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Perth: Second talk. 

In this second talk there are four parts. I begin with a passage from John which deals in conflict and 

assurance, and Jesus’ power to interpret the Law. I then offer a perspective on the logic of 

‘secularization’, which is a way of talking about our contemporary setting as faithful people and of 

looking at the elements of conflict around faith and how we might find enduring confidence in our 

practices. I see secularization as having its roots in Christian initiatives and therefore as affording us 

resources for living in Christ rather than simply as being a denial of the Christian perspective. 

Following that, I will offer a case study concerning the challenges of establishing a worshipping 

Christian presence in a new housing development, a description which gives some insight into the 

realities acting on the offering and reception of the Christian message in the contemporary context. 

And last (if we have time), I will draw some brief conclusions from this description concerning the 

characteristics of a priestly ministry. 

0 

That is by way of summary. John chapter eight begins with the account of the woman caught in 

adultery. The Pharisees bring her to Jesus in order to test him; Jesus in turn test them, saying ‘let any 

one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her’. Each of the accusers departs, 

silently, one by one, until Jesus and the woman are left alone, although there are witnesses present. 

He asks the woman, ‘Has no one condemned you?’, to which she answers, ‘no one, Sir’. To which he 

replies, ‘then neither do I condemn you; go now and leave your life of sin’. 

This is a typical encounter in Scripture, particularly in the New Testament. There is a text in the Law, 

in Leviticus 20:10, which says ‘if a man commits adultery with the wife of his neighbour, both the 

adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death’. There are clarifications along the same lines in 

Deuteronomy 22: 22-4, part of a more detailed section concerning adultery. The Pharisees are 

drawing on the Law when they bring the woman to Jesus, while he is teaching a crowd. He, however, 

turns the Law around, drawing the righteous into the orbit of a higher demand. They, of course, had 

not expected this turn of events: they had expected to rehearse the Law and apply it, not to be 

confronted by the Law and altered, having to learn to live differently, in Christ. They thought to 

follow Elijah, but they met Elisha. 

Let me draw out the pattern. There is a text – the Law – and readers of the text – the Pharisees. 

Jesus acts as a commentator: he reads the Law differently, so that his hearers are affected. They 

realize the text implicates not only her, as its object, but them too, and so they are changed (there 

will have been dissenters who resisted this reading, I guess). And this is done before a wider 
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audience, whom Jesus was addressing, who were not specialists or leaders; they too will carry away 

the possibility that the Law says something different concerning them. You have a text, which might 

at first sight appear inert, a commentator, and hearers who have in their turn to appraise the 

interpretation. The result in this case, I would remind you, looks from a certain perspective like a 

miscarriage of justice: ‘so, do you mean adultery isn’t a sin?’ But that is not the point. The point is: 

‘then neither do I condemn you; go now and leave your life of sin’. 

We might suspect this account builds on the phrase in John chapter three about God sending his Son 

into the World not to condemn the World but that the World might be saved through him. John 

chapter eight says something about living in the World without judging it or condemning. Having 

talked yesterday about repeated reading of Scripture together (in the context of Daily Prayer), of 

being called and, through that calling, entering into conversation with the surrounding world, or 

some part of it, we might look at how we receive judgement and correction, how we are changed by 

reading the Law, and how, in so doing, we learn to judge no-one, or, if we do not abandon 

judgement, to sit under that judgement ourselves. 

These kinds of questions are exemplified in the largely uncomprehending dialogue that follows the 

episode of the woman caught in adultery, when the Pharisees return to Jesus to ask what his 

grounds are for subverting the Law in this fashion. While I shall not expound the passage further, we 

can find two related themes in this discussion for filling out the idea of living ‘in Christ’. These two 

themes are ‘confidence’ and ‘description’ – or re-description. The Pharisees in essence say, how can 

we have confidence in your commentary, in your interpretation of Scripture? And, indeed, why do 

you have such confidence in it? And in answer, Jesus says, in brief, we share a good deal in common 

in our understanding of the World, but you must re-describe your situation so that you can see what 

is before your eyes, contained in your Scriptures and explained by what you already know. 

Commentary, confidence and description are closely tied together. 

0 

Enough Bible, for our purposes. I want to think in these terms about a problem that is central to our 

confidence, to our learning to live in the World, and which seems on the face of it to deny the 

possibility of living in Christ, or at least makes it thoroughly problematic. I refer to what is known as 

‘secularization’: the notion that religion has retreated from the World, and that the World gives little 

or no evidence for God. 

I want to do three things. First, to offer a brief account – a description – of where the theory of 

secularization comes from, and the work it might be expected to do. Second, on that basis, I want to 
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look at a case study, because I think best through case studies, and to look at the question of how 

one might provide Christian ministry in a world shaped by secularization. The case study concerns 

some of the issues presented by a new housing development being built in the countryside. And 

third, if we get that far, I want to offer some sort of summary of how one might think about 

priesthood in this double perspective of description and confidence. 

0 

You might think of secularization in a long-term perspective as the ability of the World to work 

pretty well without reference to God’s ways and purposes. As such, it is not confined to the Christian 

view: the Hebrew Bible is constructed around the experience of a godly order emerging out of an 

ungodly chaos, and this idea is recalled at moments of crisis by the prophets – that God is to be 

found at work in the chaos as much as in times of order. They claim – using Scripture as their basis – 

that God is then to be found against the grain, in judgement, just as he is to be found with the grain, 

as loving kindness and blessing. Think of the prophet Jonah, a minor prophet but of his period, 

where God’s purposes emerge through the chaos of the storm, and where God’s voice can be heard 

not only among believers but in the great pagan metropolis of Nineveh, and not only heard but 

responded to, so that his judgement is averted. The works of the prophets are meditations upon a 

world which appears to deny God until you learn to see differently and to speak clearly. 

And, indeed, one would expect to live in a mixed world as a Christian, living as we do between the 

first coming of Christ and the second, in a period known as the ‘saeculum’ to Augustine. I want, 

however, to talk in a much more focussed and local fashion, concerning how the English Anglican 

Church came to experience itself as somehow side-lined in the present period and perhaps uncertain 

as to what kind of voice to use in the wider setting. The English and Australian Churches share 

enough history in common for this description to provide some material, I hope, for comparison. 

After the end of the Second World War in 1945, the English Anglican Church adapted to the epoch 

by pursuing a number of linked trends. In the first place, it tried to shed a certain triumphalism or 

assumption of the privileges of Establishment. In the second, it sought a revival of ‘personal’ religion 

and a move away from what was conceived of as an unreflective default position of ‘Church of 

England’ adherence on the part of the majority population. And third, it initiated a positive 

programme proposing that the State take over a range of public welfare and educational 

responsibilities which had been developed in large part and previously owned by the Church. In sum, 

the Church sought a greater humility and attentiveness on the part of its leadership, greater 

personal piety and participation in the faith on the part of the laity, and – in order to assist this more 

spiritual focus – a handing-over of much practical involvement in the care and upbringing of the 
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population to state institutions which were, nevertheless, assumed to be committed to the same 

values as the Church. There was, in short, a renegotiation of the terms of Establishment, conceived 

largely within the Church in the business of reimagining the political settlement: a less self-

aggrandizing Church playing its role with regard to a newly enlivened and faithful people and a 

Welfare State which carried out the Church’s social vision by other means. This new settlement built 

on trends and movements that had existed earlier, but it was precipitated both within and without 

the Church by the watershed of the War. 

It was perhaps a misfortune that sociologists developed what became known as the ‘secularization 

thesis’ in the same period, allowing them to apply the term for the Church’s self-reimagining. 

Sociology in fact only gained a foothold in British Universities in the post-War period; it was 

contemporary to this new settlement and played its part in interpreting it. A recent author, Callum 

Brown (2009), has shown that the secularization thesis emerged from historians rediscovering the 

work of early nineteenth century evangelicals, clergy who had developed an idiom of the ‘godless’ 

nature of the new, industrial urban society, which they had done so as to fuel and direct their own 

programme of reform and recasting Christianity in the Britain of their period. Apart from the 

numerous social problems they identified, their biggest challenge was in fact the rise of 

Nonconformist practice, as well as immigrant Catholic labour; ‘godless’ needs a certain nuancing. In 

the 1960s, however, this idiom was taken literally – the Godless City – and thought fit to describe the 

contemporary renegotiation of the dominant religious imagination. This was a double distortion, 

missing much of what had been going on in the 1840s and, equally, not grasping much of current 

ideas and practices in the 1950s and 1960s. Nevertheless, it appeared to offer a certain fit, for the 

movement of turning inward towards the committed congregation and making liturgies more 

accessible reduced the ambition of ecclesiastical claims. And promoting the State’s responsibility for 

many formerly independent institutions and services concerning health, education and welfare, had 

the effect (unsurprising in retrospect) of making the Church a less compelling public presence for 

much of the population. 

In sum, in this period we have a Church which has made a series of moves, encouraging the State to 

take on a range of responsibilities, taking a less prominent national profile, focussing more on 

congregations and – by a knock-on effect – less on the non-church-going population. At the same 

time, a way of talking and thinking has emerged which claims that Christianity is of decreasing 

relevance to contemporary society and that we are seeing a long retreat of the faith, melancholy or 

optimistic according to your perspective, a retreat which can be projected back into the past. 

Together, these moves and this way of talking more or less set the frame which we still operate 

within. And yet, on the ground, neither account matches up with the facts: there are forms of 
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religious life active in people’s thinking, values and behaviour, many people include a place for the 

church in their lives, not necessarily continuously, but at intervals, and most people, it appears, try 

to bring up their children with more than instrumental values, behave well and generously, pray on 

occasion, and hope for some sort of life beyond this one. We might say that the small scale of 

everyday life does not match readily either with the middle-order business of Church policy, nor with 

the large-scale generalizations of academics and intellectuals. 

Contemporary ministry is generally carried out in this mixed environment, and the focus is on the 

local. As clergy, by and large, we are attentive to actors and questions of experience and motivation, 

we have to focus on the congregation as much as on the surrounding parish, and, equally, we tend 

to ignore questions of political and intellectual framing as being above our paygrade. This church-

inspired refocussing is carried out, however, in an atmosphere of wider-range doubt as to the public 

credibility of Christian faith at the broader level of society, despite the sense it makes locally and 

however much all sorts of public figures invoke religious values in moments of crisis. In England, the 

Anglican Church has pretty well stuck to these concerns and, although there have been many further 

exercises toying with reconstructing the political imagination of the Church – social reports of 

various kinds – little has been achieved in the intervening period beyond moving the pieces around; 

unsurprisingly, there has not been another watershed comparable to coming out of the War. (I shall 

suggest in the third talk that we may have to do some real reconstruction because of the challenge 

presented by large-scale movements of populations). 

The post-War settlement, of which the Church was a major architect, though not the only actor, this 

settlement had its own compelling reasons; it was the best good people could do under the 

circumstances. It was indeed based on discernment, description and confidence in God’s provision. 

In retrospect, it seems perhaps over-optimistic to have relied on the civilizing capacities of the State 

when left to its own devices, for the State has increasingly taken on the role of being, as it were, 

‘father’ of the people, and tried to replace one aspect after another of civil society; the welfare state 

model is reaching its limits, for a variety of reasons. And it was a shame to have accepted without 

challenge the narrative produced by the sociologists of the increasing public irrelevance of religion. 

This narrative is accepted as ‘true’ by all kinds of public leaders – politicians, journalists, academics, 

but also church leaders of all stripes – and yet it is not adequate to the situation we find ourselves in. 

In particular, both academic and ecclesiastical thinking miss the transitory and political nature of the 

theoretical terms used and tend to assume that the categories employed – which are themselves 

tools to achieve certain ends – will continue to function efficiently even when they have become 
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detached from their site of production. A picture produced in a particular context to make a 

particular contribution is taken to be above history and somehow true for every situation. 

0 

Let us turn this perspective around. On the ground, in the parish, you – I – encounter the work of 

God in human lives, but with insufficient notions to grasp it ‘at sight’; in practice, you have to work 

through developing faithful attitudes and learning to understand the inner nature of the things you 

meet with. Much of the work of personal prayer during and at the end of the day is reflection in this 

sense. I call this feature of Christian life ‘an experiment in Providence’. Part of the reason this is not a 

straightforward business is that part of how we make sense of this experience is by using notions 

such as the independence of the public sphere from religious concerns, and supporting the duty of 

public officials to promote the ‘secular’ and to confine religion to private life. And among the 

reasons we tend to support this attitude is that the Church is not to be trusted without reserve: 

there are ambiguities of recent history, rivalries between ‘denominations’ and the experience of 

downright failures, such as the abuse of vulnerable people. 

So, practically speaking, we live on three levels. In the everyday, we have the experience of faithful 

lives, at least in glimpses. At the middle level, we have a sense that, while secularization may not be 

a good description, it serves to orient a good many people towards living decent lives and, indeed, 

serves to protect us and others in the church from our sinful natures. And, at a higher level still, 

nearly everybody shares a sense that we are here for a purpose, that human lives are capable of 

yielding good and being lived well, that we count for something and, in the end, we may come to 

something rather than to nothing. The notion of secularity may be thought of as a disciplining of the 

religious impulse, rather than a denial of any such foundation, in this perspective. An atheistic 

sociologist, of course, would suggest that this last claim, that we all seem to hold to there being a 

divine order of some sort, is a hangover from a previous age. 

One way forward would be to look at possible forms of Christian life that respond to the limits of this 

post-War settlement and confront the tendency of the State in the recent period to police and 

indeed replace civil society. There are continuing questions to be asked about the potential of 

Church involvement in supporting childcare and families, in having a stake in education and training, 

in contributing to welfare and care of the elderly, in visiting prisoners, treating the sick, caring for 

immigrants – and a good deal of thought needed about obstacles that stand in the way of these 

forms of engagement. I, however, shall be less ambitious because I want to explore in more detail 

the present confines of the settlement we have inherited and to offer a case study, still focussed 
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around the twin themes of offering a description and finding confidence as a means of living in 

Christ. 

My third part, then, is to look at a particular instance, the challenge of providing pastoral care and 

worship in a modern setting, the development of a new settlement – a small new town, effectively – 

in the Diocese in which I live. This is an exercise in offering a description born out of a certain 

tradition in order to lead into a theological perspective, a way of ‘imagining Anglican forms of life’ in 

a new housing development. My hope is that this case offers sufficient parallels with situations with 

which you are familiar, despite differences in the density of settlement, the time depth of the 

tradition, and the climate. For we have in common this combination of traditional concerns 

confronted with novelty amidst a range of constraints and pressures not of our choosing, a 

combination which speaks to more or less every situation of ministry I know of.  

0 

I was asked to offer comments to the Bishop’s Council of the Diocese, to provoke thought, so my 

reflections consist of a number of brief points put with more clarity than sophistication. This case 

study sets the process of establishing new developments alongside ecclesiastical and theological 

thinking about such developments. The first part of the exercise is to identify the players and 

constraints, which emerge from the secular settlement we have been discussing. 

First among the players are the developers, who generally have a nostalgic view for commercial 

reasons, and would like to have settlements that look like ‘communities’: villages or market towns, 

with a parish church in the middle to which all would relate. This at least is a consideration, 

sometimes portrayed in the way churches are illustrated in proposals for new developments. 

Then, this nostalgia is not too far from the views of those who settle in these places. This group is 

not among the initial players in planning, but they have to move to the place. They represent a wide 

spectrum of expectations, depending on employment, class, wealth, age and family status etc., but 

in general hold an ideology of ‘community’, quite often at variance with their practice. They want a 

church to which others go and a community organized in their own image1. 

Third, there are planners (both State and local government agents), who work on quite different 

parameters, laying the emphasis on a political multiculturalism which identifies religion as a private 

choice made by each person. Multiculturalism has a curious history: its roots lie in a kind of 

ecumenism, which has become extended because of immigration of other faiths into a potential 

                                                             
1 . See the Comberton chapter in Religion in English Everyday Life. 
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neutralizing of Christian predominance, so an extension of a secularising political agenda. It has, 

however, recently been adapted, through the exigencies of situations which planners failed to 

anticipate, into an advocacy of the role of ‘faith traditions’ or ‘faith communities’. By and large, 

planners want to deal with the ‘Christian community’, or with the ‘Faith communities’, speaking in 

general, and to deny a specific role to any particular Denomination.  

And fourth and last, there are the Churches and, in particular, the Church of England (since I was 

addressing its concerns). Of these Churches we can say three things. In the first place, in England 

new developments always arise in an older parish, or parishes operated as a group, with several 

buildings and, generally, low overall attendance. There is a role for the Anglican Church, as already 

present, to serve as a go-between or negotiator in the design and development of the new 

settlement. 

In the second place, there is a recent (post-War) history of Local Ecumenical Projects (LEPs), which 

do not have a strong track record in developing a strong church life (which may well depend on 

exploiting the vitality and resources of a long tradition). Milton Keynes, a new town developed in the 

post-War period, is an example of a development where insistence on ecumenical buildings has not 

been a conspicuous success: a semi-viable ecumenical building in each suburb. Nevertheless, this is 

the sort of thing planners wanted, and, to an extent, it fulfils the developers’ expectations. The 

planners have consistently forced the Churches’ hand to bid for land on this model, creating a sense 

of opportunity combined with urgency. Milton Keynes’ churches represent a certain period’s vision, 

leading to a now-established style of ‘ecumenical’ church life. 

And then, the Anglican Church is at present also experimenting with what are called ‘Fresh 

Expressions’, forms of intensification of faith and mission, which are of considerable interest. 

However, these experiments do not fulfil the expectations of planners and developers, nor do they 

readily fit with existing visions of parochial ministry, and they can conflict with LEPs.  

If these are the tried options, how should we think further about the situation of a new housing 

development? 

We are dealing in a transitional situation, one which will develop, and which will have stages of 

development. There is a problem in imposing an imagined end point – a church with a pastor and a 

congregation and a relationship to the area – without any intermediary stages. In practice, we tend 

to try to gather the fragments of various traditions – the few Anglicans, Methodists, Free Church 

people etc. living in the area, and to weld this assemblage into a church, which then often lacks 

much in the way of worship, community, or mission. 
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Then, most of the evidence from Scripture and Church history tends to point not to Christendom and 

the parish model, but to small intensive groups with strong boundaries (a chosen people), on the 

one hand, and the eventual conversion of elites as part of their success, on the other. That is, rather 

than look for widespread success, one should look rather for influence and engagement, exemplarity 

rather than a majority participation: small groups with a vision of serving the wider community. 

This small group model however implies a potential conflict with the parish model. How can the two 

be reconciled? Let me suggest two principles: first, intensity goes with extensity, or life in the church 

goes with engagement with the area and is expressed in it – and lack of one goes with lack of the 

other. Second, the shape of the church relates on the one hand to its leadership, and on the other 

hand, to the forms permitted it by the wider Church. Ecclesiology, priesthood and oversight are 

reciprocally linked, so that new situations will demand specific forms of church, specific forms of 

ministry and priesthood, and – importantly – specific forms of Catholicity, or relations to the 

Diocese, notably in permissions given and limits set. The old models cannot be confidently imposed. 

0 

If this is so, what sort of constellation of priesthood, church and Catholicity can we imagine? Again, 

some bullet points. 

First, with respect to ecumenical partners, we might look to build trust, to allow a particular tradition 

licence to experiment and offer pastoral ministry in a place, paying attention to local history. On a 

basis of trust amongst ecumenical partners and church leaders one might look for a setting free 

rather than a blocking: the entrusting of leading ministry in some areas of the country to the 

Methodists where they maintain traditional strength, for example (I note that ‘Methodists’ are now 

part of the ‘Uniting Church’ in Australia). And, where appropriate, that is, when it is the partner best 

represented in an area, the Anglican tradition might be allowed to make an experiment in a place. 

The flourishing of partners should always be a concern in this kind of work but must be sought 

imaginatively rather than normatively. Relationships with other faiths are less of an issue in East 

Anglia but are to be construed around the issues of hospitality and the creation of a framework of 

reception (we may have more to say on this in the third talk). 

Then, for Anglicans, any development must understand its relationship to an existing church and 

parish. There can be no beginning from nothing, and what is needed is not a cutting-off, an 

independent new parish, but relations of permission and support, resourcing and imagining (and, 

perhaps, eventually, a feeding-back into the life of the old parish). Property, then, is not a primary 

necessity. There is a need for a house, and the possibility of small-scale worship; houses might be 
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quite adequate for small gatherings, or a hall. One might reckon to develop cells which relate to the 

existing parish church: an adaptation of what we call the ‘Minster’ model – a central big church with 

a cluster of smaller ones in its orbit – might be useful in these situations. This does not do away with 

the issue of whether land is needed for an eventual church building, but we may be talking about a 

great many years down the line, if a real church life has been developed. 

And third, what kinds of ministry would one anticipate, suited to new developments? Think of the 

needs of the population; there is no part, of any age or condition, that is comfortable and at ease. 

We might look at how to offer and convey the ordinary functions of parish life (hospitality, 

almsgiving, care, healing and reconciliation) and how to develop the appropriate forms of 

community organizations to respond to such pastoral needs. 

At the heart of this project lies the development of a worshipping community, sent by the church, 

shaped by the opportunities and constraints in the situation, and led by appropriate models of 

priesthood. The cost of establishing such ministries would be quite modest. 

This approach is not, of course, exclusive of or in direct competition with more traditional forms of 

ministry.  But one does need to look for possible resources in the contemporary British religious 

scene; there, I find two very disparate models useful to think about. 

One is the Charismatic churches, which have at their centre a redefinition of the settlement between 

the sexes, with all kinds of implications for politics, economics, family life and life stages. In other 

words, they tackle the malaise that is at the heart of common experience; they confront the 

conditioning motif of divorce – or the breakdown of relationships – in contemporary society, 

proposing new ways of being modern people. There is likely to be such a church in the area, and it 

should be supported as one force in an area. The local Anglican congregation can work with such 

churches in practice, as well as finding energy and models from their solutions. This is not a matter 

either of imitating their practices wholesale, nor of trying to take them over – but co-operation with 

and learning from them, in particular, learning to understand their essential perspective on the 

modern situation. 

The other is the model offered by Imams in some cities, who respond to young people’s choices by 

offering a life ordered around the study of scripture, leading to a renegotiation of relationships of all 

kinds. The Anglican analogue is the model of the Daily Offices, reading scripture in worship, which 

may be stimulated by the Islamic example of piety. This would be a redeployment of traditional 

means. 
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My observation to the Diocese was that we might do worse than to ask a small core of lay persons to 

move to the new settlement, to form a community, to find energy through the regular use of the 

offices and engagement with Scripture, to develop forms of ministry – hospitality and so forth – 

appropriate to the place and time, modelling perhaps new relationships. A quasi-monastic order 

around prayer and service, in short, but opportunistic, and multiple in form2. 

To repeat myself, this reform would demand (i) a particular kind of leadership and vision, a re-

conception of vocation – though the resource demands could be low. (ii) A relationship of this 

vocation to the parish and the diocese, a form of oversight so that the project could be sustained. 

(iii) A spirit of trust amongst ecumenical partners, so that projects are not blocked, vetoed or 

perverted. (iv) And a transitional project, initially without a sacred space other than that of the 

parish church. In sum, neither an LEP nor a gathered church, but asceticism and oversight. In this 

way, we might form parochial, not sectarian, forms of intensity, based on seed groups, which relate 

through networks to place, not an exile but a faithful remnant. 

0 

In this case study, my aim has been to talk about how description and confidence are related to the 

scale and tasks of parish ministry, how we learn to live in Christ in a mixed and, indeed, secular 

world, between his first coming and the second. In reality, I find the secular settlement may be 

considered as a fruitful, even an exciting, setting for the innovative continuation and development of 

standard practices, the exploration of Christin resources, worship and the reading of Scripture in the 

context of prayer. 

[In conclusion, I want to ask what model of being a priest might correspond to this account of the 

setting of the church in the world, what kind of characteristics are needed to respond and to speak 

meaningfully into this complexity. In this way I might fulfil my brief, to speak of living in Christ. I 

should add, I do not see these as exclusively priestly characteristics, but they are central to 

leadership of any contemporary Christian community and therefore part of the ordained role. 

The three features of being a priest I would sum up as attentiveness, thankfulness, and description. 

They are three faces of a single task or vocation. Because of the limits of time, I can (again) only 

telegraph a number of issues. 

In an ideal world, we pay attention to the context in which we are set and bring what we have 

learned each day into the setting of Daily Prayer. That is how we perform a representative function 

                                                             
2 This is reminiscent of Martin Thornton’s 1960 project of pastoral reconstruction. 



12 
 

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

and how the concerns, responsibilities, connections and so forth we come to represent are 

confronted with the mind of God in Scripture. Cultivating the art of attentiveness means taking the 

world into prayer and taking out of prayer the need to understand that world better – in order, 

among other things, to pray better for it. 

The second aspect of priesthood considered along these lines concerns thankfulness. One way of 

understanding worship is as gratitude. For one face of attentiveness, or what we might call godly 

attentiveness, to the world is a suspension of judgement. How one learns to see the world well is 

linked to learning to trust in God’s providence and dispositions for humankind. Discernment is 

connected with the purification of desire and cultivating thankfulness to God. This is a discipline – 

just as attentiveness is collective and hard-won – and not a cheerful irresponsibility and an 

endorsement of evils. Christians are rightly noted for their engagement in projects of social justice, 

but condemnation of others is less of a Christian calling, in large part because the Gospel is good 

news for all, and not just for some. We bear witness by our positive acts, not by our negative 

judgements, and that is not a straightforward matter; at the heart of resolving it lies thankfulness, as 

a key to holiness. 

The third concerns description, which is where we began. You can see that a church, whether local 

or national, which brings together a discipline of scriptural holiness and attentiveness to the world in 

the form hinted at, might in due course produce descriptions of aspects of the world which would 

both surprise that world and make sense to it. The reflection I offered above for the housing 

development was a primitive attempt at such a description, as is, in a different way, the account of 

the recent history of the role of secularization in the post-War period.  

Good description offered by critical Christian minds would indeed in the end be prophetic. As we 

produced such descriptions, the Church becomes more engaged with society, it might well draw 

more people to participate in it, and it would certainly draw far more and sustained hostility than it 

does at present. The Church would still only offer rumours of hope, glimpses of glory. It of course 

does that today, but it could do more. However, shortcuts, or attempts to hasten the process 

without serving the necessary apprenticeships, resolve nothing. 

In brief and in sum, in a world where certainties of a metaphysical order have retreated, and lesser, 

competing certainties simply share the problem rather than resolve it, the issue for us is to return to 

practices that have served well in the past, and so can be tried again, and which are within our 

compass to achieve, for we have the resources to sustain and explore them, in penny numbers or 

greater. These resources are exploring Scripture, reading the Bible in worship, paying attention to 

the world, and waiting for the Lord. Priests pay attention, give thanks, and offer descriptions.]  


