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Perth: First talk. 

First, let me introduce myself. I speak to you as an Anglican priest, but as a priest from the Church of 

England. My experience is of a working-class parish in Bristol, then a University chaplaincy at 

Nottingham and, most recently, as Dean of a Cambridge College chapel. I have had various 

engagements and responsibilities with other parishes and institutions, with theological colleges and 

Diocesan bodies and with the National Church, and even with the 1998 Lambeth Conference, but all 

my work has been focussed in the national context. I hope that the common structures shared by 

your Church and mine, together with the underlying traditions, ideas and ethos in common, will 

allow me to make connection with your work situations and lives, but clearly you must be the judges 

of that. In short, I have to talk out of one situation, to reason out loud in front of you, and hope that 

we connect one with another. 

As well as being a priest I am also a social scientist, an academic, and that also shapes how I think 

and speak. The work one does as a priest is usually at a small scale, with quite restricted groups of 

people, although constantly in interaction – in one’s person and through the local congregation – 

with the wider setting. We never get to operate on a grand scale, for example, in the sense of 

commanding a majority, but that is not the point: our work is sowing, leavening, raising possibilities 

of thought and action that are not contained within us but rather point to life beyond ourselves and 

our limits. This question of scale, or the several scales on which we work, is an aspect of living in 

Christ, and a way into how Christ works in us: a concern with what we might call Christ’s ‘mode of 

operation’. In these three talks, we shall begin at quite a small scale (in the sense of work that we 

have some control over), rise up to consider a wider setting in the second (where we have less) and, 

in the last case, look at a particular global problem (a situation which has ‘come upon us’). In each 

case, an underlying concern is the issue of getting the scale right and not being overwhelmed by 

mistaking the scale at which we are called upon to act. 

I say this because my overall concern is to find resources to live faithful lives and these resources 

come to us, are given us, by our circumstances as much as by our efforts and acts of will. This is 

important, because there is much that might be construed as confusing or even discouraging in our 

present situation, and yet, rightly construed, this situation turn out to support faith, to help it grow 

and to bring forth Christ in this place. 

0 

Enough by way of introduction. My aim in these three talks is to address the following question: 

what does it mean to talk about being ‘in Christ’ in the twenty-first century? 
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In the New Testament there are two writers who discuss the implications of life ‘in Christ’ at length. 

They are Paul and John. My intention is to shape what I have to say around three passages in John’s 

Gospel, from chapters three, eight and seventeen, the encounter with Nicodemus, the confrontation 

with the Pharisees around the episode of the woman caught in adultery, and the farewell discourse 

when Jesus prays directly to the Father. In distinction to Paula Gooder’s engagement with Paul, I 

shall not spend my time in detailed exposition, but instead shall take from the texts three ‘compass-

bearings’ which will allow us to explore our concern of living in Christ in the here and now and to 

reflect on aspects of the construction of a priestly ministry. These themes are – to give them as 

slogans – living in the truth, living with confidence, and living for the service of others.  

 This, my first talk, will be the most theological. We will begin with a passage from John in order to 

look at the role we might give to reading Scripture in worship as an organizing principle. For the 

organizing thread of all three talks is the continuing role of Scripture at work in the world and, in this 

first excursion, I want to consider why this might be so and how it works. 

It is easy to think that God’s work in our lives will be expressed by an addition to the human 

situation: the appearance of an angel, for example, or a miraculous transformation (preferably in a 

colleague). But God in fact acted through becoming human, and Christ’s life is likewise expressed 

through us, in human lives, through the interactions of human beings, at the various scales at which 

humans interact. 

There is a good deal of discussion of this problem, which may be put in this way: the infinite life of 

God cannot be something of the same kind as our finite lives, so that when it appears, it must 

appear in us and through us without any surplus. If there was more – an angel or a miracle – that 

would be more of things like us, more of the finite, even if different and better. Those of you with 

hard heads could read Rowan Williams’ recent book, Christ the Heart of Creation (2018), which starts 

from this point, or (for the older scholar), Austin Farrer’s The Glass of Vision (1948), which is the 

source of Williams’ inspiration. I would add, I believe in both angels and miracles, but they are forms 

of the material world which point to God and are not the life of God in us, and they are not topics I 

intend to discuss now. 

Williams’ point is that, knowingly or unknowingly, we are already engaged in living in Christ. How 

can this not be the case, for how could we frustrate the work and will of the living God? The point is 

rather to learn to understand better how God has acted in Christ, so as to work with rather than 

against the grain. And this is indeed where John can help us. 

0 
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Early in John’s revelation of who Christ is, which structures the Gospel, in chapter three we get the 

extraordinary statement by Jesus that ‘God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the 

world, but to save the world through him’ (3:17). This comes immediately after the sentence ‘For 

God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 

perish but have eternal life’ (3:16). And yet, immediately after the statement about not condemning 

the world but saving it, we are told, that ‘people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds 

were evil’ (3:19). 

There, in these two lines, is our basic problem, our basic existential problem (if you’ll forgive me), 

the problem of truth. We are human and our hearts are wicked. So, how can we recognize the 

simple truth – the Good News, indeed – that in Christ the world is not condemned, but has been 

saved? We live simultaneously in two realities: a world which will in the end come to nothing, and a 

world which has been redeemed, a world of darkness and a world of light. And we love the darkness. 

In the modern world, as people with ethical hearts, our recourse tends to be to invoke effort: 

repent, recognize the Son of Man lifted up on the cross, believe in the name of the only Son of God; 

do what is true; come to the light; show that your deeds have been wrought in God. All these 

exhortations, moreover, are in the text. 

And yet, we love darkness rather than light. We then know in our hearts where our efforts will lead 

us, even if we cannot precisely foresee the way paved with good intentions that our feet will follow. 

We need to find a way, gross creatures that we are, of cultivating the primacy of Christ within us, his 

sacrifice and victory, while at the same time acknowledging that appetite, will and memory cannot 

serve us. 

The way forward I shall propose is worship and, more particularly, the reading of Scripture in 

worship. But first, I want to elaborate on the contrast between effort and vocation, or God’s calling, 

for I think it is a distinction essential to understanding Christ’s life in us. Again, a caution: I am not 

against effort; indeed, I favour it – but it is not sufficient to understand how God works in the world. 

0 

The problem with putting too much reliance on effort is that we fail, by and large. We lack constancy 

of purpose. If you think about how things work in the world, it is rarely according to the model of 

gaining a full range of information, making an informed decision, and then acting on that basis to 

achieve your ends. It is a good model, but it does not ask what caused you to become interested, or 

to want that kind of outcome, in the first place. And, in the second, it does not notice how our aims 

and desires become changed as we enter into such a process. And so, third, acting and thinking 
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cannot be separated in this fashion. Nevertheless, much of our lives is organized around such a 

model; not just institutional lives (for which the model was invented), but also personal things: 

information, decision, action. 

And I suppose one might become a Christian or choose a church to attend on a similar basis; 

calculation is not a foolish nor a wrong model. But it leaves out a lot that is important. In practice, 

we get caught up in relationships rather than calculating advantage, we are drawn into new 

interests, summoned by compulsions into new possibilities, altered by the alliances we make, and 

changed both in the company we keep and in how we employ our time. Will, we might say, follows 

desire, and what we want, and what we know, and even what we remember, changes as we enter 

into these new possibilities. Effort, or calculation, might be the first step, but it is very quickly 

overwhelmed and drawn into new paths. 

To take an uncontroversial example, in my late thirties I became interested in the works of a 

particular composer, and so began to go to concerts whenever his music was played. I was not led by 

my knowledge, but rather by my ignorance. If I knew more later, it was by reflecting on my 

experience, in the light of my engagement, and from what I had learnt from others further along the 

path. Other things followed: not only was I not self-sufficient in my learning, but I found different 

company, not a group of like-minded people, people like myself, but a heterogeneous group of 

strangers who may share nothing in common with me except the same specific insight into this 

particular composer’s music. Moreover, we – as a group – would not have said that everybody had 

to share this interest for it to be valid, or even many people; the music did not have to be widely 

appreciated to gain its value. Indeed, its ‘truth’ exists outside human recognition, even though 

conceived in a human mind, written down by a human hand, transmitted by persons and played by 

persons. In the last resort, its truth-value would remain even if nobody recognized it – and this has 

been true for certain composers whose music had to be ‘re-discovered’.  

Now, this approach gives some clues as to how to think about vocation and belonging to a Christian 

community. Each of us is drawn by a discernment that something of importance is going on here, 

even though you cannot say precisely what. You join a group of not particularly sympathetic people, 

in order to explore that discernment and to gain more grasp on its inwardness and meaning. In so 

doing, we all become dependent upon others, upon each other. But, although we need these human 

groups, practices, traditions and so forth, what is being discerned does not depend in any 

fundamental way on the human aspect: rather, it organizes and constructs these activities, for it 

gives them their life and sense. Here is the life of the Infinite, found in finite things – us – but not to 

be made equivalent to or part of us. 



5 
 

The Rev’d Dr Timothy Jenkins  Anglican Diocese of Perth Clergy School, 2019 
 

0 

This description gives us the clue to the place of worship, which is the mainspring of Christian 

practice. Worship is the regular practice of recognizing the work of Christ – that the world is saved 

and not condemned – together with recognizing our own fallen nature and dark desires. Both the 

saving of the world and our love of darkness have to be acknowledged and brought into relation in 

worship, and the implications of this very unequal relationship explored. 

We join in worship largely, in the first instance, by acts of will, by effort, in response to convention or 

duty – though we may recognize after a while that even our intentions, conventions and duties are 

the work of the Spirit in us – and through these human acts we are changed. Having had a training as 

an experimental scientist, I like to think of the process as something like titration: the gradual 

addition of some compound to a mixture until there is a change in state, a precipitation: suddenly, 

the new Adam may appear amidst the old.  

It is the central priestly task to organize worship, and it is worth adding that this activity is distinct 

from private Bible study or other acts of personal piety and spiritual seeking. Worship is a collective 

act; even if the priest is, for the moment, the only participant, it is done for and with others. And it 

needs an element of intention, of effort, in order to take place. But that, of course, is not where it 

finishes. I am going to talk only about one aspect of worship, which is the reading of Scripture in that 

context, because I want to isolate its transformative role. If you want to know where to look to find 

God and Him in Christ, Scripture is a good place to search, and reading Scripture, as we know, is a 

particular way of meeting with God in Christ, of being transformed in one’s life and being brought to 

share in Christ’s life. What we really want to know is, how is this possible? 

When looking for an answer to this, I am struck above all by what we might call the ‘density’ of 

Scripture, by the way later biblical writers use earlier scriptures, putting these writings to work as 

resources in their new context. It is remarkable, for example, the extent to which the first chapters 

of Genesis are used over and over again, as if the telling of the earliest times contains a clue or clues 

as to the shape of subsequent events. Another instance is the figure of the Beloved Son. This re-

employment of earlier figures is sometimes called ‘typology’, although it is important we do not take 

it as a literary trick, but rather a way of understanding better the compelling logic of the situation 

the later writer finds himself in – or, of course, the reader. It is a way of allowing the penny to drop, 

of realizing with greater depth and insight what is going on, of finding ourselves ‘in Christ’.  

To give a single case of a typology, the first half of John’s Gospel is constructed around a series of 

miracles, and these, in an expansive fashion, recapitulate the miracles of Elisha, from the Book of 
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Kings. Not Elijah, you may notice, who was the very model of a prophet, Moses reborn, but his 

perhaps somewhat different successor. Now, in the Transfiguration, in the other Gospels, Jesus talks 

with Elijah and Moses; this is what you would expect. So why is Jesus compared to Elisha, the heir 

(and younger partner)? The reason is, in brief, that while in Elijah we encounter God against the 

grain, in judgement, in Elisha, curses are overcome, poisons are cured, and fertility and health are 

restored to both the people and the land: in him, we encounter God with the grain, as healing, 

blessing and flourishing. And, in fact, when Jesus descends after the Transfiguration in the other 

Gospels, he enacts Elisha’s miracles there too; John is making the same point as the other Gospels, 

but just using different materials. In our reading, then, we are encouraged by the richness of the 

connexions to extend the story, in short, to make our story part of that story, to see our story as part 

of that story, a story which stretches far into the past, and which takes on new form and new 

intensity in the person of Christ. It is through its connexions that we realize the meaning and the 

force of the story – though story is not quite the right word – and its implications for us. 

It is for this kind of reason that some theologians push Scripture and Christ close together, as the 

Word of God and the Word Made Flesh. Let us consider this more closely. In John’s Gospel, we are 

first of all given a description of Jesus’ actions, character and speech. But not only that, for we are 

also told what he reveals about himself, who he is and who sent him: the account contains a good 

deal more than simply an account of his actions, for we learn about his reappearance after his 

execution, and his being named. So, reading the texts involves the reader, third, in a decision as to 

whether what has been revealed is true, or not, and, if true, what it implies. For, if true, the 

resurrection is a unique event and controls history, in this sense: it determines a kind of logic – what 

counts as evidence and what reveals or shows Christ forth. It upsets a whole series of conventions 

(including the notion that you might solve your problems through effort alone). From this feature, a 

number of faith claims emerge, about what counts as important, about what is allowed to us and 

what is not, forms of life that we can call apologetics, and styles of political engagement – a critique 

of how we live in the world and views on how we might live differently. The forms we are seeking 

are given, as we have seen, by what I have called typology, patterns of God’s action in the world, 

patterns not only of flourishing, but also of judgement, expressed in conflict, death and resurrection. 

In this way of reading, Christ becomes an insistent figure in our world. And last, to return to our 

setting, we might notice the role of the Church in carrying these readings forward. Truth is contained 

at the human scale, by small groups of fallible humans reading Scripture together in a context of 

prayer. 

I will not deceive you: we will not agreement about content. We will not get agreement about what 

a typology means, nor, indeed, which typology to use: do we consider ourselves to be in the 
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Wilderness (Exodus), or in the Promised Land (Judges), or, for that matter, in the Last Times (Daniel 

or Revelation)? Are we confronted with the prophets of Baal (irreducible enemies), or with people 

living under a curse (who need to be liberated)? Are we the remnant, destined to survive the 

destruction, or the Sons (and Daughters) of God for whom all creation is crying out? Neither will we 

reach a consensus on our apologetics, let alone on the style of political theology we are to adopt. 

The Anglican Church, indeed, is built on the enduring different possibilities reflected in Scripture. Yet 

it is also constructed around the priority of Scripture, of reading Scripture in order to find life in 

Christ in our present situation. For, to go over those points again (drawn from Higton’s summary of 

Hans Frei’s The Identity of Jesus Christ, 2013 [1975]), we are drawn successively into description, 

revelation, decision, uniqueness, faith claims, typology, and the Church, when we read Scripture: it is 

where we meet Jesus Christ. 

0 

I want to add a couple of comments. First, there are many ways of reading the Bible, and all of them, 

I am tempted to say, are productive. Essentially, if people are trying to find a compass to guide them, 

they are unlikely to go far wrong if they turn to Scripture and, because of its inexhaustible resources, 

readers may draw many things out of it. This does not mean we will agree with all the uses Scripture 

may be put to but, because such reading is not meant to be a solitary practice, we are able to 

challenge, develop and alter readings, interpretations and applications, for reading and checking 

what you have found is part of how you connect to others in Christ. Indeed, that is a good part of the 

Christian life, declaring what one has learnt and being rebuked by other followers of Christ. One of 

my favourite examples concerns the U.S. churches where members hold up poisonous snakes; in so 

doing, they bear witness to their faith, for it says in Mark 16 that ‘in my name … they will pick up 

serpents’. In this fashion, too, they challenge the lukewarm faith of the surrounding Protestant 

churches, and they offer a sign to the faithless of the surrounding society; journalists and police 

arrive, and – like St Paul – they end up in court for witnessing to the power of Christ in overcoming 

evil. In their congregations, they experience a realization of the final days, with brotherhood 

between believers, including between the races, miracles and manifestations of the Spirit (see 

Weston La Barre, They Shall Take Up Serpents, 1962). We may not feel comfortable with such forms 

of religion, but we should recognize that in so feeling, we are playing a recognized role in the whole 

process, and we should also recognize our kinship with their concerns and resources. We might 

recognize, too, going in a different direction, that those hybrid documents, Church reports, with 

their mix of deployment of Scripture, theological reflection, pastoral and pragmatic concerns, are 

doing the same kind of thing: they are trying to make sense of the demands of Scripture and the 
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possibility of living in Christ in the present situation, issuing challenges, marking boundaries, seeking 

to change lives: in short, living in a strength other than their own. 

[Let me outline how, over time, I have evolved in how I have worked with Scripture in my particular 

context, which is in higher education. At a certain point, I reconstituted the lectionary we used in the 

College chapel, so that we could read all of the Bible during term-time, over a three-year degree 

course. The underlying purpose was to signal the possibility of becoming (re-) acquainted with 

Scripture in its entirety, and not just to work with recorded highlights. This was because of my 

concern with tracing the re-use of motifs, and I am well aware there is a cost to moving away from a 

lectionary shared with other congregations. It was meant as a signal to the able and serious young 

people involved, signifying the reality of Scripture as a resource in their lives. 

But reading the Bible more thoroughly is only a first step. I learnt far more about engaging deeply 

with Scripture by preparing sermons and bible studies, in effect, by teaching. I worked on books of 

the Bible, trying to isolate the characteristics of particular books and their writers, their theologies, 

one might say, and, by studying them as faithful responses to specific situations, sought to learn how 

they might reshape our understanding  of our own time and situation, drawing us into the story. 

More recently, I have worked on how later writers put earlier testimonies to work so as to make 

sense of their world and its events, such as the example of the employment of Elisha as a type I 

touched on. I think one of the most rewarding aspects of the priest’s task is being compelled to 

teach the scriptures, seeking to engage with them, to put them to work, and finding oneself put to 

work by them. It is a duty laid down in the ordination service, but also an absorbing feature of the 

ordained Christian life.  

It also makes the daily reading more engaged, for every passage becomes interesting. A Rabbi who 

knows me well asked ‘you read all of Leviticus, and all of Numbers?’, indicating this might be a 

labour even for a person like him; the answer is yes; every part, potentially, has its own life and 

significance, through its connexions. You need a Bible with cross-references, which substitute for the 

aural memory earlier readers/hearers would have had, and in time you begin to add your own 

connexions. The riches of Scripture are, to repeat, inexhaustible – and for this reason, every honest 

reading is valuable and, indeed, in this regard, equivalent. I have outlined my style of engagement, in 

case it serves as encouragement, but every style of engagement is valid.] 

0 

My second comment seeks to turn this consideration around and to ask, from the outside, isn’t this 

kind of practise rather specialized and, indeed, irrelevant in any practical sense? I had been talking 
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about this interest in the Daily Offices (‘stale expressions’, as one friendly critic called it) at one 

gathering, and the Rector of an important living suggested it was rather a luxury, open, he hinted, to 

someone in a position like mine, but not for a person with a busy parish like his. Widening the 

context, in a recent issue of the Bible Society’s magazine, the authors approached the topic of the 

indifference of young people to the Bible and their ignorance of it in the present period. There seem 

to be two positions here, on the one hand, Christians being too busy to read the Bible with the 

attention I suggest, and on the other hand, the irrelevance of the text and, indeed, the associated 

practices of worship and prayer to much of the population.  

My answer to these two proper objections comes in three parts. First, Scripture is a resource for the 

Church, and an engagement with Scripture is one way to finding God, of learning to live in Christ. It is 

not, however, sufficient or self-contained. In fact, there are many such paths, including prayer, 

charitable acts, visiting, social engagement, lively worship and exhortatory preaching. But reading 

Scripture offers a tried means of checking and evaluating these other forms of engagement, of 

testing our motives and experience to see whether God is truly in them, and discerning what kind of 

life is expressed in them. It is for this kind of reason that reading Scripture in the context of prayer is 

a preparation for the day, whatever that day may contain, and a way of construing its events, 

encounters and so forth at the end. 

Second, such a practice may be a means of building the life of the congregation, at an appropriate 

and practical scale. While nearly every activity practised by the church may be subject of debate, 

either internally or externally, there are very few objections to the practice of small scale, regular 

worship, of meeting to read and explore the scriptures and to pray; it is not – in our societies – a 

politically controversial act. We are very fortunate it is so, for the moment. Yet, in England, many 

churches have for the moment abandoned the practice of regular daily worship which, historically, 

had been their task. If maintaining public worship is made an objective, people will be found who 

want to join in and it can be sustained and developed as a shared collective practice. And, although 

we are talking about small numbers, the effects of a small number of people leavened by Scripture 

taking part in the common life around them in a place can be considerable. Moreover, just as we 

may be transformed as persons by reading, so may the life of our institutions, including the Church. 

In this regard, the Church (at whatever level) is simply one among many organizations in which the 

people working there may be assisted in confronting the challenges that each day brings. 

In short, reading Scripture offers some sort of way of weighing other Christian activities, and people 

thus weighed may serve as leaven in larger groups, not by their own virtue but by the life that is in 

them.  
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And third, we need to be careful before assuming that we know the minds of the surrounding 

society and can judge their indifference. And this is because we tend to judge people by where they 

put their effort, which is fair enough but not the complete picture. In my experience, many people 

are not indifferent to the claims and practices of the local church, even though they think it does not 

have much to do with them, most of the time. In this regard, I wonder whether we are a bit like 

lawyers. People ignore the law most of the time, for most of their lives, but have recourse to lawyers 

on occasion, mostly to make binding agreements, or to break them, or to transfer property of one 

kind or another. Most people only turn to lawyers on a handful of occasions, to make a will, to sell 

and buy a house, or to get a divorce. But lawyers, you may notice, tend to think we all obey the law 

every day and, indeed, awake or asleep, we live under the law. The comparison is only meant to 

work in this regard: for most of the population, the Church has its functions, but much of everyday 

life is carried on without reference to the Christian faith. This is called ‘secularization’, and it is an 

important topic, and we will look at aspects of it in the next two talks, but the point here is that 

people by and large think it is a good thing that there are churches and that worship is conducted 

within them. They represent values that are thought of as being widely shared. And people who are 

hostile to the Church – New Atheists – in fact take the Church more seriously than that, defining 

their lives with respect to the Christian faith and its failures. It is for this kind of reason that failures 

in Church life are so important and so widely reflected on; indifference is not really the right word at 

all. 

We are less concerned with indifference, then, and more with a division of labour and, indeed, that 

contains an old perception of the Church: the Christian task is to carry on with the business of 

faithful worship, care and outreach on behalf of the rest of the wider society, and in so doing it 

serves as something for the bulk of the population to think with, a sign. It is then our job to read 

Scripture and to be changed by it, so as to learn to find Christ’s life within us and, by so doing, to be 

a sign, a living instance of the kind of thing that is going on everywhere, by the grace of God. Our 

task is meant to be a minority calling, but it is not by that irrelevant. The life of Christ passes through 

reading Scripture and changes us, and by so doing casts light on the world of which we are a part. 

This life with which we are concerned may be transmitted to others, or we may simply bear witness 

to this life, or it may be pointed to in other instances. On the other hand, to imagine that we have to 

take charge of that process, or can achieve it for others by our efforts, is an instance of what 

Bonhoeffer calls ‘the children of light dragging God back into the darkness’. 

That, then, is what I want to say in this first talk: the question comes down to how we find ourselves 

in Christ, the path by which we might engage, the scale at which that operates, and the minor role 

that effort has to play in these matters. 


