Jesus and inspires the Church and scripture
by the Spirit. This can be difficult to reconcile with these demands for objectivity and neutrality. Because
theology is based on a relationship with the ‘object’ of its study, that is, God, it cannot be objective.
Theology is subjective in that  it comes from a relationship which is subject to subject and unequal, ‘I to
thou’, not objective, ‘me to it’.  Theologians might also argue that the idea of ‘academic objectivity’ itself
involves a pre-commitment to a certain way of seeing the world and of deciding what is true.

Church theologians also find themselves responding to the demands and politics and agendas of their
institutions.  This is another reminder that theology is always done in a context and, when this ensures that
theology is relevant to the contemporary culture it finds itself in and the audience to which it is trying to
speak, this can be of great benefit. However, it is also possible that these demands draw theologians away
from their primary task, which is to know God and make God known in a way that helps “make disciples of
all nations” (Matthew 28:19).

Further, some developments in contextual theology (see below) have made it clear that the perspective from
which theology is written, and who it is written by, can have profound consequences for other groups in the
world.  For example, a theology produced by privileged people from a colonial class has tended to devalue
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indigenous people and cultures, a theology produced exclusively by men has tended to devalue women, and
a theology produced by the materially comfortable has tended to stress spiritual values to the exclusion of
physical factors such as the importance of care for the environment.

As we embark on this study of theology then, we have begun to see the need to look carefully at who is
doing theology and who they are doing it for. Both factors will shape the theologies that are produced, and
their ability to speak to our lives, which might be filled with very different concerns and ideas. They will
also affect their ability to speak to the needs of the poor and marginalised which Jesus, and the prophetic
tradition before him, placed at the centre of their theologies.

What theologians do:  the disciplines of theology.

Academic theology can be thought of as a vast warehouse, from which we can borrow ideas and experiment
with many different insights to help us construct the theologies by which we seek to live out faithful lives as
disciples and/or ministers of Jesus.  Some insights may be useful to us, others may be discarded on the
journey, but as a whole they are the products of 2000 years of Christians attempting to love God ‘with all of
their minds’.  What follows is a quick tour through the various departments of this storehouse.

Religious Studies.
An increasing trend in secular university departments, that is, ones not associated with a religious institution,
is to focus on religious studies rather than more traditional theology.  Religious studies is neutral on the
question of the truthfulness of Christian belief claims. It simply sees Christianity, and other religions, and
atheism, as phenomena, as things that exist to be studied.  Religious studies then observes and analyses
religious beliefs and practices and explains them in historical, sociological or psychological terms. Religious
studies is a form of anthropology and religion is understood to be an aspect of a particular culture and part of
human behaviour.

However, while religious studies may in general be uncommitted to Christian truth, there are many
theologians who use its methods to inform their Christian theological reflection.  For example a theologian
studying a human experience, such as, say, the experience of prayer, may not wish to reflect entirely in a
philosophical or abstract way on this practise, or base their work entirely on their own experiences.  Instead
they may wish to study prayer as it actually is for those who pray, and then reflect on these experiences.
This is the approach of Practical Theology ‘the study of the norms and principles of the church and its
members’. (Thomas Introduction to Theology 1983 p 13).

Biblical studies
Biblical studies is the study of the bible as a text. As a field it contains a number of different approaches.
Some try to examine the authors’ intentions, to rediscover the original meaning and context of the writings
of scripture.  Others shed light on these questions by exploring the historical and social context in which the
bible was written.  Others look at the physical processes at work in the bible’s composition, that is the
sources on which different parts are based and the earlier versions of its writings which might have existed
before the current forms.

Other aspects of biblical studies, which draws on the above, include hermeneutics, (which is the attempt to
understand and interpret the meaning of the text for today, rather than just in its original context), and
homiletics, (which is the study of the best ways to communicate these interpretations to a contemporary
audience).

Historical Theology
Similarly to religious studies, historical theology observes Christianity as an historical phenomenon.
Christian beliefs and practices can be studied in relation to the culture and other historical events in which
they grew up.  This can help clarify the issues that theological statements might have been intended to
address, why they were framed in a particular way, and what their authors might have had in mind. In the
words of Alister McGrath it aims to ‘lay bare the connections between context and theology’ (Christian
Theology: An Introduction 2007 p 108)
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Philosophical and systematic theology
Somewhat in tension with the religious studies approach is the systematic approach to theology.  Systematic
theologians attempt to put forward theories of the nature of God and the world, in dialogue with
contemporary philosophy, to generate doctrines that are as comprehensive as possible, drawing the whole
body of Christian beliefs together.

Contextual theologies.
With connections to both practical and systematic theology, contextual theology is based in the everyday
experiences and insights of Christians.  However these experiences are interpreted through a particular
framework, such as feminist theory or Marxist analysis with the intention of deliberately constructing a
theology that is not general like a systematic theology, but is particular to the context and needs of a
particular group (although it might also prove to hold valuable insights for others in other contexts).
Frequently these groups and contexts are different from the historically dominant context of white, male,
privileged practitioners (which is sometimes negatively referred to as the ‘male-stream’).  Examples would
be Black theology, Latin American liberation theology, womanist theology and queer theology.

Interdisciplinarity
In the medieval Universities, theology was a compulsory and central subject since it was held to be ‘the
Queen of Sciences’. Since God was the creator of all, theology was the study of all.  With the huge advances
in the extent and complexity of human learning, and with the rise of secular thinking, theology no longer has
this status.  However, since Christians still claim God as the creator of all, theology still remains the study of
all things, and theology dialogues with all the other disciplines of the academy.  So there are theologians
who are also specialists in other fields, or who work with those who are, to produce theologies that integrate
contemporary developments in, say, physics, psychology or economics with Christian beliefs.

Leading physicist/theologian, John Polkinghorne, argues, 'Theology has a natural role in an age of science,
just because it shares with science this quest for intelligibility. A theological faculty is a necessary presence
in a true university, because the search for knowledge is incomplete if it does not include in its aim gaining
knowledge of the Creator as well as gaining knowledge of creatures. The unity of knowledge is fractured if
theology is excluded.’   (Lecture cited in McIntosh Ibid p15)
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Arrive and

As a group

Worship together.

Project 1.

Drawing on your reading and reflecting on your work during the week, explore the questions:
a) How has theology changed over the years?
b) Who should be doing theology today and who should they be doing it for?
c) How might theology be different in

i) the church
ii) the University and
iii) in public debate?

Project 2.

In his book, Divine Teaching, McIntosh offers four images to describe what theologians could be.
Explore each in turn. In what ways do you find these images helpful or unhelpful in understanding
what it means for you to be a theologian?

Adventurer: Exploring unknown territory.
Pirate: Stealing ordinary words and ideas and using them for God.
Mystic: Drawn in to God’s life.
Sage: Teaching wisdom for everyday life.
Are there any other images that you would like to offer?

Project 3.

Discuss together:
Is 'ordinary' theology too child-like to engage with the complex issues that the church faces

 today?

Prayer and preparation.

Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for Session 2.

GROUP SESSION 1
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SESSION 2

HOW DO WE DO THEOLOGY?

For this session
Before you come

Read the introduction to this session

Read Chapter 1 of Migliore

You may like to study in the Reading Block: Wells, What Anglicans Believe Ch 2

Identify and bring to the session with you a favourite hymn or song verse or prayer,
whose imagery speaks to you of what God is like.
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Is theology possible?

As theologians, we need a constant awareness that we are not just playing with historical or philosophical
ideas, but are attempting to speak of God.  On the one hand this is a task of the utmost seriousness, calling
for a due degree of reverence.  On the other, it cautions us against taking our own attempts to speak of God
too seriously, as if God was dependant on our ability to describe what must remain indescribable.  As
McIntosh puts it 'Just about the worst thing that could happen to Christian theologians is for them to be
taken seriously...Perhaps we could be compared to children wading in the sea: studiously cautious, not
intending to get wet, but magnificently upended by the vast, joyful rolling of the tide. The tide pulling at
theologians is God, trying to get us to float, even swim, or at least admit we have no business floundering
along on two feet in such a current. I picture theologians this way (myself included) because we are
essentially, hapless folk, ever prone to manage and clarify what remains, mercifully, beyond our grasp. The
divine currents we paddle about in — grace, for example, or forgiveness, or resurrection — are, right down
to their last filaments of eternal glory, entirely unaccountable to us, unexpected, and undeserved.' (Divine
Teaching 2008 p 3)

In the Judeo-Christian tradition there is a long history of belief that God cannot and should not be depicted
or defined.  Idolatry, the reduction of God to a mere created thing, is continually fought against. In the story
of Moses, God refuses to reveal a name by which he may be known, saying only that Moses should call him
"I am". Jewish people will not even say this Name aloud.  Instead they say "Adonai", meaning 'The Lord', in
order to preserve the absolute mystery of the being of God.  Nothing is to be stated absolutely about God
save that God is the One who is, the One who exists.

Later theology has built on this idea, noting that all our human language is based on our experiences within
space and time.  We think about objects that have definite positions and that move around and act on each
other in ways which depend on us knowing where one object finishes and another begins.  But God is the
source of all space and time, and is not just another object within space and time. God is eternal and infinite
and cannot be reduced to being a 'thing' in a 'place'. So to speak literally of God as if God were actually a
thing - such as a father, or a rock or a shepherd or a king - risks idolatry because it risks making God out to
be just another creature and not the Creator.

So one of the first questions theology needs to ask is, can we speak of God at all?

One ancient form of Christian theology, called negative theology, (in Latin, the via negativa, or in Greek,
apophatic theology, from the word for 'deny'), asserts that we cannot speak about what God is, only about
what God is not.  Many of the early Church Fathers stress the importance of this belief.  Tertullian
(Apoligeticus 17 197AD) wrote "That which is infinite is known only to itself. This it is which gives some
notion of God, while yet beyond all our conceptions—our very incapacity of fully grasping Him affords us
the idea of what He really is. He is presented to our minds in His transcendent greatness, as at once known
and unknown".

The 9th Century Irish theologian, Johannes Scotus Eriugena put it more strongly, saying "We do not know
what God is. God Himself does not know what He is because He is not anything. Literally God is not,
because He transcends being."

Paradoxical statements like this tend to get their authors into trouble. Eriugena was condemned by church
councils and authorities for centuries, but they are intended to shock us out of a complacent use of religious
language that can make God too familiar, too much like us, and not preserve the mystery and otherness of

SESSION 2
How do we do theology?
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the Divine.  This 'negative way' is also frequently associated with the mystical tradition, such as in the works
of Meister Echkart, The Cloud of Unknowing and The Dark Night of the Soul which stress that God is to be
met in prayer and in the Spirit, not in human ideas.  The apophatic tradition is particular strong in Orthodox
Churches today.

Speaking positively of God.

In contrast to this approach is positive or constructive theology, also called cataphatic, from the Greek
words for 'descend' and 'speak', meaning that God descends to our level that we make speak of God.  An
example of a cataphatic statement would be "God is love".  Now we might say "my cat loves me" and yet
we know that what the cat is doing is not the same as the love I might have for my partner or child. We do
not mean to equate the two or claim they are identical. Instead we mean to form an analogy between
experiences which we hold to be similar in some ways.   In the same way, the person making this statement
about God will be aware that the Love that is God is not identical with the love that we have for each other.
God transcends our feeble attempts at love. But still the word, and the human experience it references, is
able to tell us something meaningful about the true nature of God.

There are two main justifications for claims to be able to speak of God in this way, and they are not
mutually exclusive.  First is the belief that God has graciously descended to our level in Jesus, making it
possible to speak of God in human terms. This may be supplemented by other forms of revelation such as
the work of the Spirit or the inspiration of the Bible, which are also acts by which God graciously reveals the
Divine mystery in human terms. The second is that, because God is the creator of the world and humanity is
made in God's image, human minds can find, in themselves and the world, things which can serve as
symbols for the nature of God.  As Creator, God's 'likeness' is known through creation.  As Paul writes, 'For
what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of
the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen
through the things he has made.' (Romans 1:19-20)

We are used to using metaphors and analogies for many things that we cannot speak of directly or capture
perfectly, even if we don't realise we are doing so.  If we speak of life as a journey (and so birth as 'coming
into the world' or death as 'departing'), or of love as a 'thorny rose', then we are using our understanding of
one thing to enlighten our understanding of something more mysterious.  In science too, metaphors are often
used to make the strange world of, say, the inside of the atom or the force of gravity, more familiar and
accessible. So a physicist might say "The atom is like a solar system, with the nucleus in the centre like the
sun and the electrons orbiting it like planets" or "the apple falls from the tree because it experiences a force
of attraction from the earth".  That these statements should not be taken literally, because apples don't
actually 'experience' anything, does not mean that they do not convey truth.

Theology often progresses in this way. We begin with an image of God that seems meaningful to us and
connects with our experience, such as the image of God as a Shepherd.  Then, as we begin to ask, how is
God like a shepherd, and how not, we start to construct a model. A model is a metaphor that has been
'opened up' and explored further and allows us to start to form structured beliefs that tell us not only what
God is 'like' but how and why we believe God to be like that and what it means for us.  When these models
are combined with more abstract concepts, like 'love' or 'justice' or 'mercy' we can connect them together to
start to form theories that help us address big questions like, 'how do we get to heaven and who gets there?',
or 'how should the church be governed and led'?

Finding the materials for theology - Beginning with tradition.

If this approach of constructing models and theories provides us with the structure, the skeleton, of a
theology, how do we put flesh on those bones?  Where do we get the material, the images and concepts
about God that we need to use to put these models and theories together?

Again we need to remember that as Christians we do not begin with a blank canvas on which we project our
own notions of what God is like.  Instead we are part of a community. Our faith has already been shaped and
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formed by that community, including by the liturgies, sermons, hymns and teachings of our churches as well
as our own reflections.  The community of which we are part is also an historical community, with each
generation having been taught the faith by the generation before, going back to the first disciples, to Jesus
himself, and the Jewish communities from which he himself came.

Isaac Newton, scientist and theologian in the 17th Century, wrote in a letter to his colleague, Robert Hooke,
whose work Newton had used, "If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants". (These
words are quoted today on the £2 coin.) As with other disciplines, this statement would be very much true of
theology and is why the study of theology is often in part the study of history and of the theories produced
by particular theologians; if we wish to see further, we can stand on the shoulders of others to do so.

In theology, we call our inheritance of the combined reflection of Christians over the centuries 'tradition'.
Gareth Jones defines tradition as 'the body of doctrines, creeds, catechisms [lists of beliefs used in teaching
new Christians] articles and definitions which has accumulated over nearly 2000 years of orthodox (non-
heretical) Christianity and which today exerts a powerful influence upon what one says, and does not say,
about God. (Christian Theology: A Brief Introduction 1999 p 75).

Tradition is important in theology then, and it is particularly so if we believe that God is faithful and that the
Spirit has been with the Church through the centuries.  It means that when we ask difficult theological
questions we don't do so alone, but in continuity with Christians who have gone before us.  This does not
mean however, that we must be blindly accepting of every traditional theological statement or doctrine.
New contexts provide new information and raise new questions that may not be answerable using only
traditional formulations.  And since God does not control the Church like a puppet, it is also possible for
traditional beliefs to be later found to be incomplete, contradicted or in need of clarification.  Theology is an
ongoing process because the world keeps changing and because the Spirit is still moving, but is a process in
continuity with its past because God is faithful.  What we need therefore is a way of reflecting on the
traditions of our faith that enables us to both keep it anchored in the historical revelation of God in Christ
and also enable us to preach the gospel in a way relevant to our contexts. In fact, this has always been what
theology has been trying to do, and so, as Jones argues (p86) tradition is not an object that stands over us,
but is a process, and a process of which we are part.

Jones goes on to say 'Tradition is (wrongly) understood by many theologians and Church figures to be a
closed book: something to which nothing can be added, and from which nothing can be taken away. On this
understanding, tradition becomes something sacred and therefore to be protected, rather than something vital
and living, to be interpreted and developed. And when this occurs, the result is that someone must assume
the responsibility of providing such protection. This is what one sees so often, and so sadly, in the history of
the Christian tradition: people appeal to it as the sole, definitive authority for their arguments and actions,
forgetting that tradition itself is only meaningful to the extent that people live their faith and bear witness to
tradition as the story of others who have tried to do the same thing. What one must always do, therefore, is
bear in mind that tradition is about the way in which Christians over the years have lived out their faith.
Certainly, it is about what great Christians of the past have considered to be right and wrong, and one must
respect that aspect of its character. But it is also about the way in which Christians live their faith today and
will live it tomorrow. Tradition is alive; and alive like theology.' (p76)

Reflecting for ourselves - The Wesleyan Quadrilateral.

The Anglican Churches have developed their own particular approach to this question, although it is shared
in many ways by other denominations. Anglicanism was born out of conflict, initially out of a conflict
between the authority of the King of England as opposed to the authority of the Bishop of Rome, and then
shortly after deeply shaped by the conflict between Catholic and Protestant at the Reformation.  The Church
of England in this period needed to find ways to avoid extremes and find a 'middle way'.  Today, the Church
in Wales, as the inheritor of the approaches that began to be developed then, shares this broad and inclusive
approach to the different ways theology might be done. It is important to note though, that there is no one
strict 'Christian' way of doing theology, and no one sharply defined Anglican method either. While this
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allows many people to contribute in their own ways, it also gives rise to the tensions that occur when its
members do not always seem to be speaking the same theological language.

The classic formulation of this broad, Anglican approach to doing theology is ironically named for someone,
who, while he was an Anglican priest, is more commonly associated with the Methodist movement, that is,
John Wesley.  Studying Wesley's 18th Century work in the 20th Century, American Methodist scholar
Albert Oulter identified four different sources for Wesley's theology: Scripture, tradition, reason and
experience.  These have since been recognised to be present in almost all theologies.  (An older formulation,
which leaves out experience, has been in use in Anglican theology from at least the 17th Century).

hese four categories provide us with the sources for theology and also some criteria by which we might
choose between different theologies and hold our own theological ideas accountable.  Ideally we are looking
for theological statements that are faithful to scripture and tradition, make sense when critiqued by reason
and fit with our experience of the world.  In practise however, it is the tensions between these factors that
make theology contentious, and sometimes difficult, but also creative and fun!

In some traditions, one of these factors may be held to keep the others in check and be given priority.
Crudely speaking, evangelical theology gives priority to scripture, Catholic theology gives heavier weight to
tradition, classical liberal theology hold reason above the others and contextual, practical theologies, and in
some cases charismatic Christianity, prioritise experience.  Of course all four sources still have a role to play
in each of these schools of thought.  Also there is nothing to prevent more than one source being emphasised
at once, giving rise to liberal Catholics or contextual evangelicals and so on.  There are also dangers in any
one dominating the others entirely.  If tradition alone was unquestionable, the Reformation would not have
been able to occur and theology could never develop or critique itself.  A focus on scripture to the exclusion
of all else leads to fundamentalism. Reason alone risks reducing God to a purely intellectual idea to be
dissected, and experience alone would lead us to an entirely personalised and privatised religion incapable
of being community or having any coherence over time.

Further, other theologians would reject the idea of a 'foundation' for theology in any one of these areas at all.
They would argue that scripture itself depends on tradition (which tells us which books are authoritative), is
based on the experiences of its authors, and is only interpretable by reason. In the same way tradition is
shaped by scripture and guided by historical reasoning and experiences.  Likewise they would argue that
reason and experience alone cannot reveal God, without God's own self-revelation in scripture and
tradition.  These 'non-foundationalist' theologians would suggest that doing good theology is not dependant
on finding a single basis on which to build theology. Instead they would argue that a method more in
keeping with the way the human mind actually works would be to hold all four sources together in a
network of interrelated ideas, giving different weight to each at different times, depending on the context
and the question being asked.

Part of discovering your own theological voice will be discovering how you work with each of these four
sources and how you relate them to each other.
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In pairs

Share what you have noted from the Session 1.

As a group

Worship together.

Project 1.

 a) Share the verses and prayers you have brought with you.
b) For each verse or prayer, identify the images used to talk about God.
c) Reflect on why these images speak to you of God (or fail to speak to you).
d) Choose one of the images.  Expand it in to a model of God by:

i) Exploring in what ways God is like this image and which ways God is not.
ii) Exploring how the image helps us understand who we are and what God wants us to be.
iii) Exploring how the image connects to other things you believe about God.

Project 2.

Theology draws on four sources.  Explore the contribution that each has made to theology in
 general and to your own theology in particular

PLACE IMAGE FROM INTRO HERE

Scripture
Tradition
Reason
Experience

Which one(s) have particular authority for you?

Project 3.

Discuss together:
God is best encountered in silence.

Prayer and preparation

Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer

Plan your preparation for Session 3.

GROUP SESSION 2
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SESSION 3

Scripture: History, Testimony,
Authority and Word

For this session
Read the introduction to this session.

Read Chapters 2 and 3 of Milgliore

You may like to study in the Reading Block: Groves, The Authority of
 Scripture p83-107

Reflect:
What does it mean to you to believe that the Bible has authority?
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SESSION 3

Scripture: History, Testimony, Authority
and Word

What is the Bible?  This question can be answered from many different perspectives, with the different disciplines of
theology each making a contribution to our understanding.  The bible can be considered as an historical document, as
the testimony of a people, as the Word of the Lord and as a still-speaking voice. In other words we need to consider
the bible from the perspectives of history, revelation, authority and interpretation if we are to engage with its whole
significance for Christian theology today.

The Bible as historical document.

Jones (Christian Theology:A Short Introduction p 59) writes 'One of the commonest misconceptions about the Bible is
that it is one single entity, that it is the Bible, which has one meaning, and which therefore speaks of one single thing:
namely, the Christian God. In fact, the Bible comprises a surprisingly large variety of different types of text, written
under many different sets of circumstances.'

The first major division of the Bible is of course into two Testaments, bringing together in one part, those texts written
before the birth of Jesus and in the other, those after what theologians call 'the Christ event', the life death and
resurrection of Jesus.  What we often call 'the Old Testament' texts are also regarded as scripture by the Jewish people
and all are of Jewish origin, and out of respect for this, many theologians refer to them as 'The Jewish Bible' or 'the
Hebrew Scriptures', rather than the 'Old' Testament.

These books span the period from approximately 1000-300 BC and contain a variety of literary forms, from poetry to
story to prophecy and law.  Each book has its own history.  Some may be the work of one individual or a small
community, others may have been edited together over a long period by multiple authors with traditional stories being
retold and new additions being made.  Biblical studies tries to identify these editorial hands at work in the text and
explain why they made the decisions they did.

A majority of scholars would accept that most of these books took their present shape shortly before, during and
shortly after the exile, the period in the 6th century BC when the Kingdom of Judah was conquered by the Babylonian
empire and many of its people taken to Babylon as slaves.  This was a particularly intense period of theological
reflection as people asked what this meant for their relationship with God.  Prophets issued stinging criticism of the
moral and spiritual life of their community, warning that judgement awaited.  And then, when that judgement was
seen to be fulfilled in the exile, there was a process of reassessing religious traditions, revisiting traditional stories and
recommitting to belief in One God and to a Jewish identity as the people of that God.  Once the people returned from
exile they also needed to provide the legal and spiritual framework on which the new nation could be founded, to
avoid the errors of the past.

By the time of Jesus, the texts of most of the books we have today was largely agreed for most Jews, although the
question of precisely which books were authoritative was less certain.  Of central importance was the Torah - Genesis,
Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy and Numbers - which were called The Law and which were the ultimate standard by
which all other theology was judged. Then there were 'The Prophets', which included many of the books that we might
call 'history' or 'story', such as the Books of Chronicles. Then there were 'The Writings' including the wisdom books
like Proverbs and Ecclesiastes,  different synagogues and sects may well have regarded these books as authoritative to
different extents, especially those more recently produced.  The legacy of this in Christianity is the existence of a
number of books called the 'inter-testamental' or 'apocryphal' books, including the Books of Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus,
Tobias, Judith, Baruch, First and Second Maccabees and portions of Esther and Daniel. These texts, mostly written
after 300BC and written in Greek rather than Hebrew, were regarded as part of scripture by Greek speaking Jews, but
not by Hebrew speakers.  Their status for the churches was not entirely clarified until the reformation.  At the
reformation, Reformed churches rejected them as not being part of scripture at all while the Catholic Church included
them within the authoritative Old Testament as 'Deuterocanonical' books, meaning a secondary form of scripture. The
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Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches also accept these books, as well as a small number of other texts, such as
Psalm 151 and 3 Maccabees.

Anglicanism, with its middle way of being both Reformed and Catholic, grants that these books may be 'read for
instruction of manners' (that is, to determine Christian conduct) but not used to establish any doctrine. (Article VI of
the 39 Articles). They are listed in the Revised Common Lectionary as alternative readings to the OT ones for some
Sundays and therefore are read in some Anglican Churches during the liturgy.

The New Testament was composed over a shorter period, approximately the second half of the first century AD and
contains fewer books by fewer authors. However, as with the Old Testament, a majority of scholars believe that it is
possible to identify a history to particular books, for example by identifying sources that Matthew and Luke had in
common when writing their gospels and looking at how they seem to have each made independent use of Mark's
gospel and other source material.

In the case of both Testaments, what is not generally disputed is that each text was written or edited to meet the needs
of a particular time and context, and that knowing more about this context is helpful in interpreting their original
meaning.  Christian theology does not propose that scripture was directly given from heaven in a way that bypassed
human historical activity, as if the Bible fell from heaven on engraved tablets.  Instead, as an incarnational faith, that is
a faith that proclaims that God entered into a particular human life in a particular historical context, it sees the giving
of scripture as consistent with this defining act of God, with divine revelation being rooted in a particular context.

This is reflected in the process by which the books that we now call the Bible came to be recognised as scriptures.
Clearly the Bible cannot serve as its own witness to its authority as this would be a circular argument. Rather the
books of the bible each came to be accepted over time and in various communities, as these communities found them
helpful in living out their faith.

The books of the Old Testament were accepted as authoritative by the Church largely because Jesus himself appears to
have accepted them as such, but also because the Church found it could not articulate its beliefs about Jesus coherently
without them.  The New Testament writings were accepted because the major church communities found knowledge
of Christ through them, and revered them for this, but also because they were each believed to have derived from an
apostle; either St Paul, or one of the original disciples, or the communities that they founded.   This last criteria, that
texts be 'apostolic' meant that a number of highly popular and appreciated writings were not included, such as The
Shepherd of Hermas and the Epistles of early Bishops such as Clement of Rome.

But these decisions were not only about authority or church unity.  For the first two centuries, Christians, like Jews,
were content to have a few central texts, with a somewhat blurred 'fringe' of texts that had degrees of influence in
different places. But one factor that required a decision to be made on which texts to include and which to exclude was
a pragmatic and technological one, the invention of the 'book' or codex as it was called.  When your sacred texts are
kept as a collection of scrolls, it is easy to have an undefined number round a common core. But when you need to
produce a single authorised volume with a front and back cover, the need to make editorial decisions about what to
include and exclude is pressed.  The final decision to confirm which books to officially recognise as scripture, a
process called the formation of the Canon, was made at a series of church councils in the late 4th Century.  The codex
had become the popular way of issuing collections of written texts by the middle of that century.

The Bible as the testimony of a people.

Whether a student of biblical studies has a religious commitment themselves, what they must at the very least
appreciate is that those who produced these sacred texts believed themselves to be bearing witness to a God in
relationship, a God who is in some sense revealed in the events taking place in their lives and the lives of their
communities.  The various texts of the bible were composed to bear witness to this experience of revelation.

However, unlike the scriptures of many religions and sects, as the historical survey above shows, this is not a question
of a revelation to one individual, but to a people, a community, over a considerable period of time and through many
different circumstances. They are a testimony to a relationship.  Because they are the attempt of people and
communities to put into words their reflections on God they are also theologies, and as such are the blueprint for
future theological reflection.  They are not only a source for theology, but the 'classic texts', the defining examples of
how theology might be done.

The plurals in the preceding paragraph are deliberate; it is more appropriate to speak of the theologies of the bible than
its (single) 'theology'. This is not to say that the bible is contradictory or inconsistent. Rather it is to do justice to the
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Bible as a process of revelation over time and involving reflection in the light of new events.  The most obvious
example of the diversity of the Bible is the fact that it contains four gospels rather than just one.  While entirely
consistent in their core beliefs about who Jesus is, each reflects on Jesus in a different way, sometimes telling the same
stories with variations in presentation, at others including different stories and sayings not found in the others.

Each gospel was written for a particular community and context, for example Matthew was written to a Jewish
audience, John to those familiar with Greek philosophy and Luke is dedicated to a Roman official.  It is appropriate
for each to tell the story in their own way, as we might expect different newspapers to cover the same events with a
different emphasis as relevant to their readers and editorial policy.

In a similar way, the Old Testament tells the same stories in different ways also.  Deuteronomy repeats the giving of
the Law in Exodus and Leviticus for a new context (the former coming from after worship and sacrifice were centred
one the Temple in Jerusalem, the latter being earlier and written at a time when sacrifice was freely offered at local
shrines). The books of Samuel and Kings comment on the same period of history as the books of Chronicles do, but
from a different perspective.  Chronicles was written after the exile, when God's people were seeing their history
through the lens of this traumatic event, Samuel and Kings were written before it. It is natural for people to revisit
their understandings of the past and to learn new lessons from them in the light of significant new events.

Likewise, the bible displays an ability to critique its own positions and nuance them over time.  For example Exodus
20:5 says "..for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and
the fourth generation of those who reject me".  While Jeremiah 31:29-30 says 'In those days they shall no longer say:
‘The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.’ But all shall die for their own sins'.'

Understood naively, these texts could be seen to be contradictory.  But in fact the questions of suffering and justice
that they reference are complex enough to need to be viewed from both angles.  The first recognises that our actions
do not just have consequences for ourselves but for our communities and for future generations and that this is the
way that the world is ordered and experienced.  The second recognises the element of injustice in this, as it means that
those who were not responsible for the sin are caught up in its consequences. We can recognise the value and truth of
both statements.  Therefore the answer to the question 'Does the Bible say that God punishes the children for their
parents sins' must be answered with a qualified 'yes' and a qualified 'no' (and probably in many other ways too!)

As a result, discovering 'what the Bible says' on a particular topic is not as simple as looking that topic up as if the
bible were an encyclopedia and reading a short definitive statement on the subject. But while this may be frustrating or
disturbing for some, it can be seen to contribute to the value of scripture considerably.  Scripture is not a set of pat
answers to hard questions, or a list of neat philosophical ideas. It is, again, the testimony of a community of people
over many centuries. It is the product of a deep, and authentic, wrestling with God and the mysteries of life.  This
allows for a fuller exploration of the complexities and paradoxes that life and God present and it allows for answers
that do not have to be 'either or' but can include the subtleties of 'both and' or 'on the other hand...'.

The Bible as the Word of the Lord.

Strictly speaking, the designation 'Word of God' may be best avoided with reference to the Bible because in scripture
the title refers to Jesus as the Divine Logos, the Word of God. Barth argued that concentrating only on scripture itself,
rather than the Word (Jesus) to whom scripture bares witness, is like looking at the finger, and not what the finger is
pointing to. Evangelical Anglican theologian, John Stott, says 'The reason why Christians love the Bible is that it
speaks to us of Jesus Christ.  We are not bibliolaters, we do not worship the Bible.  But we worship Christ, and the
Bible points us to him.' (The Anglican Communion and Scripture 1996 p 49)

However this is not to say that, for Barth, Stott or for Christian theologians in general, the Bible does not have
authority.  Quite the contrary.  But precisely what nature of authority the Bible has, or better, how this authority is
expressed in practise, is more contested. For many, the question is related to how they understand God to have been
involved in the process of creating scripture.

An oft quoted text is 2 Timothy 3:16 in which scripture is described as 'God-breathed'. Some would understand this to
imply that the bible is verbally inspired in the sense that every word is precisely as if it were dictated by God. Others
would find this view not to do full justice to the human and historical elements of the process which produced the
Bible.  Instead they may prefer to speak of inspiration either in the sense that the Bible bears witness to events that
were divinely inspired, or that the Bible contains a message that is inspired in its theme and message, while allowing
for human freedom and diversity in the process of communicating that message. These are in fact points on a spectrum
and are not mutually exclusive.
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The 39 articles which gave Anglicanism its original shape, gave scripture a pivotal and authoritative role in Anglican
thought but do not address these issues of inspiration directly.

Article VII affirms that The Old and New Testaments are equal in authority and consistent in message.  The New does
not replace the old or render it unnecessary. In fact the Old Testament is necessary for interpreting the New.

Article VI states that 'scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor
may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an article of the Faith, or be
thought requisite or necessary to salvation.'  This places a limit on theology, constraining not what might be believed,
but what must be believed as a matter of church order.  It also affirms that scripture is complete, again not in the sense
of containing everything that one might wish to know, but everything that one needs to know in order to be assured of
salvation and give assurance to others.

This is also repeated in Article XX, which also tasks the Church with being 'the keeper of Holy Writ' and in
interpreting scripture consistently, so as not to 'expound one place of Scripture, so that it be repugnant to another'. The
same Article also states 'it is not lawful for the Church to ordain anything that is contrary to God's Word written'.  This
clearly imposes a limit on what the church can ordain, that is, give approval to, to that which is consistent with
scripture.

However the question of precisely how to judge what is and is not consistent with scripture is one of the main fault-
lines running through the Anglican Churches today.  For some, the question is resolved by an appeal to individual
biblical texts. For others, the key test is whether an idea is consistent with the general direction or flow of the biblical
narrative and witness, which is a question which is much harder to judge. While the ability to 'proof text' by citing
individual verses or passages as conclusive of an argument offers a tempting degree of certainty, it is worth pondering
whether this is in fact a temptation worth resisting.

For example, one significant issue of interpretation in the past was the practise of slavery.  It is easy to point to
individual verses that appear to condone or assume slavery, including slavery on racial grounds, as part of the ordering
of the world, an ordering that certain texts could be taken to legitimise or give divine approval.  However almost all
Christians today would recoil from slavery and judge it to be inconsistent with the message of scripture as a whole.
We have learned, through painful mistakes, to guide our interpretations of scripture in the light of its overall message
of liberation and not use it as a tool of oppression. However, how one should apply this principle to other
contemporary ethical questions, without simply allowing the Church to follow wherever the world leads it, is much
contested.

But at the very least, the authority of scripture demands that we take the whole of scripture seriously and neither
'cherry-pick' individual passages to the exclusion of others, or shrink from wrestling with the parts of scripture that we
may find hard to engage with or interpret. This raises of course the question of the interpretation of the bible today,
but underlines that it is the whole of the bible that has authority, taken together, and that the whole of the bible stands
for us as written.  While interpretations of scripture change over time, scripture itself remain a stable and constant
force in theology.

The Bible as a still-speaking voice

Whilst, for theology, scripture is an historical document, is the testimony of a community with which we have
continuity and is a revelation of God in a particular time and place, none of these things prevent the Bible from being
seen to speak to our own time and place and our own experience.  Indeed the ability of the Bible to do this is central to
most contemporary theologies. And it is precisely because we believe that the Bible has come to us through the
medium of individuals and communities trying to relate to God in all the messiness and complexity of real lives as
they are lived, that we have confidence that it can speak authentically to our own lives. It has been tried and tested and
shown its enduring capacity to speak to each generation for 2000-3000 years.

But this historical and cultural distance, together with the scope and scale of scripture and the depth of its message, are
also particular barriers to interpretation. Most students of the Bible would admit to a degree of confusion or
discomfort in the face of particularly challenging texts within it.

The study of interpretation is called hermeneutics and there are a wide range of hermeneutic approaches that the
theologian may take.  A good starting point are the Three Principles of Interpretation set out by John Stott in
Understanding the Bible (1988). These he gives as: The Natural Sense, The Original Sense and the General Sense.
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The Natural Sense follows the principle of simplicity.  The natural sense is not necessarily literal, some passages are
clearly intended to be understood figuratively (Jesus is not an actual gate for actual sheep!). But Stott says (p167) 'in
reading the words and sentences of the biblical text, we must look first of all for their obvious and natural meaning'.

The Original Sense follows the principle of history.  Stott says 'The permanent and universal message of scripture can
be understood only in the light of the circumstances in which it was originally given'. Sometimes what seems to be the
natural sense needs to be seen as our sense and not the author's sense.  For example when the bible calls God a 'King',
it does not mean a representative ceremonial figurehead in a modern democracy. Rather the author's intention was to
compare the Kingship of God with Kingship as known in their own time.  This approach locates the truth of scripture
in the original act of writing it, not in our act of interpreting it. The question is 'what did it originally mean', rather than
only 'what does it mean to me'.

The General Sense reads the Bible according to the principle of harmony.  Stott says "the whole Bible emanates from
one mind...expressing the mind of God and so possesses an organic unity."  This approach interprets individual texts
of scripture in the light of the whole.

These senses of interpretation have been challenged however.  As already noted, some theologians  are concerned that
these approaches to scripture do not take seriously enough the fact that biblical texts were written by and for people
with a particular world view, for example in their attitudes to women. These scholars argue that historical-critical
method, discovering the 'original meaning' of the text, is not enough and that the interpretation also needs to translate
scripture into the world-view of the interpreter.  These critics also point to what they see as an error in the belief that
we can objectively know what original authors were thinking without projecting many of our own assumptions onto
them.  For example, Richard Burridge  (Imitating Jesus 2007 p 23) writes '...in recent decades there has been a
reaction to [the] use of the gospels as 'windows' to look through to see what lies behind the text. After all, we do not
know who wrote them, or when, or for whom. What historical critics think they see behind the text may just be their
own concerns reflected back from in front of the text. Thus many modern literary approaches view texts as more like
mirrors than windows."

This might remind us of the words of St Paul, from which a confused biblical interpreter might take comfort.  For now
we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I
have been fully known' (1 Corinthians 13:12).
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Project 1
In what ways is it helpful for theologians to consider the bible as:

a. An historical document
b. The testimony of a people
c. The Word of the Lord
d. A still-speaking voice?

Project 2
Read the following passage: Ephesians 5:25 – 6:8

Drawing on your reading during the week, explore the questions:
a. To what extent do you regard this text to be speaking to its own time and how much to our

time?
b. What would it mean to regard this text as 'having authority' today
c. If we were to construct a theology of household relationships for our context, what would we

need to consider?

Project 3
Discuss the question: Is revelation over?

Prayer and Preparation.

 Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.

Plan your preparation for Session 4.

GROUP SESSION 3
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SESSION 4

CREATION

For this session

1. Read the Introduction to this session.

2. Read Chapter 5 and pages 139-149 in Chapter 7 of Migliore

3. You may like to study in the Reading Block: Deane-Drummond Eco-
theology Ch 7
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SESSION 4

Creation

What are we? And what is the world around us?  Is the universe a mystical place inhabited by spirits?  Is it a blind,
clockwork machine? Is it a collection of natural resources placed at our disposal? Is it a dog-eat-dog world where only
the strong survive? Is it a signpost pointing us to what really matters, namely the heavenly places and the Creator
God?  Is the world temporary and disposable or unmoving and permanent?

These are not purely academic questions. How we see the world and understand our relationship to it has a profound
impact on how we live and the decisions we make. They are questions about what is valuable and what is not, which
needs take priority over others. They ask us to decide what the world is for, and who the world is for.  For example, is
it acceptable for humans to test their medical drugs on animals?  Is being a vegan a 'lifestyle choice' or a moral
imperative?  Should we construct a local bypass, or preserve the natural environment through which it would pass? Is
clear-cutting rainforest to plant commercially valuable bio-fuels and food crops a necessary response to poverty and
food and fuel shortages?   All these questions depend on our being able to relate our sense of value and meaning to the
world around us and understand our proper relationship with it.  In fact, unless we have a view on what the world is,
and why it is, we cannot even recognise these questions as significant at all.

For Christians, who believe that God is the Creator, and that therefore the world and the universe are 'creation', these
questions are theological ones.  How we see the world is shaped by our religious beliefs about the world and about the
God who gives it being.

But as contemporary Christians we also find ourselves in a relationship to the world that is, if not unprecedented in
history, is at least extreme.  While many creatures have profoundly affected the ecosystem around them, they have
done so both unconsciously and over long periods of time.  Modern humans, much more than our ancestors, have the
unique ability to make changes knowingly, globally, and far more quickly than life on earth generally takes to adapt.
We also have the ability to manipulate ecosystems and natural structures on an industrial scale, permanently removing
whole species and altering landscapes in a few years.   We also have the power to end life on our planet.  A number of
nations, including our own, have a nuclear arsenal able to turn the earth into a barren waste in a matter of hours.
Whereas previous human societies have believed that the 'end of the world' is in the hands of God (or the gods) alone,
now we must reckon with the fact that we wield this power for ourselves.  As nuclear physicist Robert Oppenheimer
put it, quoting the Hindu Bhagavad-Gita "Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds".  (NBC documentary The
Decision to Drop the Bomb 1965).

These things make the theological task of understanding and proclaiming the relationship between Creator and
creation particularly pressing in our time. But as with all theology, we do not begin from scratch or do our work in a
vacuum.  We can develop our own theologies of creation in dialogue with scripture, tradition, reason and experience.

Creation in Scripture

It is easy to be misled by the presence at the beginning of the Bible of two creation stories in Genesis 1 and 2. In fact
most scholars would hold that the first of these in particular is one of the more 'recent' or 'newer' parts of the Old
Testament.  The Jewish faith did not begin with the belief that God was creator. Rather the defining acts of God for
them were God's revelation to Abraham and the founding of their people in the Exodus.  Hebrew theologies of
creation were, like the rest of the scriptures, worked out over time in relation to questions and issues that arose in their
context.  McGrath (Christian Theology: An Introduction p 215ff) identifies several important theological moves made
over this time.

The first was an attempt to clarify the relationship between Israelite religion and other Caananite religions, and the
relationship between humanity and the natural world.  Caananite religions saw different phenomena in the world as
being controlled by the different gods, in conflict with each other, who inhabited the world. The gods could be
influenced by ritual and sacrifice. So if you wanted to ensure a good harvest, you might perform the rituals of a
fertility god.  Offerings could be made to placate gods of disease, or of the sea and so on.  But Israel believed that the
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whole of its life was in the hands of her God. If only God was to be worshipped, then the natural world could not be
inhabited by other deities, or at least if it was, these beings were not truly gods, but were subject to the One God.  This
meant that God must be responsible in some sense for all these phenomena.  God however was also faithful and just, a
God of Law.  Therefore there must be a natural order underlying the apparent chaos of creation.

Perhaps the most extensive biblical reflection on these aspects of creation is in Job chapters 38 to 42.  Here God is
depicted as establishing order amid the chaos, and including that chaos as a limited and controlled part of the
mysterious ordering of the whole.

Another key question was the relationship of Israel to other nations.  When Israel was a strong nation, with its own
empire and victorious armies, it seemed sufficient to talk of the God of Israel as more powerful than the gods of the
other nations, defeating their gods in battle and thus allowing Israel to defeat their worldly armies also.  But with the
decline and eventual conquest of the Kingdoms of Israel and Judea, new, sharper questions raised their heads.  Were
the gods of Babylon stronger than the God of Israel?  Was God defeated? No.  God was not defeated, in fact it was
God who had given the Babylonians victory, as an act of judgement.  But this implied that Babylon was not in fact
directed by the gods it worshipped. It must be directed by the God of Israel.  Their God must in fact be the God of all
nations and of the whole earth.  From this time, the texts of he bible tend to start to call God the 'creator of heaven and
earth' rather than 'the God who lead us out of Egypt'.

These two moves together allowed Hebrew belief to develop from 'implicit monotheism' (that is 'there is only one God
for our people to worship, the Great God who is greater than all the lesser divine beings that are called gods') to
'explicit monotheism' (that is, 'there is only One God and the other gods do not exist').

They also had the effect of 'secularising' the world.  Nature itself is not divine in scripture. Nature is not to be
worshipped. This is the key point of the story in Genesis 1 which systematically works through the natural objects of
worship in Babylonian and other ancient religions - the Sun, Moon and stars, the sea and sky, plants and animals - and
declares them to be, not divine beings, but created things. However this is not to say that nature is inherently devalued.
Nature is seen in scripture as glorifying and revealing God.  It is the context in which God is known, served and
worshipped and over which God has sovereignty. Nature is also ordered, dependable, even handed and reliable.  It has
its own structure and it is good. Despite the difficulties presented by the existence of evil and suffering (to which we
will return in the next session) still the world is 'as God wills it to be'. Dualism, the belief that the world is a battle
ground between two equal and opposing forces of good and evil, is rejected.  The world is the handiwork of a God
who is good. Therefore the world is good.

In the New Testament these convictions are reflected on in the light of Christ.  Being Divine, Jesus is believed to share
in the work of the Creator, the world is created in, through and for him. Jesus completes the work of creation by being
born into the world, before returning to heaven in bodily form, being the first fruits of a new creation.  The whole of
creation is therefore involved in the saving work of Christ.  John 3:16 describes the sending of Jesus to be motivated
not simply by God's love of human beings, but because "God so loved the kosmos" (Greek for the whole natural
order.) It is not that human beings seek spiritual escape from the world, it is that the whole of creation is valued and
redeemed.

Creation in Christian Tradition.

These ideas were of considerable importance in early Christianity.  As a faith, it was moving from an ethnic religion to
a global philosophy open to all who would accept it. Again it found itself confronting a pagan world where deities
were held to live in every stream, tree and star. Again it proclaimed that the world was not divine or to be worshipped,
and that One God was sovereign over all.  It also found itself in the new position of trying to explain how this One
God who was eternal, uncreated and unchanging could enter into, suffer with and save a world that was mortal and
changeable.

One important question was whether God made the world out of anything.  The biblical texts are not clear on this
point. Genesis 1 can be taken to mean that God created the world out of a primordial state that was 'formless and void,
with darkness over the face of the deep'.  Or they can be taken to mean that God created these things first, and then
made the world from them. These were not questions that were of relevance to the biblical writers and so they do not
directly address them.  But if God did create the world out of something that was already there, this could imply that
the material of creation was eternal and God just worked on it like a potter shaping pre-exisiting clay. This in turn
would mean that God was not the only thing to be immortal and it would make God just one immortal thing amongst
other immortal things. God would cease to be God. God would not truly be Creator in the sense of being the source of
being, of reality itself.  Also, given that many pagan religions saw this pre-existing matter as being evil, or as being
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divine, for example as being the body of a dead god, allowing for pre-existing matter opened the door to undesirable
theological ideas such as the worship of creation or the idea that creation and/or evil might one day rise up again and
defeat God.

In rejecting these ideas, the Church Fathers, including particularly Tertullian (3rd Century AD) and Augustine (4th
Century AD) formed the doctrine of creation ex nihilo (Latin for 'out of nothing').

A major idea that was rejected in forming this doctrine was the idea that matter was evil. A significant movement in
early Christianity was Gnosticism, this movement believed material things to be bad and only spiritual things to be
good, and it is easy to see how this understanding could arise if certain texts of the bible are stressed to the exclusion
of others.  But the church rejected this teaching for a number of reasons.  Of central importance was the belief that, in
Jesus, God embraced and genuinely entering into the world and into our very flesh.  God could not do this if the world
and the flesh were entirely evil things. Also the church met God in and through the Eucharist, and this again would not
be possible if material things were entirely evil.  The Church therefore reaffirmed that, through Christ, creation was
restored to its original goodness, and that this goodness, however marred by sin, was not lost entirely from the
creation.

Creation in contemporary science.

Some would argue that by forming the doctrine of creation ex nihilo, Christianity made science possible.  This is
because Christianity posited that the world was the product of a Law giver and that therefore it was rational to look for
Laws of nature.  Also, since nature was not seen as divine, it was more appropriate to dissect and study creation, as
opposed to say, communing with it or worshipping it.  Others would find this view of the origins of science overly
centred on the Western world and would point to the flourishing of science in earlier periods in China and in Medieval
Islamic cultures (which, however, both contained religious systems that stripped creation of its divinity).

The scientific tradition is itself a developing one, and it is important to remember that scientific beliefs about the
world are always provisional and open to change in response to new evidence.  What is certainly true is that centuries
of scientific discovery present us with much more information about the world around us than our ancestors had, and
thus much more to reflect on as we try to understand the nature of creation.  Science is often held to be hostile to
Christian belief, especially as espoused by the New Atheists such as Richard Dawkins or Daniel Dennett. Certainly
there is a history of conflict between scientific and religious ideas which have both been trying to describe the same
reality.

In this conflict, theology would argue that it is important to separate the empirical findings of science from the world-
views that have been based on them.  Mary Midgely defines this as the difference between science and 'scientism' (see
for example Science As Salvation: A Modern Myth and Its Meaning 1992).  For example, the successes of science
were initially most dramatic when applied to new industrial mechanical processes. As the industrial revolution
transformed human experience it became possible to see the world as a machine and the universe as a clock with God
as the distant clockmaker.  However, this world-view had important implications for how people thought of the
world’s natural resources as well as their fellow humanity. If the world was a machine then the individual parts had
little value in themselves. The whole rather than the individual dominates, everything is valued only for its function.
Workers could be seen as simply 'human resources', mere cogs in the machine. This world view could also be used to
justify the industrial consumption of nature simply in terms of exploiting natural resources.  Ultimately such a world-
view might lead to greater threats to humanity such as eugenics, the attempt to 'improve' humanity by removing its
'faulty’ components.   In a similar way, Darwinian theories have been twisted to support racist ideologies that saw
ethnic groups locked in struggle as part of a natural process of competition with the 'higher' race fulfilling its destiny
over ‘lesser’ races.

But while theology offers a critique of scientism, science itself critiques theology.  One important lesson that theology
has learnt from this conflict is to avoid the all too easy trap of creating 'God of the gaps' hypotheses.  These are when
'God does it' is used as an explanation to fill in the parts of our understanding of the working of the natural world that
are incomplete.  Inevitably, when, for example, Newton held that it was necessary to have God send a comet into the
solar system every now and then in order to rebalance the orbits of the planets, it was only a matter of time before
other mathematicians were able to show that special action by God was not necessary and God was given one less job
to do in running the universe.

Similarly it was held that God must have created each species individually because they could not have come into
existence naturally, until Darwin and others demonstrated the mechanism by which they do indeed appear to have
evolved.  God again lost his job.  But the error here was theological to begin with.  God is not another object in the
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universe who does some things while leaving other things up to nature to do 'by itself'. Nor is the doctrine of creation
limited to a single instant at some point in the past, in which God creates and then wanders off and leaves creation to
it. Rather God is the One 'in whom we live and move and have our being' (Acts 17:28). God is constantly and
eternally sustaining the universe in being, by sustaining 'being' itself.  All actions in the world are therefore actions to
which God is present. Scientific theories simply describe these actions. It is therefore inappropriate for science to
include God as a stop-gap in actions it cannot yet fully describe since this would imply that only some things are acts
of the Creator, while other things are not.

Far from removing God from the world then, our understanding of science prevents us from seeing God as one who
occasionally tinkers with creation, or who winds it up and lets it go. Instead it directs us back to a God who remains a
mystery, above all created things, but with whom we can commune everywhere within creation because God is the
God of all things.

Today, mindful of this, and drawing metaphors more from contemporary fields like Chaos and Quantum Theory and
the evolution of ecosystems,  contemporary scientific world-views tend to stress that the world is not so much a
machine as an organism.  It currently appears to science that the world is not in fact a clockwork mechanism, in which
all future events are fully determined by its prior state. Rather there is evidence that the universe is not fully
determined and may have a certain 'freedom' to develop and evolve in unpredictable ways, containing many potential
outcomes with no way of knowing which will be expressed in reality.  The universe is also understood to be a whole,
in which the parts are interdependent on each other and held in relationship to each other. Theologians of science,
such as John Polkinghorne, Celia Deane-Drummond, Keith Ward and Arthur Peacocke, have developed an entire
discipline around trying to interpret these findings about the universe and marry them with the reflections of theology.

Creation in contemporary experience.

The post-war years of the 20th century saw a growing understanding of the environmental impact of human behaviour
on the world, an understanding of the delicate and interrelated nature of ecosystems and the fears generated by nuclear
stand-off during the Cold War. The impact of these issues began to be felt in theology, and by the 1980s had become
central theological concerns for many.

While some attempted to answer them using established models of personal action and responsibility, others began to
question whether this model itself was part of the problem. They argued that if we view the world only in terms of our
behaviour as individuals, and do not stop to question the behaviour of groups, communities, governments and
businesses, and do not ask about the assumptions and values that underlie their behaviours, we cannot address
problems of this complexity.  They produced the critique of the 'machine mindedness' of modernist thinking that we
met above.  Instead, it was argued, we should learn from the interrelated nature of creation itself and look to
understand that our own behaviours are interrelated.  Our ideas shape our culture and that itself shapes the way we
behave as individuals and communities.  Since religion is a part of this culture, religious ideas would themselves need
to be examined to see if they were the solution, or part of the problem.

This sort of analysis was already being done in other areas of theology, and by this time was particularly well
established in feminist theology.  While this form of theology had begun with the particular experiences of exclusion
suffered by women, it had quickly expanded its attention to critique society, culture and religion more deeply and
widely.  Feminism had largely decided that the problems women faced were not only the result of a misapplication of
good principles.  Rather, given that men had dominated women in almost all cultures and through all of history, that
there must be factors of principle at work that legitimised and underpinned this domination.  Feminist analysis
identified a number of ways of looking at the world in terms of hierarchy, power and objectification that taken
together are termed 'patriarchy'.  Patriarchy was seen to operate in all areas of life - in all-male governments, in
property and power, where land and titles passed father to son, in the home, with the man as the head, and in
economics, where women are barred from working and from financial independence. But patriarchy is held not to be
simply a matter of custom or behaviour, but a way of seeing the world.   It is not that these things happen, it is that
they are seen as 'natural', 'right', as 'the way the world is' or as 'God's will' and that these things are not questioned
from generation to generation, that is the problem. Feminism was therefore already engaged with the relationship
between how we see the world as being structured and how we act in it.

Consequently feminist theology has tended to lead the way in applying these forms of analysis to the question of
theology and the environment.  While a traditional response to suffering has been to direct the response to it in
charitable action, radical theologies direct attention to what they identify as the causes of suffering, and particularly
the causes hidden in our assumptions about 'the way the world is' that make us accept these causes as natural and
inevitable.
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Eco-Feminist theologians, such as Rosemary Radford Ruether and Grace Jantzen essentially accuse the theological
tradition of developing 'tunnel vision', of seeing creation in one way and missing other important ways of seeing it.
This has meant that theologians have failed to notice and respond to environmental concerns or have not considered
them important.  Of particular concern for eco-feminists are the ways theology has tended to view sin as a personal,
individual matter between the soul and God, and the way in which this God-soul relationship has directed attention
away from the importance of all relationships, including relationships between genders and relationships with the
natural world. They have questioned the notion that human fulfilment can be understood only as a spiritual
relationship with God and have directed attention back to other strands of biblical thought, such as that humanity was
created for community and fellowship and for physical flourishing, fruitfulness and justice.

They have also suggested that, rather than seeing the world as a natural resource, or as a fixed stage on which the
human drama plays out, we should see the world as if it was God's body, with which we have an organic relationship,
or as God's household, of which we are stewards, and not masters, or as the object of God's love, in which case our
role is to fall in love with creation, and care passionately for its well-being.
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Arrive and worship

Project 1

Develop your understanding of a theology of creation.

You will need to draw on any scriptural texts that you feel are relevant to this subject. You will also
need to reflect on tradition, on how the church of past centuries has engaged with this subject.

Can you form a coherent view, or range of views, that are reasonable for Christians to hold and that
help connect experience, scripture, tradition and reason together in answer to the following
questions?

i) What is God’s purpose in creating the world?
ii) What does it mean to consider ourselves as ‘a creation’?
iii) What does believing in a creator God mean for the way we live in relationship to

each other.
iv) What does believing in a creator God imply for our relationship to the rest of

creation?

Project 2

Imagine that a planning application has been submitted to construct a large windfarm on land near
your community.  Some members of the church have asked the PCC to object to the development.
Others have asked the PCC to support it. The PCC has asked your group to reflect and provide
theological advice to help them make a decision on whether and how to respond.

Apply the theology of creation you developed in Project 1.  What are the implications of your
theology for this issue?

Helpful questions may include:
Who and what is affected by this proposal?
Who will benefit and who will be disadvantaged?
What are the local, national and international issues raised by this proposal?
Is this proposal consistent with God’s purposes in creation?
What Christian values are important in making a decision?

What advice do you give to the PCC?

Prayer and preparation.

Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for Session 5.

GROUP SESSION 4
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SESSION 5

Sin and Suffering

For this session

Before you come.

Read the Introduction to this session.

Read Chapter 6 and pages 149-160 in Chapter 7 of Milgliore

You may like to study in the Reading Block: King, Good news for a suffering
world Ch 3

Identify two newspaper stories. One should illustrate the existence of
 suffering that does not appear to be anyone’s fault, the other should
 illustrate the presence  of sin in the world. Cut out/print off these stories to
 bring to the session with you.
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SESSION 5

Sin and Suffering

INTRODUCTION

Theodicy: Asking questions of God

One of the most pressing issues for most Christians today is the presence of suffering, evil and death in the world and
in our lives.  We have all seen, either first hand, or through the experiences of others, the cruel twists that life can take.
The may be due to the ravages of disease, the sudden and terrible turns of nature, the structural inequalities of the
world and of society or the depravity of the worst of human conduct. It is natural to ask why these things happen, and
in asking why, we are not just enquiring in to their physical causes, we are asking about the meaning and significance.

These events are also a conundrum for theology.  Is belief in God possible or desirable in the face of these
experiences? Or conversely does the existence of evil itself demand that we believe in God as our only hope in the
face of them?  McGrath presents the classic formulation of the problem of evil in theology like this: (Christian
Theology: An Introduction p 223)

1. God is good
2. A good God would not permit suffering or evil.
3. Yet suffering and evil are observed in the world.
4. Therefore a good God does not exist.

There are a range of possible responses to this problem.  Where these responses seek to justify or defend the existence
of a good God in the face of evil, they are called theodicies, (from the Greek words for God and for justice).

These theodicies, as we shall see, often attack the first two points of the argument, either questioning the
understanding of 'good' being used, or questioning the idea that evil must be regarded as 'permitted' by God because it
happens. Often such theodicies use more than one of the following arguments in order to address different types of
suffering, such as cruel human acts in contrast to natural disasters.

Some would follow the 2nd Century theologian, Irenaeus of Lyons.  He pointed out that human beings are not born
complete or finished works.  We require varied experiences in order to reach maturity, particularly spiritual maturity.
Therefore evil and suffering can be seen to play an ultimately positive role in human development.  Other theologians
would add that we can only evaluate these events from our perspective within them, and that if we saw, as God does,
the whole of the story from its end, then we would be able to see the whole of the Divine plan at work.  Many of us
can probably point to experiences of growth, or to initially hidden blessings, in difficult experiences. On the other
hand, there is a question here as to whether the blessing or growth is always proportionate to the suffering, and
whether this could be said to be true of events like the Holocaust or Hiroshima, the slave trade or the death of an
infant.  In cases where the suffering does not lead to self-improvement through overcoming, but instead leads to the
destruction of the sufferer, the argument that their experience is educational to others seems voyeuristic and
insensitive to say the least.

Another influential theologian on this question is Augustine of Hippo, who lived in North Africa in the 4th and 5th
Centuries.  Augustine had been a convert to a dualistic form of heretical Christian religion - Manichaeism. Dualism is
the belief that good and evil are opposing forces. God is good, and what opposes God is evil. In the Manichean
system, the world was evil because it was created by a deficient, lesser god called the demiurge. The God of Jesus
however was a perfect God of spirit and not of matter.   Augustine came to reject this belief and turned to the orthodox
Catholic faith believing that the one creator God must also be responsible for the redemption and salvation of the
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world. Setting two deities against each other was not a sufficient explanation.  However nor could Augustine assign
evil to the Creator, and make evil one of God's works.

Augustine stressed the notion of human freedom and this remains a major component of many theologies today.  God
has not created an army of robots who have no choice but to confirm to his will.  Instead we have a freedom to choose
to live morally or not.  Much of the evil in the world comes from the choices people make to prefer evil over good.
This is not a limitation on the power of God, rather it is often seen as a self-limitation of God, God graciously chooses
not to exercise power over us in order that we might be free.

Similarly there is a strand of theology that also extends this notion of freedom to the natural world.  This free process
defence argues that God does not determine all outcomes in the natural world either, but allows it freedom to fulfil its
own potential in various ways so that God respects the integrity of the world he has created.  In some process
theologies God still acts upon the world but does so by persuasion and not by command.

It is certainly the case that any world that involves change and, therefore, relationship, must involve change for the
worse as well as for the better.  This comparative element of necessity introduces the possibility of injustice and evil.
Stated another way, if it was impossible for anything to change for the worse, it would also be impossible for anything
to change for the better.   A particularly developed account of the significance of freedom is provided by American
Reformed philosopher Alvin Plantinga. Plantinga argues that God is constrained by God's own nature and therefore
must create a world that is the best of all possible worlds. Since, he argues, a world with evil and with freedom is
better than a world with no evil and no freedom, God is constrained to create the world we experience and God's
nature does not allow the creation of any other hypothetical world since they would be worse than ours.

However this free will defence is open to a number of objections. Augustine had to explain how it was that there was
an 'option of evil' for us to choose at all. His answer was that Satan gives us this option. Critics asked therefore about
the origins of Satan.  Augustine's response was that Satan is a fallen angel, created good (but free) by God, but then
rebelling against God.  But again, the critics asked, as the creator of this fallen angel, is not the responsibility still
God's? And again, where did the option of evil come from for Satan? Ultimately, if One God is the source of all
things, the responsibility for all that exists must come back to God.

A possible response provided by Augustine to this objection was to argue that evil does not actually exist as a 'thing' at
all.  This is not of course to deny the suffering and injustice we see around us.   Instead, on this understanding, evil is
like the hole in the middle of the Polo mint.  The hole does not itself exist, it is not made of something, rather it is an
absence of something, but by 'not existing' it defines the mint.  Evil on this understanding is privation. It is an absence
of those things that come from God. It is an absence of love, mercy, compassion and so on.  Further, it is only by
comparing the presence to the absence that we can identify good and come to know it, just as we can only recognise
light because of darkness, and darkness is not the opposite of light, but simply its absence. 12th Century Jewish
philosopher Maimonides added the observation that a privation is not necessarily a bad thing. A privation of hair, i.e.
baldness, he argued, could not be regarded as evil. History is silent on whether or not Maimonides was bald himself.

However there is a significant problem with theodicies focussing on freedom, and that is the extent to which such
freedom itself can be taken to exist and to what extent there are other forces at work beyond pure choice to do good or
ill.   Again we are in danger of returning to dualism, where an evil power opposes God, or to a world that is beyond
God's control, or to a Deism, in which God is not seen to be present in the world at all.

Augustine himself was not convinced that human beings were entirely free moral agents.  He believed in sin as a state
in which we are born, that we are sinful by nature.  This echoes the lament of St Paul, who wrote in Romans 7  'For I
do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.... So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what
is good, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law
at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I
am!' Augustine therefore believed that only Adam, as the first man, had truely free will. We, as children of Adam, are
slaves to the sin into which we are born.

Today, the issue of free will is also debated in our ethical and legal decisions, as we come to understand more of the
effects of psychology, group behaviours and genetics in influencing our actions. Meanwhile, Augustine's arguments
are only directed at evil in the general case.  They do not address the particular injustices we experience.  It is one
thing to speak of evil in general as being a necessary component of creation or human experience. It is another to talk
in terms that might suggest that the killing fields, the sex trade or particular tsunamis and earthquakes are necessary
parts of life.  Theodicy can run the risk of appearing too successful, of justifying the evil it is trying to explain and
thus failing to oppose it. It also has difficulty explaining evil things that appear 'designed' to be evil, such as parasites
that paralyse their hosts and eat them alive.
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Consequently there are several theological responses to evil that reject theodicy for a number of reasons.  One such
response is to regard it as inappropriate for human beings to appear to judge God. Good and evil are, in this approach,
defined by God, and not by us.  Therefore it is not for the creation to tell the creator that it should have been created
differently.  The clay does not tell the potter how to shape it.  God is the judge and therefore it is for God to allocate
joy and sorrow, blessing and disaster.  It may be that God has purposes of which we do not know.  God may be
punishing sins we are unaware of, or working out a plan for creation in a way hidden to us.  In either case our role is
to accept in humility what is assigned to us.  However, while it is one thing for an individual to assume this position
for themselves as an act of humility and worship of God, it is quite another for a suffering individual to have such a
view imposed upon them by another, especially if the one composing such a theology is doing so from a position of
relative comfort or privilege.  The idea that God is punishing hidden sin, explored extensively, and rejected, in the
book of Job, is a particularly dangerous idea because it can be taken to mean that suffering is always deserved, and so
many evils can be justified on the back of it.

The opposite view is taken by protest theologies.  These argue that it is not God who needs defending, the Almighty
does not require our arguments. Instead it is the victims, the sufferers, who require defence and on whose behalf we
should speak. This school of thought is particularly evident in Jewish post-holocaust theologies such as that of
Zachary Braiterman in (God) After Auchwitz (1998). It may seek to place God on trial, believing that God cannot
easily be forgiven. On the other hand it may identify God with the sufferer and hold that God is also a victim of evil
who suffers its effects also.  The story is told by Elie Wiesel, a survivor of  Auschwitz, Buna, and Buchenwald
concentration camps, of being forced to witness a young boy die slowly, over an hour, on the gallows. '“Where is
God? Where is He?” someone behind me asked...  “Where is God now?”       And I heard a voice within me answer
him:
     “Where is He? Here He is—He is hanging here on this gallows…” (La Nuit 1958)

For Christians, the crucifixion of Jesus, and his cry 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me' (Mark 15:34), is a
particularly powerful image for protest theology, and for Christian reflection on suffering and God more generally.

One task of theology then is to give voice to suffering, to frame the question, and to give practical help, not simply to
give a theological answer. After all, what is required by a suffering person may not be an intellectual defence of God,
which may seem to be a justification of their plight, but alleviation of their suffering and its prevention for others.
However, as Ford points out, 'Most practical responses require thought and intelligence, and stopping thinking about
evil is no solution either.' (Theology: A Short Introduction p 66)

Some will argue however that this action to end suffering, particularly to end its causes, is properly the role of God.
So another possible response to suffering is to believe that God will act in the future, to look forward to a day when
evil will be overcome and suffering ended.  This is part of what is called eschatology and we will return to in in
Session 8.  Others believe that it is not sufficient to look to a future hope only, but by envisaging what a perfect future
would be like, we are caused to analyse what is wrong with the present, and then are motivated to act.

Radical theologies, such as black theology, are one group of approaches to fusing action and analysis through a critical
reading of the world in the light of the gospel. These see the appropriate theological response being to work to address
injustice and its causes in this world, rather than wait for God to act in judgement at the end of time or after death.
However these theologies, as seen in the work of James Cone and Martin Luther King, do not to fall into the trap of
modernist thinking which bought into the myth of human progress, and thought that we could perfect ourselves by our
own activities, dreams which died on the battlefields of two world wars.  Instead they are grounded in the resurrection
of Christ, which is interpreted to signal the defeat of the 'power of this world'.  God has already won the victory over
the power of evil, suffering and death, and the task of the Christian community is to live out this victory in the face of
their own suffering.  This suffering is to be transformed by the cross and resurrection, in this world and not (only) in
the world to come.

These approaches, each a partial response to the mystery of evil in the light of the goodness of God, all make clear that
God intends evil to be something that is responded to and overcome. God stands in judgement against evil. And evil is
not something of which we are solely passive observers, so our consideration of evil therefore must also be a
consideration of ourselves. The process of judgement is one to which we are also subject and so this brings us to
consider the question of sin.

Sin: Being questioned by God.

If evil is to be resisted and overcome, then we need to be able to identify it, including in ourselves. Considerations of
the problem of evil therefore cannot solely be a question of reconciling its existence to God. Indeed for theology in
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general a pressing task is usually seen to be the question of understanding the relationship between evil and our
existence, and reconciling us to our own nature, and to God.  God judges us.  This means that theology needs to
engage with the notion of sin.

While sometimes sin is viewed as a failure to act (what the tradition calls a 'sin of omission')  it is more often in
scripture viewed as the committing of an act.  In the Old Testament, for the people of Israel, what is sin is principally
defined by the Law. This is regarded as a revelation of the will and nature of God, and it forms a covenant, a mutual
agreement between the people and God.  If they keep the commandments of the Law then they will be blessed and
will be able to dwell in the land that God has given them.  Keeping the Law is therefore not only a matter of 'living a
good life', or 'doing the right thing', it is also an act of worship, of obedience and of faithfulness to the God who is
faithful to the nation. Keeping the Law is also therefore not simply a personal and private expression of faith, it is the
act of a community who relate corporately to God.

Because of this focus on Law, the terminology used in the Bible for sin is most commonly legal terminology, using
the metaphors of the royal and legal courts. Sin is disobedience, transgression, lawlessness, rebellion against God and
his Laws.  But there is another strand of thinking also.  There is an awareness that the Law is given only to Israel and
is a unique feature of her relationship with her God.  But there is also an awareness that some form of moral code must
apply to other nations, since God is sovereign over them also.  Further, there was a time in the history of Israel, before
Moses, the exodus and mount Sinai, when the Law had not yet been given, and yet moral standards still applied. We
see therefore an apparently relaxed attitude to the moral practices of the patriarchs in the book of Genesis, who are
polygamous and who carry 'household gods' (or small idol statues) with them. Similarly the nations of the world are
not expected to live by the whole of the Law of Israel, and yet, for  example the Prophet Amos is able to speak
judgement against them for their evil deeds.  What unites both cases is that in each, morality and sin are founded on
the nature of God and God's ordering of creation.  In general terms therefore, sin can be partially defined as failing to
live in accordance with the will of God, particularly in the commission of acts.

This focus on acts is important, as it directs us to notice that sin has practical consequences and results in genuinely
and, often grievously, experienced suffering.  But acts themselves are not the whole story of course.  Jesus particularly
refocussed attention on not the letter of the Law and individual actions, but  on questions of motivation.  Ultimately,
the Law is summed up in the command to love God and neighbour as ourselves and this makes is a matter of heart,
mind and spirit as well as physical action.

Theology has reflected on the relationship between these spiritual and relational dimensions of sin, and reflected also
on the fact, noted above, that we do not seem always to be able to control or freely chose our own actions. St Paul
treats this question particularly in his letter to the Romans.  Building from here, theology has constructed a notion of
sin as a state of being, rather than simply a collection of actions compared to a set of rules.  Sin is expressed in wrong
behaviour, and contravention of the Law (both in spirit and in letter), but sin is not just this behaviour nor even the
motivations that underlines this behaviour. Sin is ultimately, in these theologies, essentially the fact that the creation is
not the Creator. Only God is perfect. As created beings we 'fall short of his glory' (Romans 3:23). This is taken to be
implicit in the Greek word for sin, harmartia, which literally means 'falling short of the mark' as an arrow might fall
short of its target. (This gives the study of sin its technical name - hamartiology.) It is not just our actions that are
'fallen' then, it is our very being itself, because we, as created things, are not able to be in perfect communion with the
Creator through our own efforts.

This makes sin a question of relationship.  Contextual theologies would often stress that this is a question of
relationships between human being and groups, such as male and female or poor and rich or black and white.  But in
all cases it is also, and usually primarily, a question of relationship with God. This is reflected in the distinction in
Catholic doctrine between mortal and venial sins.  Venial sins are 'forgiveable', in that they are lesser sins that injure
but do not break relationship with God because their character is not an intentional violation of an aspect of the
character of God.  This includes acts that are done without thinking, or are regarded as less serious.  Mortal sins on the
other hand are a deliberate and premeditated rejection of the nature of God. For example murder, which is a rejection
of God as the source of life, or adultery, which is a rejection of God as faithful. These sins break the relationship
between the person and God, so cutting them off from the eternal life that can only come from God.

Protestant theology is more likely to stress that all sin is a reflection of a separateness from God, or a rejection of God,
and therefore, all sin is an expression of our mortal, 'fallen', nature.

Exactly how this state of 'fallenness' is seen as having come about is related to views on creation. In  traditional,
'creationist' theologies, in which the story of Genesis 3 is read literally as an historical account, it is held that God
created the world perfect, but presented Adam and Eve with a choice to obey or rebel. They gave into temptation and
chose rebellion, being decided by Satan, which fundamentally altered the relationship between creation and God.  Sin
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now 'has dominion' over creation, including humanity, because of this first sin and its enduring effect on this
relationship with God.

However not all traditional theologians understand this story as historical, instead interpreting it allegorically.  Those
who accept evolution as an accurate account of human origins also cannot accept this story as an historical account.
For these theologians the story is to be compared to the parables of Jesus, it is mythology containing deep and Divine
truths about human nature, but not an account of actual events.  It is not that we sin because of Adam and Eve, but
rather that Adam and Eve show us what we are like and reflect back to us our own sinful condition and inability to
live as we should despite knowing what is right.

Theologians have debated the extent to which this sinful state, or Original Sin, effects our ability to choose to do what
is good.  In the 4th Century this question was debated particularly between Augustine and Pelagius.  Pelagius believed
that, though fallen, human beings could still choose to do good. Augustine argued that we are in self-imposed
bondage, slavery, to sin and that it was therefore impossible for a person to always choose good.  While traditional
Christianity has sided with Augustine, it has also been careful not to deny that humanity remains 'in the image of God'
and has seen the original goodness of creation as remaining, albeit in diminished or damaged form.  To what extent
this goodness remains is also an issue of debate in traditional Protestant Theology.  Some side with John Calvin's view
of 'total depravity'. This sees every human action as being corrupted to some degree.  While some aspects of a person
or an action might be good, that action is always tainted with sinful desire, intent or motivation and so no action is
ever pleasing to God.  All actions are to some extent sinful.  Other theologians, saw human beings as retaining the
possibility of individually pure acts that are not corrupted by sin, even though no human person is sinless.

These questions are still live today, as we learn more about the significance of unconscious influences and impulses
on our lives and actions and as we try to relate this knowledge to the idea of free will.   Contextual theologies in
particular may reconstruct the idea of original sin as a way of talking about sin as a force beyond the control of
individuals, which shapes the behaviour of individuals.  This is what much contemporary discussion might reference
when talking about a 'culture of abuse', or 'institutional racism', or being a 'victim of the system', or 'the unwanted
consequences of capitalism'.

Of particular importance to most theologies is that, while ethical reflection on what is good and what is evil is
important and valuable, and that humans can and must strive to live good lives, ultimately humanity cannot heal itself.
Individual sins can be forgiven, but this is only half the battle. It is not only the acts of sin that must be addressed, but
the very condition of sinfulness itself.  Theology asks with St Paul "who will save me from this body of death" and
therefore ultimately Christian theology looks to Jesus, his person and his work, to give hope, to triumph over sin.  This
is the subject of the next session.
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Arrive and worship

In pairs

Share what you have noted from Session 4

As a group

Worship together.

Project 1

Share the stories that you have brought that illustrate suffering in the world.
Considering as many stories as time allows, explore each story in turn.
Ask:

What is the nature of the suffering in the story?
What are the causes of the suffering in the story?
How might a Christian try to explain the suffering in the story?
How might a Christian respond to the suffering in the story?

Taken together, what do these stories imply for our theological understanding of the
relationship between God and suffering?

Project 2

Share the stories that you have brought that illustrate sin in the world.
Considering as many stories as time allows, explore each story in turn.
Ask:

What is the nature of the sin in the story?
What are the causes of the sin in the story?
What are the effects of the sin?
How might a Christian respond to the sin in the story?

Taken together, what do these stories imply for our theological understanding of the
nature of sin?

Project 3

Discuss the statement
Christianity expresses pain, it does not cure it.

Prayer and Preparation

  Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.

Plan your preparation for Session 6.

GROUP SESSION 5
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SESSION 6

The person and the work of Christ

For this session

Read the Introduction to this session.

 Read Chapter 8 and pages 160-162 in Chapter 7 of Milgliore

You may like to study in the Reading Block: Higton, Christian Doctrine Ch 5
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SESSION 6

The person and work of Christ

Who is this who forgives sins? (Luke 7:49)  Who is this that even the wind and the sea obey him? (Matthew 8:27)
Who is this?  This is the central question of the gospels, coming to a head in Jesus question "Who do you say that I
am?" (Mark 8:29).

The study of the person of Jesus and his significance is called Christology.  The study of what Jesus does to save us is
called soteriology (soteria is Greek for salvation). These two areas have traditionally been highly interrelated. What
Jesus does is very much related to who Jesus is.

Atonement for sin.

The New Testament associates the death of Jesus with sin, but not his own personal sin. Indeed Jesus is held to be
sinless, although still fully human.  The writer to the Hebrews says that in Jesus "we have one who in every respect
has been tested as we are, yet without sin "(Hebrews 4:15). Rather Jesus' suffering, death and resurrection are held to
be related to the sins of all humanity and have the effect of atoning (that is, making amends for) the sins of those who
believe in him.  Most simply stated "Christ died for our sins" (1 Corinthians 15:3).

The New Testament does not give a particular mechanism by which this happens, but speaks of it through the
metaphors of sacrifice, drawing on the Jewish sacrificial system.  Two particular sacrifices seem to be in mind. Both
of these conducted annually and so were of the greatest significant (as compared to the daily cycle of Temple
sacrifices which were largely offerings of worship and thankfulness to God or atoning for the sins of individuals). One
is the Yom Kippur, or Day of Atonement, sacrifice, as described in Leviticus 16 and 23, which was seen as atoning for
the sins of the nation.  In this ritual, one goat is sacrificed as an offering which another is symbolically sent off into the
wilderness, carrying the sins of the people with it, either as a 'scapegoat' or possibly as an offering to ward off a
demon or evil spirit (the Hebrew text of Lev 16:10 is unclear).  Since the Day of Atonement sacrifice was the only
time in which the High Priest went through the curtain in the Temple and approached the Holy of Holies within, it is
likely that the images of that curtain tearing as Jesus dies in Matthew 27, and the imagery of Jesus the High Priest in
Hebrews 8 and 9, are drawing on this ritual.

The second sacrificial context is that of the Passover. This annual festival, set out in Exodus 12, marks the escape of
the Israelites from Egypt.  During the ten plagues, sent to afflict their Egyptian captors, Moses is commanded to direct
the people to sacrifice lambs and mark their houses with the blood.  This is a sign to the angel of death to pass over
these homes and not to take the lives of their firstborn.  The associations of this sacrifice therefore are protection from
death and freedom from slavery.  Jesus' crucifixion took place around passover, the last supper was a passover meal
and the New Testament connects the death of Jesus with the killing of the Paschal lamb.  This is explicit in 1
Corinthians 5:7 'Christ our passover has been sacrificed for us' but is also implied extensively elsewhere.  For example
Exodus 12:46 states that the lamb must be eaten in a way so as not to break any of its bones and John 19:31-34
stresses that Jesus was taken down from the cross without the usual Roman practise of breaking the legs of the victim
to hasten death.

Taken together, the Atonement and Passover sacrifices give rise to the image of the 'Lamb of God who takes away the
sins of the world' (John 1:29), who by his death is both a sacrifice for, and a means of freedom for, sin and death.

Scholarly opinion, in both Judaism and Christianity, is divided on whether Temple sacrifices in Jesus' day were
understood purely in ritual and symbolic terms or were actually held to have a mechanism by which they were
effective.  In other words, did they allow people to see their forgiveness acted out, or were sacrifices actually required
for forgiveness to take place?  Are sacrifices for our benefit or for God's benefit?

Two key words in this debate are the English words 'expiation' and 'propitiation.  These are used in different bible
versions to translate the Greek word hilasterion. This word appears in Romans 3:25 and 1 John 2:2 and 4:10, each of
which describes Christ as being a 'hilasterion for our sins'.  It is an unusual term, but we know that the ancient Greek
version of the Hebrew bible uses it refer to the cover of the Ark of the Covenant in the Temple.  It was on this cover
that the blood of the Atonement sacrifice was sprinkled, and it is also called the 'mercy seat'.  Therefore we know the
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word has something to do with sacrifice.   It is difficult to be sure though of the meaning Paul and John see in this
image when they apply it to Jesus on the cross.  They are representing the cross as the 'mercy seat', but how do they
see the sacrifice of Jesus as giving us forgiveness?  If we translate this to be 'Jesus is an expiation for our sins' as the
Revised Standard Version of the bible does, then we are understanding the image to be one of cleansing, of washing
away or wiping out sin.  Jesus' blood washes away our sins, therefore his death changes something in us.   This could
mean that the cross is a symbolic act, demonstrating the wrath of God at sin, God's judgement on it, and underlining
its consequences in being the root cause of suffering and death. It is something that God does to show that our sins are
serious, even as they are forgiven.  But if we use the word  'propitiation' for our sins (as the King James Bible does),
this implies a change on God's part and implies that Jesus' death performs the function of appeasing God's wrath (not
just displaying it). God chooses to punish Jesus for our sins and therefore God moves from an attitude of wrath to an
attitude of forgiveness.

Some theologians are especially uncomfortable with the second translation because they see it as un-Trinitarian, as
setting the Father and the Son against each other, or seeing it, as C H Dodd did (The Bible and the Greeks 1935), as
being overly influenced by pagan ideas of manipulating changeable gods through sacrifice, rather than Jewish ideas
which saw sacrifice as a faithful response to faithful God, not as something done to effect change in God.

The concept of blood sacrifice is quite alien to us today however.  Therefore contemporary evangelical theology,
building on Reformation theologians, tends to present either expiation or propitiation understandings of the death of
Jesus but using the more familiar images of a law court or financial system. The atonement is understood through
other biblical metaphors such as of 'paying a ransom' or 'a price' or making restitution for a crime.  This is often
interpreted to mean Jesus 'taking the punishment in place of the sinner'.  These theories are called 'penal substitution'
theologies because Jesus is held to substitute for us and to have endured a punishment for legal transgressions that
should have been due to us.

Some would identify a logical flaw in this presentation however. These theologies tend to hold that the punishment
due for sin is eternal and spiritual death, and Jesus did not suffer this.  Believers still experience physical death, and so
Jesus did not endure this instead of us either.  Therefore it is hard to understand the imagery of substitution in more
than a symbolic sense and it does not, if considered alone, provide a mechanism for salvation.  It seems more accurate
to say that Jesus shared our life and death so that we might share in his resurrection.  Atonement, if considered from
the full perspective of the Incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ more closely resembles a journey
that Jesus takes with us and that we take with him.

Atonement and the Nature of Christ.

This brings us back to a consideration of the nature of Jesus and to theologies that arose from the 2nd century
onwards, in the Patristic Period and on into medieval theology.

One of these is the image of Christus victor, Christ the Victorious, which was popular up to the end of the 11th
Century when it was heavily criticised by Anselm of Canterbury.  This image draws attention to the period between
the death and resurrection of Jesus and sees his work as continuing at this time.  Jesus, in the words of the Apostles'
Creed, descended to the dead (or to hell).  This formulation draws particularly on 1 Peter 3:19-20 and 4:6 which talk
of Jesus preaching the gospel to those who had already died.

Both Origen in the 3rd Century and Gregory the Great in the 6th, taught that if Christ was a ransom, then this must be
paid to someone, and identified the Devil as the one holding souls for ransom.  In Medieval presentations of this
model, Jesus descends into the underworld, (or Sheol or hell) and tricks the Devil who is holding the souls there
captive.   Jesus offers himself to Satan as payment to secure their release. However hell cannot hold Jesus and he rises
up victorious, breaking open the gates of hell and liberating the dead to heaven.  In the words of Rufinus of Aquileia
(around 400AD), Christ was 'bait.. so that he who had power over death seized the body of Jesus in death, unaware of
the hook of divinity which lay hidden inside.  Having swallowed it, he was immediately caught....drawn up from the
pit, to become food for others'.

Anselm, however, felt that this model was in danger of granting too much power to evil. Seeing Jesus as having to pay
a ransom to the Devil could imply that the Devil had power over the world.  Anselm believed this power should
belong only to God. Anselm therefore considered that the ransom that Jesus paid was paid to God.  This laid the
foundations of the atonement theologies considered above in which Jesus satisfies God's justice.

The image of Christ the Victorious was an extension of a major current of reflection in the early church, beginning
with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus of Lyons in the 2nd Century.  This approach sees Jesus' death through the lens of his
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incarnation.  Christ is Emmanuel, God with us, 'For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily' (Colossians 2:9).
Therefore the actions of Christ are, in some sense, the actions of God.  'God was, in Christ, reconciling the world to
himself.'  For Patristic theology, forgiveness, and therefore sacrifice, while important and affirmed, was not the whole
story.  The ultimate problem, as we saw in the previous session, was not sins, individually committed, but sin itself,
understood as a state of being.  Athanasius of Alexandria (The Incarnation of the Word 4th Century) wrote
'Repentance cannot remedy fallen nature: we are corrupted and need to be restored to the grace of God’s image, and
no one can renew but he who created.'

Even forgiven, human beings are still creatures.  Creatures cannot grant themselves immortality or perfection, which
are properties only possessed by God. These things are for God to grant alone.  But how could God, who is infinite
and unchanging, grant these qualities to finite and changeable humanity?  The answer given was that in Jesus, fully
God and fully man, both the divine nature and our creaturely nature were brought together.  In the formulation of
Athanasius, 'He became what we are so that he might make us what he is.'  Jesus then had to enter into into the whole
of the human, creaturely condition in order to redeem it by bringing the Divine nature into it.  Therefore Jesus not only
became human to redeem humanity, but also had to suffer death in order to conquer death.  Further, he had to become
sin itself for us, that is endure its judgement in relation to God. Being divine as well as human, Jesus could embody
both the separation from God that sin implies, and maintain his unity with the Father.  The idea that Jesus suffers for
us, and dies for our sins, only made sense in these formulations in the context of the whole reality of Christ's being
and whole story of his life, which is one through which God identifies with us and enters into our existence in a new
way.

Athanasius work was a key part of a process that engaged the Church for over 500 years, and continuous to challenge
theology today, as they tried to give adequate expression to the idea that Jesus was both God and man, that God could
be present on earth without giving up Divinity. We find the results of these reflections and wrestlings in the Creeds
and statements of the Ecumenical Councils.

The debates of this period are conducted in a very technical application of the language of Greek philosophy and so
are difficult to access today.  However they can be seen as defining a space for us between two errors.  It is much
easier to say what orthodox Christians don't believe about God and about Jesus than what they do!

Two sets of errors were to be avoided.  One set prevented Jesus being seen as both God and man at the same time, and
fully and genuinely both (rather than one taking over from the other). At one extreme is the error of 'Ebonitism'. This
was a school of thought that held that Jesus was just a man, albeit a good man, inspired by God. This made Jesus like
a prophet (and is how he is seen in Islam).  At the other extreme, Jesus was seen, in 'Docetism', as being entirely God,
and only seeming to be like a human being (and who therefore only appeared to suffer and die, but did not really do
so.  Rejecting both these extremes, theology then examined and rejected a number of positions in between.  For
example the idea that Jesus was a man who then became a god by being adopted was rejected. Discarded also was the
view that Jesus was a lesser god, created by the Father and then sent to become a divine mind in a human body.  The
orthodox view of Jesus was set out at the Council of Chalcedon in 451AD .  This stated that  'our Lord Jesus Christ is
to us One and the same Son, the Self-same Perfect in Godhead, the Self-same Perfect in Manhood; truly God and truly
Man'. The statement goes on to explore more fully what it means to talk about his human nature and divine nature, and
how these two natures coexisted in his together without the two being confused or one being lost.

The other set of errors concerned the nature of God.  The Church maintained that there was, eternally, only One God.
And yet it also maintained that God must be spoken of as Father, Son and Holy Spirit to do justice to the scriptures as
to Jesus as both God and man.  Some groups were worried that different ways of talking about this made it seem like
there were three Gods.  Others felt that talking too much about One God risked making Jesus either all human or as
seeing the whole of God become mortal and die on the cross and therefore stop being God.

These arguments led to the formation of the Doctrine of the Trinity which affirms that God is One Being and One
Substance but is Three Persons, perfectly united.  Again it is perhaps easier to view this as a statement of what God is
not, rather than of what God is.  God is not divided or disunited.  God is not three different things.  But God is not one
person either.  In between these two errors, of what the Athanasian Creed called 'dividing the substance' and
'confusing the persons' lies the mystery of the true nature of God.  We cannot speak of the mystery, but through Jesus
we are shown the shape that the mystery takes and are allowed knowledge of what the mystery is not.  This brings
together the apophatic and cataphatic traditions we met in Session 2, the approaches of speaking positively and
negatively of what God is like.
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These doctrines remain central to most Christian denominations understandings of God, Jesus and their relationship to
each other and to us and continue to speak powerfully to most believers today.  However there are also movements in
more contemporary theology that have called them into question or wished to supplement them with other approaches.

The Quest for the 'Historical' Jesus.

A major movement in theology in the 18th, 19th and 20th Centuries in Christology, in the understanding of Jesus,
were the series of scholarly 'quests' that were undertaken to attempt to use the tools of science and history to examine
the question of who Jesus 'really' was.  A distinction was made between the 'Jesus of History' and 'Christ of Faith'. The
former was taken to mean the real human person of Jesus of Nazareth, as understood by the investigations of
historians and biblical studies. The latter was the beliefs about that person constructed by theologians and proclaimed
by the church.

Scholars such as Rudolf Bultmann believed that they could remove the 'mythical' elements from theology and from
the gospels, setting aside what they saw as faith based additions and interpretations, to lay bare the historical person
behind them.   Christianity could be 'demythologised' and presented, cleansed from superstition and supernaturalism
in a way fit for 'modern' minds.

Part of the these 'quests' was to try to discover what 'Jesus really said', that is to judge which saying in the gospels can
be regarded as having been uttered by Jesus and which were later creations of the Church, and also an attempt to
explain 'what really happened' in relation to miracles, such as the Feeding the Five Thousand actually being an
example of all the people being inspired to share their food with each other.

However suspicion began to build that what scholars were actually doing was recreating a Jesus in their own images,
not demythologising but 're-mythologising', simply presenting a new 'Christ of faith' in their own terms and finding a
Jesus who was, for example, a modernist, rationalist, liberal like they were.

Today, biblical studies continues to stress the importance of seeing Jesus not only through subsequent doctrinal beliefs
about him, but also in the light of historical research into the context he came from and spoke to, that of Second
Temple Judaism.  Scholars such as Geza Vermes and E P Sanders have helped rediscover the Jewishness of Jesus and
helped set early Christianity in its historical context. They have demonstrated the deep similarities and the differences
between the way in which Jesus, Paul and the earliest church did theology and the ways theology was done and
understood by Jewish communities at in same time period and produced enlightening interpretations of the bible as a
result, striping away what centuries of (mis?)interpretation have added.  But we must also acknowledge that, short of
inventing a time machine, we have no access to 'the historical Jesus' and only to accounts about him that were written,
not as if they were sober, 19th Century 'objective' histories but as passionate proclamations of faith in God and as
works of theology, expressing the meaning of the events for the writers and their communities, not just describing
them.  The gospels, for example, are now more commonly studied as whole works of literature and narratives in their
own right, with their own coherence, rather than being dissected to discover some original fragments of 'what actually
happened'.

But despite the value of research into the historical context of the bible and the context in which Jesus lived,
contemporary scholarship is also very aware of the dangers of projecting onto Jesus attitudes and beliefs from our
modern era.  Instead Jesus and the gospel writers must be allowed to speak as people of their own time.   This
tendency to read our own values into the text is all too common in popular piety as well as in scholarly work.  Jesus
can be made out to be, for example, a 'family values conservative and capitalist' or a 'liberal, inclusive socialist'
depending on one's political views!  There clearly is a distinction to be made between 'who Jesus really was' and 'what
is claimed about him today' if we are to avoid his name being appropriated and associated with causes and opinions
that he would not have owed.  But this judgement implies we exercise caution, that we allow Jesus to speak to us and
reform us, rather than simply co-opting him onto 'our team' and assume that he must be like we wish him to be.

Contextual Christologies.

As we might have come to expect by now however, contextual theologies have embraced this subjective element in
the proclamation of the Christ of faith.  These theologies, as we have seen in previous sessions, ask questions about
what is universal and what is personal, political and individual in Christianity. Of particular interest is the way in
which Jesus has been interpreted over time by those whose position has allowed their world-view to dominate. So for
example, if we look at the stained glass windows in our churches, or at the history of Christian art, Jesus typically
appears as a white, European man, shorn of his Jewish ethnicity.
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Contextual theologians have argued that while the historical Jesus is important, the Christ of faith is intended to be
universal. What is important in the theology of the incarnation is that Christ became a human being to save all human
beings.  Therefore it is possible to assist theology in relating Christ to the whole of humanity to also explore, as well
as Jesus as a first century Jewish male, other creative interpretations that allow Christ to be identified with the full
range of humanity.  As a result, many cultures have depicted Christ as being ethically identified with them, producing
Indian, Asian or Black Christ's, both in art but also in doctrinal theology, reimagining how his message would have
been presented if he were born into that context or speaking directly into that context today.  Feminist theologians
have similarly used the concept of Christa, a female Christ, often depicted naked on the cross in art, to explore the
meaning of the incarnation from a female perspective.



73

Arrive and worship

In pairs
 Share what you have noted from Session 5.

As a group
Worship together.

Project 1
Examine the following passages of scripture.

Mark 2:1-12
1 John 2:1-2
Philippians 2:5-11
John 1:1-4, 14

For each, identify how the writers understand the person and work of Jesus.

Project 2
The following statements about Jesus are taken from the Athanasian Creed (8th Century AD)

Furthermore it is necessary to everlasting salvation;
that he also believe faithfully the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.
For the right Faith is, that we believe and confess;
that our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
is God and Man;
God, of the Essence of the Father;
begotten before the worlds;
and Man, of the Essence of his Mother,
born in the world.
Perfect God; and perfect Man
Who although he is God and Man; yet he is not two, but one Christ…
For as the soul and flesh is one man; so God and Man is one Christ;
Who suffered for our salvation;
descended into hell;
rose again the third day from the dead.
He ascended into heaven,
he sitteth on the right hand of the God the Father Almighty

Examine each statement in turn and explore the claims they make about Jesus.
Taken together, what story do they tell about the person and work of Jesus?

Drawing on your discussions of both the scriptures and the creed, why might it be important for
 our theological thinking that Jesus was both God and Man?

Project 3

Below is an image of Christ as Christa.

The figure of the female Christ or the Christa has been a recurring motif in Christian feminist
theological writings since the 1970s, provoked by the creation of a sculpture of that name by
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Edwina Sandys in 1974 for the United Nations Decade for Women: Equality, Development and
Peace (1976-1985).7 The sculpture — a nude female form wearing a crown of thorns with arms
outstretched in the form of a crucified figure — was displayed in the Cathedral of St John the
Divine, New York, during Holy Week, 1984, and caused something of an uproar, eliciting strongly
divided reactions from those who viewed it. from Slee, N Seeking the Risen Christa 2011 p7

How do you respond to it?

Prayer and preparation.

Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.

Plan your preparation for Session 7.
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SESSION 7

EXPERIENCE

For this session

Before you come.

Read Migliore Ch 9

You may like to study in the Reading Block: Jones Christian Theology: A Brief
Introduction Ch 6
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SESSION 7

Experience

Having looked in the previous three sessions at theology in action, and begun to explore some of its central
doctrines and themes, we now return to look again at theological method.  It is likely that, as you have studied
the theology of others, and begun to reflect on and construct your own, you have asked questions about its
relevance to you, your life and your church.  Has it connected with your experience?  Has it made you think,
understand, pray or live differently?  If it has not, many would not consider it successful theology.

Theology is a reflective process that invites us to enter into a cycle whereby we attempt some theology, and
then return to look critically at our findings and the methods we used to reach them and to assess whether they
work for us.  But what does it mean to say that a theology 'works' or 'does not work' for us?  We have already
considered in some detail the tradition, the scriptures and human reason and how theologies may be tested and
defined by them. We now return to reconsider experience which is another key part of addressing this
question.

In the first years of the Church, experience was a key source for theology.  The experiences of the disciples of
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, of the Church at Pentecost, of the Gospel being received by the
Gentiles, were the fabric from which the first Christian theologies were woven. Over the intervening
centuries, experience has continued to play a significant part in the life of religious people, but its impact on
theology itself became more limited for much of history. In addition, the theological attention paid to the
subject of experience as a source of truth became more focused on specifically religious experience. This is
experience believed to be 'of God' as opposed to experience of life more generally.

Experience as validation

One of the key roles played by religious experience is validation.  By this understanding, religious experience
does not so much inform the content of theology, but instead provides personal evidence that  beliefs are
correct (or perhaps, incorrect). Thus it was for Martin Luther, who believed that the Christian did not need to
be assured of salvation by the Church, but could be directly assured by his or her experience of God.
Likewise for John Wesley, who spoke of his conversion to Christianity as coming well after his acceptance of
intellectual statements about Christianity when his 'heart was strangely warmed'.    On the other hand,
Aquinas' religious experience confirmed to him his belief in the ultimate indescribably of God, but thereby led
him to believe that his theology of God was inadequate.

In this sense, experience has a long history in theology and particularly in revivalist movements and in
charismatic and pentecostal expressions of Christianity.  In some of these expressions, religious experience is
held to impart knowledge directly, such as through the receipt of prophetic words or spiritual insights into
specific situations.  However, it is unusual for such insights to be believed to be new theology. Sometimes
they are believed to be a recovery of a past orthodoxy that had become corrupted, a return to the 'pure faith' of
the early Church, but they are typically only recognised as valid by others within the movement if they are
judged to be compatible with theology derived from other means, especially the Bible.

This directs us to one of the problems with using experience as a theological category, that is its privatised and
personal nature.  While the 'inner' character of experience makes it so powerful to the one having it, it is also
precisely this that weakens the power of that experience to speak to anyone outside it.  We simply do not
know what other people's inner experiences are like, and their experiences are not meaningful to us in the
same way that they are to them.

Several attempts have been made to address this issue.  One is to expand the category of experience from the
personal to the general, to ask questions not about what a particular person has experienced but about human
experience in general, and particularly the experience of being human itself.
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Existentialism
Understanding experience as being common to the whole of humanity was attractive to Modernist minds, inspired by
the success of science in seeking universal answers to questions of knowledge.  It was a way of avoiding what many
saw as a problematic feature of Christianity, the 'scandal of particularity'.  The claim of Christians that God was
primarily knowable through events that took place in a particular location, centuries ago, in a manner closed to our
direct testing, and scrutiny seemed inadequate for the establishment of a universal truth.

Instead, some philosophers observed that human beings are different from any other creature that we know but share a
feature in common.  Not only do we know that we exist, we know that we know.  We are able to ask questions about
our existence, and question our own answers. We, uniquely, are the only known way that the Universe has, to know
that it exists.  Further we are also its only way to know what it is like to exist and to ask what it means to exist.
Existentialism arose in the early 19th Century, and reached its peak in theology in the mid 20th Century in response to
this insight. It is an attempt to describe the human condition and respond to it.

Martin Heidegger, in his 1927 work, Being and Time, is credited with bringing this approach to bear in theology. He
distinguished between two basic forms of human existence, which he called 'authentic' and 'inauthentic'. The former is
humanity being what it truly is. The latter is humanity failing to be so. German Lutheran, Rudolf Bultmann (1884 –
1976) interpreted these two conditions in the light of the gospel.  He understood inauthentic existence to be
unbelieving, unredeemed human experience. It is humanity failing to realise its true nature as dependant on God,
instead attempting, sinfully, to be self-sufficient or dependant on material things or moral actions to meet their
existential needs.  Authentic existence on the other hand is believing, redeemed existence which trusts only in God.
For Bultmann, the answer to the human 'existential crisis' and particularly the crisis presented by our knowledge of
our own mortality, finitude and frailty is self-surrender and acceptance of God's grace.  Only then are we living and
experiencing the world in the way in which we were intended. Only then are we truly human.  (It is important to note
that here Bultmann is not using experience to inform theology, rather he is using theology to reinterpret human
experience itself.)

This is one example of an existential theology, based on one diagnosis of the human condition.  Other assessments of
the range of general human experiences and existential needs have been made. For many, the work of Paul Tillich in
the 1950's is the best example of an attempt to present a Christianity capable of making sense of common human
experience and to show that Christianity could meet these needs.

Experience as boundary condition.

Post-modern thought, however, questions generalities. It is sceptical about claims to be able to speak about something
like 'universal human experience'. It would ask: Whose experiences are being used to define what is 'normal' or
universal?  Are the experiences of a white middle-class European female the same as those of a poor, black African
male? Who gets to say 'what it means to be human'? Must everyone accept that their existence has the same meaning,
especially when someone else has assigned that meaning to them?  Post-modernism has reclaimed the particularity
and the individual character of the experiences of individuals and of distinct communities, particularly in the light of
colonialism and its assumption that one group were able to decide for others their given place in the created order.
This affects the way that experience is used in some theologies.

It has caused a reassessment of the way in which experience might be used to validate a religious belief or theological
theory.  Post-modernism is often misunderstood to be entirely about individualism, about saying that 'anything goes',
but in fact a much better understanding of post-modern searches for truth is that they are about connection. Post-
modernism argues that I cannot know with philosophical certainty that my beliefs on a subject are true in an absolute,
objective, provable sense (and therefore that I cannot impose them on others).  Such proof cannot be given.  Therefore
I do not seek to provide this proof.  Instead what I try to do is make my beliefs consistent with each other and make
connections between them.  Our knowledge is thought of as being like a web.  A new belief might mean that links in
our web of knowledge need to be reassessed. Changing our minds about one thing might lead us to change our minds
about other things until our web of ideas is brought back into a stable, connected state again.  The more a belief seems
to connect with everything else that I believe, the more ready I am to accept this particular belief as true. It fits, it
makes sense, it seems right.  Therefore I believe it.

I also open this belief to the scrutiny of others.  This allows me to balance the subjectivity of my own beliefs with
their subjectivity.  If my belief also 'works' for them, then I have greater confidence in its truth.  If it works for a wide
community, and we are convinced together, then I have still greater assurance and so on.  Universal truth is not ruled
out, it is just that it must be negotiated in community, not claimed by one person or group as representative of
everyone.
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The crucial question is what keeps this web of knowledge connected to reality and allows it to be spoken of as 'truth'
rather than 'opinion' or 'personal preference'. This is where experience is key.  The following diagram is reproduced
from the work of contemporary American theologian of science Nancey Murphy, and based on the work of Dutch
philosopher Willard van Orman Quine. (Richardson and Wildman (eds) Religion and Science, History, Method,
Dialogue 1996 p107)

Here we see experience as the 'boundary condition' of knowledge.  Ultimately the test of a belief is not just that it fits
with other beliefs but that it fits with experience.  The broader and more diverse this experience, again the more
confidence that we have in the belief.

This implies that experience is also the boundary condition of theology.  At the centre of our web of knowledge we
might have deeply held core beliefs, such as that the Bible is inspired by God and that Jesus is the Son of God.  These
are beliefs that we do not generally question in our Christian theological community.  The task of the theologian is
then to connect these beliefs to other less certain ones.  There are many ways in which these connections might be
made and reason helps us make these connections, but the ultimate boundary condition is our experience and that of
our, and eventually of other, communities.  In short, theology must work for people.  It must remain connected to their
experiences and relevant to them. It must help them interpret their experiences and be 'useful' in connecting life
together, helping it 'make sense' as an experienced whole.  Theology is therefore open in some aspects to a form of
testing, of empirical verification, even if not in the same for as a scientific experiment.  For example, if a theology
claimed that bad things only happen to bad people and good things only to good people, most people would find that
this did not fit in with their experience and that of others. Therefore this theology would have breached its boundary
conditions and could not be judged to be successful.

Experience as interpretation.

However, if we reconsider the question, 'do good things happen to good people, and bad things to bad people?', we
may well want to stop to ask, what do we mean by 'good' and 'bad'.  It is not as simple as two people comparing their
beliefs and experiences and agreeing on which beliefs explain which experiences most accurately.  Our beliefs and
experiences are tied up together.  Part of the reason an experience is bad, that we label an event as a 'bad thing', is that
we believe it to be bad. It conforms to a pre-existing notion of what is 'bad'. For example, some of us would regard
winning the lottery as a 'good thing' because we believe that having incredibly large amounts of money is good.
Others would regard it as a calamity.

What this shows us is that experience is what is termed 'theory laden'. This means that there is no such thing as a pure
experience. Experience is always an act of interpretation and is therefore always bound up with our beliefs.  Indeed we
need to apply interpretation to our experiences otherwise we would be overwhelmed by the quantity of input our
brains constantly receive.  We are constantly interpreting this mass of data and selecting certain parts of it as important
while disregarding other parts. Hopefully this meaning of this sentence is currently commanding your attention, rather
than the sound of the TV in the background, the kids playing upstairs or the birds singing in the garden!

But more than this, the act of experiencing something is itself interpretive.  We make often unconscious judgements
about what it is that we are experiencing.  He put his arm around her. It was nice to see him offer comfort. He put his
arm around her. He is a creep and I should report him for sexual harassment.  The act of perceiving involves making
judgements about what it is that we are perceiving and its meaning and significance, often involving interpolating to
fill the gaps in our necessarily incomplete experience of events. Returning to Murphy's diagram above, it is as if we
only look out at the world through the web of knowledge, inside the circle.  We cannot step out of our own minds,
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outside the circle, and look at it objectively, from the outside.  All our experiences necessarily occur inside us, and we
cannot experience them from outside ourselves.

This is particularly true of language, and theological statements, like other forms of study, are expressed in language.
Jones gives the example of the headline "Blair defeats Major" (Christian Theology, A Brief Introduction p47) .  Just
taken as a group of words it has no defined meaning.  If it is placed in a particular context it becomes meaningful. If
that context is in the UK in May 1997 it becomes a report of the outcome of a general election.  But in another context
it could represent, say, a physical assault on a retired army officer during an episode of Fawlty Towers.

Experience itself can also be considered as a sort of text. It requires interpretation and this interpretation takes place in
the context of all our beliefs and experiences bound together.  We are trapped inside this circle of interpretation.

Using experience as a resource in Theology.

One theologian who has very much embraced this idea is American feminist Sallie McFague. McFague argues (e.g in
Models of God 1986) that we speak of God using metaphors drawn from the world of our experience. We represent
God using symbols such as Father (or Mother), Son (or Lover), Spirit (or Friend).  When we explore these images
further and turn them in to models, as we saw in the Introduction to Session 2, we can only do this if we have a full
understanding of the source of the metaphor, a full understanding of what we mean by Father or Mother and so on.
McFague therefore embraces the idea that when we talk about God, we are largely talking about ourselves, our world
and our experience and recommends that we make the most of the opportunity to explore these things.  Saying that
'God is love' gives us the opportunity to both draw widely on human experiences of love and to reflect critically and
profoundly on them in the light of the Gospel.  Noting that God is beyond all human language and understanding,
McFague sees the statement 'God is love' as being more about love than about God and attempts to use the statement
to work out the true nature of love in human experience, rather than claim to have defined the mystery of the nature of
God.

But again we have to reckon with the fact that human experiences are diverse and this raises the possibility of
theology being different in different contexts. The historical-critical method of interpretation of the bible would
suggest that we should understand, say, the metaphor, God is Father, in the light of fatherhood in the first century in
Palestine or Rome.  But some would argue that there is nothing particularly privileged about this particular social
context or its construction of Fatherhood.  It is possible that an examination of fatherhood in, say, a female-led
indigenous tribe, in an African-American ghetto community, and Indian extended family and in aristocratic British
society would each provide fruitful and interesting insights into the meaning of 'God is Father'.

Doing Theology through experience in context.

Experience, then, is diverse. What we experience changes how we see the world.   How we see the world changes
what we experience and changes how we interpret that experience.  These insights are the methodological basis of
contextual theologies, theologies that are deliberately not attempting to speak of or to a universal human condition, but
are trying to follow a theological tradition that is interpreted to show God as entering into specific contexts in specific
and unique ways.

These contextual theologies are conducted by and for particular groups and start from the assumption that the
experiences of this group are, for a variety of reasons, to be preferred in some regards to the experiences of those who
have shaped the theological tradition with which the group engages.  Contextual theologies are therefore often critical
of theological traditions as being based on only partial human experience, and seek to correct them.

For example, Liberation Theology arose in 20th Century Latin American Catholic communities. They shared an
awareness that their history could be told in a way that highlighted the exploitation of native peoples and the
oppression of the poor. This could be seen to have happened over a long period, from the conquest of the 'New
World', through the colonial era, through US and European foreign policy and the acts of multinational corporations.
Understanding this history allowed analysis of the present conditions of poverty experienced by many in that region. It
also helped explain the contrast between this poverty and the relative affluence of North America and Europe.  Their
analysis of their history also suggested to them that Christian churches, based in those countries, had contributed to
and legitimised this oppression, not just by their actions or inaction, but by the way their beliefs caused them and
others to see the world.  Liberation theologians, such as the Peruvian, Gustavo Gutiérrez, asked not only how the poor
should be treated, but why they were poor, and remained poor in the first place.  Theology was critiqued by political
and economic analysis and viewed through the eyes of the poor.  Crucially this was not work done for the poor, but
with the poor.  Poor people came together to form 'base ecclesial communities', small, local groupings in which
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experience could be shared and reflected upon and theology could be done together.  Out of these reflections, some
theological beliefs were deemed to be part of the problem. For example the belief that injustice in this life would be
compensated for by justice in the next world was held to lead to inactivity in tackling poverty.  The view that sin was
an individual problem between a person and God, not a corporate problem shared by communities and committed by
governments, institutions and economic systems, meant that poverty was being treated in its symptoms, if at all, and
not as a disease.  Correcting these beliefs therefore became part of the solution.  Theological problems, problems in
the way in which the world was seen, needed theological solutions.  The experiences of the poor would only change if
those experiences were allowed to shape the way in which the world was seen.

Whereas existentialism sees the gospel as the interpreter of human experience, contextual theologies see human
experience as the interpreter and translator of the gospel for our age.
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Arrive and worship

Project
Discuss together:
What role has experience played in shaping your beliefs?

Have you had experiences that have
Confirmed a belief you already had (experience as validation)
Helped you make sense of events in your life (experience as boundary condition)
Given you new information to inform your beliefs (experience as source)?

Have your experiences ever led you to change your religious beliefs?

Does experience have authority for you?

Project 2

Contextual theologies have set out to change our understanding of certain categories of
thought by drawing on experiences 'from the margins'.  For example they have reconsidered
gender, power,
exclusion and the body from the perspectives of people who have often felt marginalised
from historic theologies – women, black people, gay people, people with disabilities, the
poor.

Read Hosea 3 and Mark 5:21-36
In each case address the following questions:
What might the experiences of the groups of people mentioned above have to contribute to
our reading of the passage?
Consider the relationships of power in the reading.
Consider who is excluded and how.
Consider the ways in which people of different genders are represented and treated.
Consider the ways in which the human body is used.

Can you think of other passages of scripture that are open to the same form of
interpretation?

Project 3

Discuss the question:
Can a white man do theology in Africa?
Prayer and preparation.
Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for Session 8.

Prayer and Planning.

 Offer the evening’s work to God in prayer.
Plan your preparation for session 8.

GROUP SESSION 7
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SESSION 8

HOPE AND THE END

For this session
Before you come.

Read the Introduction to this session.

Read Migliore Ch 14

You may like to study McInosh Ch7 (up to page 204) in the Reading Block
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SESSION 8

Hope and the End

Where are we headed?

We can't go on like this, we might say. But what if we, meaning the Universe, does go on 'like this'? What
will happen to it?

The picture painted by contemporary science is not an inspiring one.  Eventually the universe will do one of
two things.  Either it will simply keep expanding, and, having exhausted all its ways of releasing energy, it
will settle into a state of maximum disorder (called 'heat death') unable to sustain any form of life or even
light but simply being a dark 'soup' of fundamental particles. (This will take 10,000,000,000,000,000,000,-
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,-
000,000,000 years, so there is no need for immediate alarm!)

On the other hand, if the universe contains enough mass for gravity to slow this expansion down and reverse
it, everything will eventually collapse in on itself to become an infinitely small point or singularity, like a
Big Bang in reverse, called the Big Crunch, in which everything is destroyed.  Some scientists are optimistic
that this may in fact be a Big Bounce, and that a new Universe will be created as a result. But again this is
not an immanent threat.

Interestingly the universe currently appears to be right on the boundary between these two scenarios, so it is
impossible to tell which is more likely.  It matters little in any case.  If disease, climate change,  nuclear war,
rogue asteroids, rampaging alien armies or any one of many other dangers has not removed life from the
earth in about 5 billion years (roughly the current age of the solar system), the sun will have run out of fuel,
expanded to engulf and burn up the earth, and then begun to fall apart.  But again, all of us will be dead long
before that anyway.

So far, so cheery! But what can we hope for in the future?  As individuals, as a species and as a creation, we
need to confront our own mortality, or our finitude, for only God is eternal.  Psalm 103:14-19 reflect on this
temporary, fleeting nature of creaturely existence in the light of the eternity of God when it says,

'For he knows how we were made; he remembers that we are dust.
As for mortals, their days are like grass; they flourish like a flower of the field;
for the wind passes over it, and it is gone, and its place knows it no more.
But the steadfast love of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting on those who fear him,
and his righteousness to children’s children,
to those who keep his covenant and remember to do his commandments.
The Lord has established his throne in the heavens, and his kingdom rules over all.

And yet, the (apocryphal) Book of Wisdom (3:4) speaks for human civilisations and individuals everywhere
when it says that our "hope is full of immortality".

The study of Christian ideas concerning what we might hope for in the future, and how 'the story ends' is
called Eschatology, derived from the Greek ta eschta meaning 'the last things'.  Forms of writing that talk
about this hope, usually in dramatic and highly mythologised and symbolic forms, such as in the Book of
Revelation, are called 'apocalyptic', from a word meaning that hidden knowledge is being unveiled.
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Eschatology in the Old Testament.

The older Old Testament texts show little systematic reflection on a life or world beyond our own. The earth
is seen to be firmly established, immovable.  The dead return to the dust and beyond this there is only
speculation. This attitude is most graphically expressed in the book of Ecclesiastes which says (3:20-22)
"All go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again.  Who knows whether the human spirit
goes upwards and the spirit of animals goes downwards to the earth?  So I saw that there is nothing better
than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their lot; who can bring them to see what will be after
them?"

But over time, and particularly following a return from exile that was ultimately disappointing, for it did not
bring in a 'golden age' or return to past glories for Israel, and even less inaugurate an era of peace and justice
on the earth, Jewish writing begins to look for a further fulfilment of the promises of God. A hope in a
future Davidic Kingdom, greater than that of first Kingdom of David, and taking on a spiritual quality, as a
new creation, begins to be expressed. Along with this comes a belief that the dead are not necessarily gone,
but reside in a shadowy realm, called Sheol, or 'the pit', probably understood to be connected to the family
tomb. (See for example, 1 Kings 2:10, 'Then David slept with his ancestors, and was buried in the city of
David.')

Because at this time Israel was frequently under occupation, belief that God would overthrow these
oppressors was dangerous and subversive.  This may be part of the reason why the apocalyptic texts of the
Old Testament, such as Ezekiel and Daniel are written in such a 'coded', or symbolic form.  For example
they do not talk directly about the rulers and nations of their day. Instead they speak of beasts with horns
and of mythological creatures (see for example Daniel 7).  The same is true of some Christian apocalyptic,
such as the Book of Revelation, which was also composed during a time of persecution when one had to be
very careful about how such 'rebellious' sentiments were committed to writing.

Early Christian Eschatology.

By the time of Jesus, these hopes and aspirations, had crystallised into a Messianic expectancy.  This had
grown particularly strong during the revolt against the Seleucid Empire which had resulted in an
independent Jewish state between 164 and 63 BC, before the Romans again made Judea an occupied
province.  In this Messianic vision, God was believed to be about to intervene in the affairs of the world and
establish a Kingdom on earth that would be the perfect expression of Divine will. The God of Israel would
rule through his Messiah and bring knowledge of the Law and Truth to all nations.  There was however
debate between the more Greek-influenced and aristocratic and priestly Sadducee faction and the more
conservative Pharisee's about the question of life after death, which the former rejected and the latter
affirmed.

A particularly vivid expression of eschatological hope from this period is found in the writings of the other
popular Jewish sect at this time, the Essenes.  The finding of a large number of scrolls, many intact, dating
from the period 300BC to 70 AD at the desert complex of Qumran in 1946-1956, often called the Dead Sea
Scrolls, shone new light on the ideas of this period.  One document in particular, called The War of the Sons
of Light against the Sons of Darkness, or simply The War Scroll, and dating from around 150-50BC, is a
lengthy account of the ultimate triumph of God over evil.. It begins with 6 days of fighting in which the
armies of Light and Darkness (Israel and her enemies) are evenly matched. Then, on the seventh day, the
armies of heaven intervene to claim victory.  This followed by a 40 year war in which human armies fight
alongside angels and supernatural beings, with the direct intervention of the 'hand of God'. In this war, the
armies of light are irresistible and undefeatable, and defeat all the 'vain nations' of the earth, eliminating
darkness for eternity.

It is against this sort of background that Jesus was encountered, proclaiming "the Kingdom of God is at
hand".
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It is clear however, that Jesus' vision of the coming of that Kingdom, or Rule, of God, was distinct from this
kind of expectation.  The death, and then subsequent resurrection, of Jesus reconfigured this hope entirely.
Part of the reason St Paul, then known as Saul, so violently persecuted the early church was their claim that
the Messiah had 'died upon the tree'. The notion that the Chosen One (Messiah means 'anointed', and
anointing was the sign of being set apart by God for a special status and task) could be killed, and Israel be
left under Roman, that is, Gentile, rule, was anathema.

Early Christian eschatology then, was discontinuous with Jewish hope. And yet the first generation of
Christians still held on to some of their former beliefs.  There is a clear expectation in earlier New Testament
wrings, such as 1 Thessalonians, that Jesus would soon return a second time, this time coming in judgement
and victory and would indeed establish the earthly rule of God in a material way within their lifetimes.  1
Thessalonians addresses the concerns of this generation, as some members begin to die and Jesus has not yet
returned.  One thing that is notable about this expectation is that, in it, the anticipated resurrection of the
dead is bodily, as Jesus rose bodily.  Although the body in question is understood to be 'a spiritual body', it
is nevertheless an embodied reality, not an immortal soul leaving the body behind for another plane.  Belief
in the 'resurrection of the body' (as it is expressed in the Nicene Creed) is the reason why coffins are still
buried with the feet pointing East, towards Jerusalem and the rising sun, so that, when Christ returns in glory
and the dead are raised, the body will be able to stand up and face its Lord. It is also the reason why, until
recently, cremation was not permitted for Christians, and ashes still cannot be scattered in Anglican
churchyards or by Anglican clergy.

In AD70, following a revolt, the Roman forces retaliated by destroying the Temple and much of Jerusalem,
as well as any other outposts of rebellion, such as the fortress of Masada and the Qumran Community. A
Roman colony and pagan Temple were built on the ruins of Jerusalem's holy places. For many this seemed
to further fulfil Jesus' apocalyptic message (particularly in relation to his teaching in Mark 13) of the ending
of an age and the beginning of a new one, but further pressed the question of when victory for God's people
would become a reality.

The second coming of Christ is termed the parousia in theology, from the Greek for 'arrival' or 'presence'.
But as it failed to materialise as the first and subsequent centuries progressed, Christian interpretations of the
Kingdom of God and of future hope shifted emphasis.  A distinction began to be drawn between the
inauguration of the Kingdom of God in the resurrection of Jesus and the fulfilment of that kingdom at a
future date or in some other sense.  Jesus had proclaimed the Kingdom as 'at hand'. So had it arrived or not?
The answer has been debated in the history of theology, but there is general agreement that the Kingdom has
both a 'now' and a 'not yet' quality.  The incarnation, resurrection, Pentecost, all these did indeed bring in a
new stage of history, a new relationship between God and humanity, which is real and impacts upon the
present, and yet this is only the 'first-fruits' of a new creation (or renewed creation).  Baptism is the sign and
symbol of being incorporated into this new creation into which, by the work of the Holy Spirit, we are
reborn. But still we await the completion of this work.

This hope was particularly important during the violent persecutions of the Church in the early centuries.  In
these contexts the Church was encouraged by a more immediate vision of personal hope in the face of death,
and began to speak about the dead in Christ being welcomed into heaven in a more immediate way than
before, and being united with loved ones who had gone on ahead, in a way that is much more familiar to us
today.

Medieval Eschatology.

Medieval reflections on the 'last things' tended to focus attention back on the theme of the Last Judgement at
the end of time. Of less importance to this age was the need to cling to faith in the face of impending
martyrdom. Rather it was the need to live morally, or face judgement, that was primary.  This returned
theology to the idea of resurrection of the dead as a future event, although the belief that God is not bound
by time prevents there from being too much of a contradiction in the distinction between the dead being in
heaven now (as saints and martyrs are held to be immediately) and the general membership of the body of
Christ going to Heaven at the end of time
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Medieval theology also developed the concepts of Hell and purgatory.  Jesus talks, particular in Matthew, of
Gehenna, which, literally, was a rubbish dump outside Jerusalem, but clearly has a symbolic reference
beyond this. The Book of Revelation also talks of a lake of fire into which evil and its architects are cast to
their eternal destruction.  But what these images reference precisely is not defined.  Medieval artists and
theologians developed ever more graphic and fearful visions of a realm of eternal punishment and torment.
Dante's Divine Comedy (early 14th Century) drew on a variety of Christian, pre-Christian and pagan
apocalyptic sources to envisage a decent through Hell.  Initially 'upper hell' consists of limbo, a realm
without torment populated by the unbaptised and pagans of good character (where Christus Victor preached
the gospel).  Then there are a series of hells for lesser sinners such as the lustful and miserly. Going deeper,
across the River Styx, we find the fiery tortures reserved for particularly grievous sinners, such as heretics, traitors and
fraudsters.

However, the question of hell has been subjected to criticism throughout the history of theology. For Origen in the 3rd
Century, it was inconsistent with the idea that God would triumph over evil, seeming to allow evil to become eternal.
For many, a belief in eternal punishment seems inconsistent with the love of God, or disproportionate as a response to
the sins committed.  This case has been pressed particularly in post-Holocaust theologies, that reject the notion of an
'eternal concentration camp'.

In answering these objections, some theologians suggest that God does not in fact condemn people to hell, rather God
respects their choice not to respond to love and grace and thereby exclude themselves from Heaven.  However some
contemporary evangelical theologians, such as Philip Edgecome Hughes have suggested that the ideas of immortality
and separateness from God are incompatible and logically impossible, nothing can be eternal without God. These
theologians see immortality as only being a possibility for humanity, a possibility that can only be realised through
Christ.  The future kingdom is regarded on this understanding as being one realm, where Christ is all an is in all, not
two realms, one of blessing and one of punishment or separation.

An other important medieval idea was that of purgatory. This still remains an important element of Roman Catholic
doctrine today.  Purgatory is an intermediate state between death and heaven in which time is spent for purification
from sin, before entering that sinless realm.  A passage from the 2nd Book of Maccabees (in the Apocrypha) can be
taken to imply Jewish belief in something of this nature as it talks about offering sacrifices to free those who have died
from their sins.  The idea is of Patristic origin, and gives meaning to the liturgical practise of praying for the dead.
popular from the 4th Century on.  These prayers are believed to be effective in assisting the departed to progress
through purgatory towards perfection.

Reformation theology largely rejected the idea of purgatory as being without biblical basis (although Catholic
theologians might point to 1 Corinthians 3:15), but still preserved the notion that a process of purification is necessary
before the believer can be admitted to heaven, to prevent heaven itself being corrupted by sin.   Protestant theology
tends to see this process as being a work of the Holy Spirit, called 'sanctification', in which the believer is lead into
deeper communion with God, and therefore purity of life, in this world, and then perfected either instantaneously upon
death or at the final resurrection and judgement at the end of time.

Modern Eschatology.

As we have come to expect, the Enlightenment questioned the supernaturalism of all these ideas.  Eschatology was
often rejected as part of the ancient mythic structure of religion.  Instead the modernism period saw Jesus as a more a
moral teacher and the Kingdom of God as a way of living ethically in the world.  Jesus was a moral example to be
emulated, and this perfect world was recreated on earth. Indeed, in criticisms such as that of Karl Marx, eschatology
as practised by the churches was a barrier to building this new world as it served to prevent action being taken to
respond to injustice now. Instead, he argued, people were willing to put up with injustice and exploration now in the
hope that these wrongs would be righted in the final judgement. He saw how religion could be, and he argued, was
being, used to permit evil now by postponing its condemnation or regarding its remedy as God's work alone. He called
this 'the opiate of the masses', the belief that God would intervene in future as a reason that action was not taken in the
present.

However eschatology does not need to function in that way. Instead it can enable those who are powerless to express
their experiences and use them to analyse the causes of their suffering. It can be diagnostic, and it can lead to attempts
to begin the process of change.  Believing that God is a partner in that work, giving power to the powerless, is a way
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of empowering them for action. This is the way eschatology is used in contextual theologies, for example in
Martin Luther King's famous vision of the 'Promised Land'.

As the Quest for the Historical Jesus, that we met in Session 6, progressed, it became clear that it was not
possible to separate out a 'moral' Jesus, from an 'eschatological' Jesus.  In as much as anything can be known
for certain about Jesus as an historical person, the proclamation of the new reality of the Kingdom seems to
have been an integral part of his message and he cannot be understood apart from it. Nor can Christianity be
reconstructed without reference to this important theme, since the question of hope and the finality of death
are concrete realities around which no amount of reinterpretation can navigate.

This has lead to a rediscovery of eschatology in recent decades.  Particularly important is the work of Jurgen
Moltmann (b 1926) who stressed the importance of hope in the life of faith.  Indeed he views hope and faith
as being dependant on each other.  Hope allows Moltmann to hold together belief in God with the reality of
suffering. Hope, for him, expresses both protest against suffering but also trust in God.  Eschatology should
be the beginning of the Christian story and experience, he argues, not relegated to a distant end point,
because Christianity is founded on the resurrection. The present should always be viewed through the lens of
the resurrection and this will help us live as if this new creation is indeed possible and can become a present,
as well as future, reality. God, as creation, continues creative work in bringing creation to fulfilment, to
consummation. This is an ongoing process in which we can participate with God.

A further attempt to unite theology with the scientific picture of the final destiny of the universe was the
process theology of theologians such as Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and Frank Tipler.  These theologies
focus on hope, not for the individual, but for the continued existence of intelligent life itself, and especially
God.  They saw the Universe as evolving towards a future state, called the Omega Point.  Teilhard believed
that the universe was becoming increasingly complex and was giving rise to higher levels of consciousness.
This would continue and reach this point in the future when consciousness has developed to the stage were it
is able to comprehend the whole of time and space and unite all things.  In Tipler's theology it is also able to
transcend all things, becoming infinite.  They identified this Omega Point with the Logos, the Divine Word,
which is Christ in the first chapter of John, and traditional theology sees at the means of creation.  Likewise,
this Omega Point, for process theologians, draws the whole of creation towards itself, causes it to evolve.
Tipler embraced the 'Big Crunch' notion of the scientific future of the universe but believed that the Omega
Point would become able to process information more quickly as the universe got smaller, and that therefore
before the universe collapsed completely, it would be able to calculate infinitely fast, thereby being able to
imagine an infinite future and becoming eternal. This theology attempted them to provide a scientifically
viable narrative in which to locate Christian philosophical concepts and provide a sense of present meaning
and future hope.

If nothing else, process theologies demonstrate the close connection between eschatology and science
fiction.  Both can be an attempt to explore meaning in the present by conducting a 'thought experiment' on
the future. By constructing a vision of this future, the present can be seen in a new light and its values
critiqued from a new perspective. However process theologies depart too radically from traditional and
biblical forms and are too disconnected from common experience to be widely accepted. They can also be
seen as very much caught up in modernism 'myth of progress' and the renewed optimism about human
progress that briefly flourished in Western cultures with the 'Baby Boomer' generation between the ending
of World War II and the Cold War and Environmental Crisis.

Meanwhile much evangelical eschatology today, particularly in North America, maintains the 'Millennial'
expectations that it sees as being in continuity with early Christianity and with more recent revivalist
movements.  In these theologies, the second coming of Christ is to be prepared for as a potentially imminent
event, and one that will take place on earth in a physical way.  Christ will return in the context of great
tribulation on the earth caused by the anti-Christ.  The faithful will be 'raptured' (that is, caught up into
Heaven to meet Jesus in the air) and Christ will reign on earth for 1000 years.  Then the final judgement will
come (the precise ordering of these events varies in different interpretations). These theologies can often
attempt to interpret particularly the Book of Revelation as referring symbolically to features of the modern
world, such as the Eagle referring to the United States and to look for signs that the Day is at hand.
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A horizon is the limit of our sight.

Theology repeatedly asks questions which bring us to the limits of human language and understanding.
Like the doctrine of the Trinity or the Divine/Human nature of Christ, there come points where the best that
we can do is to outline the shape of this mystery and try to live life as best we can in relationship to it.  It
many ways though eschatology presents itself  as a discontinuity in history that prevents us using the
techniques of historical and scientific enquiry to investigate it, and so is a particularly strong example of the
need of theology to preserve the character of mystery as a rational necessity. Eschatology is at it heart about
not just our own world and experience, but about the claim that another way of Being is higher than our own
and has begun to break into it and will bring this to completion.

We should certainly be sceptical about individual claims to be able to know the nature and timing of the 'end
of the age' as we reflect on the words of Jesus, "But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels
in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father." (Mark 13:32) And yet, those with faith in their saviour can still
say, "All we go down to the dust, but weeping o'er the grave we make our song, "Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia."
(from the Kontakion of the Departed, 6th Century.)
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Arrive and worship

Project 1

A prominent member of your congregation has died.  Before they died they asked your group, as the
parish worship team, to plan and conduct their funeral. They expressed the wish that the service
should clearly communicate the Christian hope and left instructions for some elements of the
service.

In this session you will plan the funeral service.  The Church in Wales outline order for a Funeral is
below. Options are given for some part of the service. You should agree on which options to use at
each point, discussing the different ways that each expresses Christian hope and why you feel your
chosen element expresses it best.

1. THE GATHERING.

The coffin is brought into the church.

The minister welcomes the people and introduces the service.

Choose one of the following prayers or introductions:

Heavenly Father,

you have not made us for darkness and death,

but for life with you for ever.

Without you we have nothing to hope for;

with you we have nothing to fear.

Speak to us now your words of eternal life.

Lift us from anxiety and guilt

to the light and peace of your presence,

and set the glory of your love before us;

through Jesus Christ our Lord.

 Amen.

 OR

 Almighty God,

you judge us with infinite mercy and justice

and love everything you have made.

In your mercy

GROUP SESSION 8
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turn the darkness of death into the dawn of new life,

and the sorrow of parting into the joy of heaven;

through our Saviour, Jesus Christ.

 Amen.

OR

 God of all consolation,

your Son Jesus Christ was moved to tears

at the grave of Lazarus his friend.

Look with compassion on your children in their loss;

give to troubled hearts the light of hope

and strengthen in us the gift of faith,

in Jesus Christ our Lord.

 Amen.

OR

We have come together to commend our brother/sister N.

into the hands of Almighty God our heavenly Father.

In the presence of death,

Christians have sure ground for hope and confidence,

and even for joy,

because the Lord Jesus Christ,

who shared our human life and death,

was raised again triumphant

and lives for evermore.

In him his people find eternal life,

and, in this faith,

we put our whole trust

in his goodness and mercy.
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2. HYMN.

The deceased has chosen a Hymn – The Lord’s my Shepherd

3. READINGS AND SERMON.

One or more readings from the Bible is used.
Choose from:

Job 19:23-27
Ecclesiastes 3:1-8
Isaiah 61:1-3
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
1 Corinthians 15: 35-57
Revelation 21:1-7
John 14:1-7

A relative of the deceased will deliver the eulogy and the Vicar will preach a short sermon
based on the bible reading you have chosen.

4. PRAYERS.

The Reader has been asked to lead the prayers.  They will write them and will include:
Thanksgiving for the life of the departed.
Prayer for those who mourn.
Prayer for readiness to live in the light of eternity.

5. HYMN

The deceased has chosen the hymn – Thine be the Glory, Risen conquering son.

6. COMMENDATION AND FAREWELL.

The dead person is commended to God.

Choose one from the following options:

God our creator and redeemer,
by your power Christ conquered death
and entered into glory.
Confident of his victory
and claiming his promises,
we entrust N to your mercy
in the name of Jesus our Lord,
who died and is alive
and reigns with you,
now and for ever.
Amen.
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OR

Depart, O Christian soul, out of this world;
In the Name of God the Father Almighty who created you;
In the Name of Jesus Christ who redeemed you;
In the Name of the Holy Spirit who sanctifies you.
May your rest be this day in peace,
    and your dwelling place in the Paradise of God.

OR

Into your hands, O merciful Savior, we commend your
servant N. Acknowledge, we humbly beseech you, a sheep of
your own fold, a lamb of your own flock, a sinner of your
own redeeming. Receive him/her into the arms of your mercy,
into the blessed rest of everlasting peace, and into the
glorious company of the saints in light.

May his/her soul and the souls of all the departed, through the
mercy of God, rest in peace. Amen.

6. THE COMMITTAL.

The body is committed to its resting place.

Choose one from the following options:

In the faith of Christ and believing that N. is in the hands of God,
we commit his/her body to the ground:
earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust:
in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life
through our Lord Jesus Christ,
who will transform our frail bodies
that they may be conformed to his glorious body,
who died, was buried, and rose again for us.
To him be glory for ever. Amen.

OR

Almighty God,
from whose love in Christ Jesus
neither death nor life can separate us,
and whose kindness embraces all your children
in this world and the next:
draw N. to yourself
that in our fellowship with you
we may know ourselves to be united with him/her.
This we ask through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

OR

Grant, Lord, that we who are baptized into the death
of your Son our Saviour Jesus Christ
may continually put to death our evil desires
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and be buried with him;
and that through the grave and gate of death
we may pass to our joyful resurrection;
through his merits, who died and was buried
and rose again for us,
your Son Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

7. THE SENDING OUT.

The Vicar will end the service with the Lord’s Prayer and a blessing.

Project 2
Reflect together:
When your own time comes, how do you hope people will respond to your own funeral
service and what message do you want them to hear?

Project 3
Discuss the statement:
All good dogs go to heaven.

Prayer and preparation.
Offer the evening’s and the terms work to God in prayer.
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Assignment

The assignment has four parts.  The first two parts (A & B) are together worth 20% of the total marks.
Part C is worth 40% of the total marks.  Part D is also worth 40% of the total marks.

A) In 750 words, address the question:
Who should be doing theology today and who should they be doing it for?

You should show awareness of:
The different contexts in which theology is practised.
Ordinary and academic theology
Contextual theology.

B) In 750 words address the question:
How does the verse of the hymn below present the person and work of Jesus?

My Saviour the good Shepherd is,
He’ll never leave the flock.
The One Who truly loves the sheep,
Became the Lamb of God.
Despised, afflicted in my stead,
He spent His soul for me.
And to the slaughter He was led,
That I not thirsty be.

You should consider:
The images from the Bible that the hymn uses
Ideas about Jesus from the theological tradition
Whether or not this verse reflects your own understanding of the person and work of Jesus and why.

C) In 1500 words address the question:
How do scripture, tradition, reason and experience inform Christian Theology? What is the

 nature and significance of each of these sources and how do they relate to each other?

D)  It is a Sunday morning in your Parish.  On the previous Friday, a major earthquake struck
  the  Philippines.  Thousands were killed, many of them poor people living in substandard

accommodation.  Among those who are badly injured are two young missionary workers
 sponsored by your parish.  Several church members regarded them as close friends.

In 1500 words address the question:
How might the Sunday Service help people come to terms with this tragic event?

You should consider.
The sort of questions that people may be asking
The feelings that they may have
The possible responses and reflections offered by scripture and the theological tradition
Possible ways of responding to the event.

You should also consider this question from the perspective of the role you play within your church
or the role that you are exploring/training for. So, for example, if you are training to preach, then you
would give particular consideration to the possible messages of the sermon.  If you are involved in
church music, or leading intercessions, give a focus to these parts of the service. If you are a member
of the pastoral team, you can also give consideration to pastoral responses that might be needed
beyond the service itself.
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Coursework evaluation sheet

To be completed by each student at the end of the term and sent to
The St Seiriol Centre, Ficerdy, Y Felinheli, Gwynedd, LL56 4SQ

or email the form to gareth.stseiriol@gmail.com

Session 4: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 5: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 2: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 3: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 1: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:
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Session 6: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 7: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Session 8: Did you find this session:

Extremely unhelpful   Unhelpful   Helpful     Extremely helpful

Comments:

Comments about the way that the Group has worked and the contribution of the Tutor

Other comments:
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