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Perth: Third talk. 

In summary, in this third talk I will first explore an on-going theme in John, the connection which 

joins us to Christ’s task. Then, I will explore a major feature of the present world in which we have to 

pursue this vocation, which is the mixing of populations and traditions. Having offered this 

description, I will narrow my focus to look at one practice that has been developed which responds 

to this major feature, returning to a scale at which we have some initiative and control, and so the 

possibility of making a contribution. And, finally, I will offer some brief concluding remarks. 

0 

Reading Scripture together and joining in the story is a part of establishing a Christian presence in a 

place. That presence consists not in coming to dominate in any sense but rather in paying attention 

and offering a description, repeating the act of commentary, indeed; making a description which 

might speak to and contribute to life in that place. If this is so, how then might we characterize the 

work of the Church at a wider scale? To put it in a slogan, how might we describe the task of ‘being 

few at the service of many’? 

Let us begin, once more, from a passage in John’s Gospel, in this instance the final section of Jesus’ 

farewell discourse, in chapter seventeen, before his arrest, trial and execution. This Gospel, as you 

know, falls into two halves: in the first half, a series of public signs that Jesus gives and likewise a 

sequence of controversies provoked by his giving these signs. And, in the second, the private 

teaching he gives his followers, instructing them in what life in Christ consists, in serving the world 

he had come to save but which did not – and does not – recognize him. The lack of recognition 

provides the setting of the first half. This instruction is then enacted in the Passion narrative, ending 

in the account of the Resurrection and the various meetings of his disciples with the risen Christ. 

Chapter seventeen, which is the climax or end-point of this teaching given to his followers, away 

from the stress of public sign and conflict, is in practice a commentary in a certain style on lines from 

the Lord’s Prayer, beginning in effect ‘Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name…’. 

We might notice two things in passing. First, it is typical of John not to repeat elements that are in 

the other Gospels, but to include them meditated on and changed, exemplifying the transformation 

of letter into spirit to a high degree. This models the process we have discussed under the term 

‘typology’, the bringing alive and applying of earlier scriptures to current situations, the prolonging 

of revelation, with all its risks and possibilities. And second, just for remark, the Lord’s Prayer – the 

basis for this meditation – was itself not Scripture at the time, although it takes up and uses 

scriptural elements and motifs. It was a prayer Jesus had given when asked by his disciples to teach 
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them how to pray. The boundary between what is ‘Scripture’ and what is not is continually being 

crossed and played with in the scriptures, as the Spirit breathes into human lives and specific 

situations. And that is both a promise and a kind of caution to us in our reading of Scripture, noticing 

both its productivity and its changing forms. 

The passage in question reflects this challenge, typical of John in general, concerning the tense we 

use to talk about Jesus’ words. For Jesus was talking to his disciples about what he had done and 

what was about to happen to him and through him, while we – as John the writer very well knows – 

are reading these words from a different perspective, for we learn from these words what Jesus has 

achieved through his Passion and Resurrection, and so what our changed condition is and what is 

happening to us and through us, at the same time shaping our future. Are we talking about the past, 

the present, or the future? Well, all these things at the same time. It is not simply a record, an 

ancient document at that but, on the contrary, the Word made flesh, and continuing to be made 

flesh in us and in those that come after us. It is an extraordinary document and a force at work in us. 

By the time we have reached this chapter, John’s powers of what we might call compressing the 

time dimension is very nearly at its maximum, and I want only to follow a single thread in this 

passage. Moreover, we can do little more than simply repeat John’s words. Jesus’ teaching here is, 

as I have said, around the meaning of ‘Hallowed be thy name’. He speaks directly to God the Father, 

saying ‘I have brought you glory on earth’, and has done so by fulfilling the task he had been given, 

which was ‘to give eternal life to all those you [the Father] had given [me]’. But this is the beginning 

of a chain. The Father gives power to the Son, who in turn gives power to those chosen, who have 

received the Son’s words and know that the Son came from the Father. This chain is the glory of 

God, the making manifest of God’s name on earth as it is in heaven. But the chain does not end with 

the chosen disciples, for they, aided by the Spirit, then take on the Son’s task which was, as you 

remember, to save the world, not to condemn it. So, Jesus’ followers take over his position: ‘As you 

[the Father] sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world’. And, just as these followers 

had received the word and believed, others will believe in Jesus because of their word, believe, that 

is, that Jesus came from the Father. Jesus therefore also includes these later followers in his prayer 

‘that they may be one as we are one – I in them and you in me – so that they may be brought to 

complete unity. Then the world will know that you sent me’. 

Although it is difficult to do more than repeat and paraphrase John, the logic is quite clear. God’s 

name is hallowed – glorified – through this chain of transmission, and the task of the chosen is to 

point to the work of the Father in the Son and so, in their turn, share in the love of God for the world 

and its manifestation to the world, that the world might be saved and not condemned. The logic is 
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contained in the earlier verses, ‘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. For God did not send his Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him’. And, as we know, being saved in 

this fashion is a process, a process with a pattern, a pattern of conflict, passion and resurrection, 

which is to be repeated until it reaches an endpoint. 

0 

Once again, we can only use John as a pointer, a direction-finder, indicating the dimensions of being 

a collection of people with the vocation to glorify God’s name through the acknowledgement of 

Christ’s death and resurrection, acknowledgement where we find ourselves by being a few at the 

service of many. Here we have a broad way of describing this vocation of the Church, of answering 

the question of What is the Church for? But I want rather to turn the question to another, narrower 

angle and to ask, what is the crucial fact in the present world to which we have to respond in order 

to fulfil our vocation?  

I would suggest this crucial fact is connected with the movement of populations and the mixing of 

‘world’ religions. Yesterday, I proposed that one way of discussing the present form of the Anglican 

settlement in particular is to consider it as arising out of the Second World War, and to see it as an 

attempt at self-reform in response to the energies released by the extraordinary disturbance that 

War caused. The present situation of migration and mixing of populations and religions might well 

be thought of as a comparable disturbance and as demanding a similar act of self-redefinition in 

response. As part of generating such a response, we need to offer a description, to explore the 

resources available to us, the possibilities inherent in the situation, broadly speaking, and the limits 

which confront us. For the most part, we experience new things in terms of limits and 

confrontations. My aim is to raise the question of resources, and we shall go further back in time to 

find them than I did in yesterday’s brief sketch. 

0 

The question we face may be described as how to respond to an ‘opportunity’ created by global 

circumstances. Those general circumstances include the end of the Cold War and the mixing of 

populations, but more specifically, on the one hand, the revitalizing of questions concerning the life 

and interactions of the Abrahamic religious traditions – Christianity, Islam and Judaism – and, on the 

other hand, what we might call the questioning of the secular project, about which we talked 

yesterday. In order to outline the situation, it is worth delineating certain relevant features of this 

opportunity, which is of course conceived by many concerned with the ‘crisis’ of secularism to be a 
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threat – in other words, the unwelcome return of religion as a factor in public life and international 

politics. 

 

The situation derives from some quite contingent contemporary factors, largely demographic and 

economic. We live in a period of a global growth of populations and of vast migrations; these lead to 

local competition for resources and perhaps inevitably to conflicts, to which issues of identity, and in 

particular religious self-definition, give content and force. It is worth remarking that, before the end 

of the Cold War, ‘Christian’ and ‘Muslim’ were not the principal terms in which certain oppositions 

familiarly cited today were conceived, nor was ‘Israel’ such a global focus of contestation. Now, 

quite separate forms of life and struggle are linked through what is called a globalization of 

communication by their ‘religious’ content. Just to note, we tend to be encouraged when these 

connections are Christian, as in ‘Global Pentecostalism’, and alarmed in other cases, as in the spread 

of enthusiasm for Islam. As commentators have noted, it is a world where the ‘religions of the book’ 

have regained a public importance many imagined they had lost for ever. I want to try to draw out 

the critical dimensions of this situation by making two broad historical comparisons. 

First comparison: making due allowances, there are similarities between our world and the 

European world in the 16th and 17th centuries. That too was a situation in which religious issues took 

on political forms.  Then too there was an intensification of boundaries, the drawing together of 

political, cultural and religious self-definition, with religion being used as a marker of identity, 

together with continual claims to contested resources by such groups, and parallel moves to self-

defence. These features were accompanied by extraordinary intellectual activity, again 

simultaneously cultural, political and religious. However, in political terms, there was little overall 

grasp of the issues by governments or other responsible figures, and public discourse was largely 

conducted in ideological categories.  The efforts to ‘sort out’ populations on the basis of religious 

identities were so destructive as to pose very acutely the question of how to live together peaceably. 

This is where the importance and limits of secularism emerged in the West: the political response to 

the Wars of Religion was in Western Europe a version of what we might call the secular settlement, 

that is, an attempt to create a set of minimal rules or dispositions that allow the working together of 

the various religious intensities in some sort of political unit for some sort of collective good. It has 

had a remarkable history; it is worth noting two things about the settlement (passing over much of 

its awkward history). First, these rules were meant to be minimal in that they were to be invoked at 

points where the ‘traditions’ could not resolve their difficulties, but they were at the same time 

binding, in that they could be enforced, and therefore had to make sense in terms of the religious 

traditions they pertained to. In this fashion, they recognized the role of the State as arbiter. Second, 
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this combination of religious intensities policed by a secular settlement (including an idea of 

‘toleration’) is what founded the modern university, as something lying between the Church’s 

demands and the governance of the State. I will follow up this remark about the University in the 

next section. All this is in shorthand; the point is that in the present situation, something very similar 

is needed: we require a reformulation of the secular settlement, a set of minimal ground rules that 

take the religious traditions seriously and which allow these new forms of intensity to co-operate 

and to contribute to a common project, so that some sort of public good may emerge, and we may 

live in peace and charity with our neighbours. 

However, this account of the secular settlement is only half the story. We need to have a clear view 

about both the strengths and the limits of the secular settlement. I would say it has two faces. The 

first is what I have referred to – a basic minimal frame, rules allowing forms of intensity and 

commitment to live side by side and cooperate. This appeared originally in European history in the 

Roman ‘law of nations’, a set of arrangements that allowed non-Romans, the ‘other nations’ – 

foreigners, in fact – to trade and settle disputes and live under the peace created by Roman law. 

Paul, you may recall, made great play of his being a Roman citizen and under Roman law because it 

granted certain rights and privileges which did not apply if you came under the subsidiary law of 

nations, laws which were nevertheless necessary for the barbarian populations to cooperate and live 

within the Roman order. 

But there is a second meaning to the secular settlement, and this has a distinct history and plays a 

role in our present world. This is the idea that there is, somehow, a notion of law which governs all 

humans and appears in every human society, that there is something called ‘natural law’ which is 

universal. This idea came out of philosophers thinking in an abstract way about the law of nations, 

thinking that, at some level, all peoples had law in some version, although, in fact, the ‘law of 

nations’ was an invention of Roman lawyers, with specific pragmatic purposes in mind. This notion 

of ‘natural law’ has had a long history. Its importance lies not in the past but in the future it 

promises: it suggests there is some common human order which will in time replace all local human 

traditions. So, it claims that there is human reason deep in everyone and in every society, and that 

this reason will in time come to replace every local form of reasoning, whether cultural, social, 

political, ethnic or religious. It promises we will eventually give up all the messy local arrangements 

we have made for living and will come to live in a common, natural way of reason, and all our 

problems, disputes, rivalries and so forth will vanish away. In this view of natural law, local history 

and – most important – religious traditions are part of the problem, and they will be replaced by 

human reason. 
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This is the second face of secularism; it is the ambition to move away from historical settlements 

people have worked out in particular places using local traditions, and it seeks to invent ‘solutions’ 

to human problems from first principles, applying principles to every situation. It is given form in a 

certain view of natural science, but it appears too in various modern forms of education and, in 

particular, in techniques of government. Such a view will always contain a threat to religiously 

minded people, for vital elements of what makes religious traditions meaningful to their adherents 

are lost to view. And the things that make these traditions work and be socially fruitful and 

significant – as well as different to one another – cease to have any place in public life. This second 

face of secularism is a recurrent feature of modern political life, and it constitutes one of the major 

terms of religious conflict with ‘western’ ideals, for it commands little loyalty amongst the various 

faith groups, and so cannot readily create a working polity. 

We should leave aside the details of the forms this conflict takes, the recurrent problems with 

‘pluralism’ and the awkward relations that exist between civil society and the modern State. But we 

should note that people formed by the kind of Christian practices we have been discussing, of paying 

attention and being shaped by forces other than their own interests and desires, might be good at 

responding to what some have construed as a crisis in this second kind of secularism, created by the 

return of religions in force in the public zone. 

The issues, then, which gives some sort of intellectual and political specificity to the present 

situation are threefold. First, to revive the secular project in a way that responds to the present 

situation (the creation of ground-rules). Second, to develop forms that take seriously the various 

religious traditions and their intellectual concerns, including their motivations, so that they interact 

productively and may contribute to the well-being of society. And, third, the creation of appropriate 

forms of education – of formation and dissemination – that permit these developments to have their 

effects, forms which may identify the impossible ambitions of the second kind of secularism. 

0 

My argument in sum is this: you need a minimum secular settlement, that is, a set of ground rules 

that allow citizens of all traditions to live together peaceably and to settle conflicts. And, at the same 

time, we need to understand better the impracticability of what we might call a maximal secular 

horizon, which aims to clear all kinds of religious expression out of the public sphere: that cannot 

and will not happen, and the ambition to do so creates a good deal of mistrust among citizens. The 

latter also provides a rather impoverished moral environment at every level of collective life – 

family, community, business, politics, whether local, national or international, as well as ecological. I 

have also suggested that people involved in churches may be well-placed to think about these two 
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demands – yes to the minimal secular settlement, no to the maximal secular horizon – because of 

the history bound up in our specific traditions and practices. 

What might these mean in practice, at the kind of scale we live, move and do business? I want to 

offer an account of a practice called Scriptural Reasoning, developed at first between American and 

British scholars, which has gained interest world-wide, probably because it responds to the 

contemporary conditions I have attempted to outline. Its interest in my perspective is that it 

represents a continuation of the kind of practices of commentary, with which we began. 

0 

Scriptural Reasoning is an activity that has developed in the zone between religious institutions – 

churches, synagogues and mosques – on the one hand and universities on the other, although it has 

spread further afield. It came out of ideas produced in the first place by Jewish philosophers who 

also engaged in reading the Hebrew Bible and, in the second place, theologians who took seriously 

the faith found in church congregations and, in particular, what we may call the force of Scripture, 

the place of reading the Bible at the heart of life organized around Christian worship. Muslim 

scholars became added to the mix as these first two partners began to explore the insights they had 

come upon independently. These are twenty-first century engagements, drawing on the thought, 

both Christian and Jewish, of the last half of the twentieth century, but with roots that of course go 

back earlier: they are responses to the contemporary world, drawing on thinking done in the context 

of the Second War and the Holocaust, and using earlier resources, essentially also thinking done in 

the context of previous crises. 

My perspective on these developing practices is that of an outsider. I have friends who have been 

central to these developments, and these friendships have been very important to me and their 

influence is clear in my thinking, but I have not been a participant. I speak from a distance (and point 

for this account to David Ford’s chapter in Ford 2007). From that outside view, S.R. consists in small 

groups of scholars from the different faiths meeting in order to read and comment on their 

scriptures in one another’s hearing. They meet around a theme, agreed beforehand, and have 

selected appropriate texts from their tradition, both Scripture and commentaries, and they explore 

what the resources of their traditions offer with the others present. 

Perhaps the most important thing, again from my point of view, is that the participants do not seek 

to reach agreement from their reading aloud and interpreting in each other’s presence. There is no 

‘fourth position’ to be reached; the Muslims, Christians and Jews involved are not seeking to find 

what they have in common. This is very different to the ambitions of the maximal secular horizon, 
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where the desire is that the religions should find what they have in common, and discard their 

particularities, simultaneously that they should seek a common humanity and to break away from 

the historical accidents of each tradition. Instead, in S.R. the participants explore the particularities 

of a tradition in the hearing of others. This simple action is fraught with consequences (just as, a 

small example, I have found saying evening prayer in chapel with an orthodox Jewish student on 

either side makes one think about the words in a new light). 

Developing this business of reading and commentating in each other’s presence is a process which 

takes time to develop, because trust has to be built up. The practice began in the margins of big 

conferences, with twice-yearly meetings over a few days, accompanied by some sort of engagement 

to return. This, then, is a business quite distinct from the practice of daily and weekly prayer, in a 

single tradition, and involves an extra commitment; it is not a practice to be commended to all. Only 

relatively few people will be drawn to pursue the practice, just as daily prayer is a minority calling. 

But some find it compelling, just as some of us find the daily confrontation with Scripture in the 

context of the Daily Offices or the Eucharist the thread around which a convincing life may be 

organized. What this discernment in either case attests to is the power of Scripture in human lives, 

not as a hypothesis or a way of speaking, but as an experienced reality. 

These small groups of scholars then initially learn to trust one another and to exercise a form of 

mutual hospitality, a strange business where each is simultaneously host and guest, bringing with 

them, of course, somewhat different expectations of what the duties of guest and host are. For each 

participant brings with them a certain experience and an accompanying formation. We are each of 

us made by the communities and traditions we were brought up in, our teachers and our reading, 

and our subsequent experience and ministry; we are constellations of influences and inputs. It is 

quite clear to an outsider such as myself that the scholars drawn to take part in S.R. are particular 

kinds of Muslims, Christians and Jews, driven by what I would see as specific virtues and dispositions, 

but which others might see as weaknesses and vulnerabilities. My observation is that many 

Anglicans are comfortable with the business of paying attention to the expressions and insights of 

another’s faith, and are untroubled by the ambiguous role of receiving different points of view 

without holding the power of defining what is and what is not acceptable, and enjoy developing 

friendships under these conditions. But among my academic colleagues, I have found several 

varieties of mistrust or failure to appreciate any sense of interest in the commitments of others. This 

may be because the colleague is committed to secular values and so does not see the compelling 

force that others find in Scripture. It can also be, on the contrary, that the colleague is committed to 

some tradition or other that sees no need to mix with gentile thought in any form. I would add, I 

spend a lot of time among both classes of persons, in my work and in my research, and I find great 
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value in them. My conclusion is that this form, in S.R., of listening to others and devoting some time 

and effort to it will be a minority calling. 

The interesting thing then is how many people have seen the project as worthwhile engaging with 

and have been prepared to commit time and energy to it. As the practice has developed and more 

people have become engaged, different ‘tendencies’ or strands have emerged. Since people with 

different trainings are involved, a practitioner may find some easier to do business with than others. 

Certain kinds of philosophers tend to group together, while I have found sympathy with those who 

think more sociologically; that depends, in the instance, whether you prefer to start from the idea of 

the whole or from the details of a description. There are also people who insist on developing 

ground rules and others who are more relaxed. It seems to me that the small intense study groups 

are the heart of the exercise but, because the leading spirits have so far been academics, in parallel 

with meeting for study and mutual listening, there have also been larger meetings where the 

participants engage in theoretical discussion: conference sessions, in effect, where people try to 

articulate what has been going on in the study groups, using more abstract terms drawn from an 

ever-increasing repertoire of intellectual traditions. In short, we have a new practice, of reading 

scriptures and interpreting together – or, at least, doing so in one another’s hearing – and, at a 

second level, developing a branch of (is it?) theology, reason reflecting on these empirical 

encounters. 

It is worth observing that the themes around which the small groups meet have evolved as trust and 

experience have developed. David Ford, who is one of the initiators of the practice, suggests that 

initially the focus was on the ‘plain’ sense of scripture and the facts of commentary over time, and 

that their role in shaping a way of life – worship, ethics, institution, formation and education – has 

been the focus. In contrast, ‘difficult’ topics such as the Trinity, the person of Christ, and Eschatology 

(speaking from a Christian perspective) have not proved to be the best starting point. That is, there 

appears to be a separation between reading Scripture and the categories of reflection that have 

emerged in later contexts. These difficult topics were themselves produced in periods of controversy 

within Church, and may be construed as attempts at repair, making good social rifts by recourse to 

Scripture and commentary, part of a recurrent pattern. In any case, as far as S.R. is concerned, in 

recent years the discussion has been able to move on to more contentious ground, for example, 

exploring the resources in the traditions both for anathema and restoration. 

I believe this example of turning to Scripture and its powers in the present context is of considerable 

interest, not least in an exemplary sense. For it appears to be in continuity with the resources and 

methods we have traditionally relied on to make sense in and of a troubled world, these resources 
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and methods being put to work in a fashion that models a minimum secular settlement. And yet, at 

the same time, this practice refutes the claim of the maximal secular horizon that we can put all 

these religious notions behind us and appeal to some sort of common humanity. Traditions contain 

resources to repair modern rifts, including instruction in the ways to proceed. 

To give substance to this claim, what is particularly striking is the extent to which the practice of S.R. 

has spread beyond the margins of the academy where it arose. Once again, I am not the best-

informed person, but S.R. has been taken up in various institutions of civil society in Britain and the 

United States, not simply in churches and mosques, but also in schools and prisons, with the purpose 

of creating mutual understanding, and used internationally particularly in processes of reconciliation 

between warring parties. I am thinking here of work in the Sudan. Moreover, use of the practice has 

expanded beyond its initial confines of the three ‘Abrahamic’ religions; it has been taken up and is 

being explored in universities in India and China, as well as in Egypt, Pakistan and Indonesia. This is 

testimony enough to the power of Scripture and to the recognition of its potential for repair in the 

contemporary world. 

0 

Very briefly, then, where have we got to? I was given the brief of addressing the idea of living ‘in 

Christ’ in the contemporary world. I have responded by talking about a set of topics which have 

emerged in the course of my Christian life and ministry in the last twenty years, that is, topics which 

have forced themselves on me as we enter the twenty-first century. I have drawn them out in a way 

that I hope makes connection with your lives and circumstances, for these talks represent a report 

on my attempts to live and work ‘in Christ’ in the present period, an effort to find resources and 

respond to the world in which I have found myself. 

To recapitulate, these topics come under three headings: reading the Bible, living in a secular world, 

and responding to the presence of other faiths. In each case, I have found different things to what I 

would have expected: the materials have altered me. In the first place, in reading Scripture, I find 

evidence that a good part of how Scripture works, a good part of its richness and, indeed, 

inexhaustible wealth, arises from the way earlier Scripture is read and applied; Scripture works 

through commentary, we called it, and commentary is how it continues to work, so that we 

ourselves are, as it were, read by Scripture and put to work commentating, interpreting, applying, 

and so included in the story. 

In the second place, a recurrent feature of this story of reading Scripture and being set to work by 

reading it has been interpreting in a close fashion the self-consciously secular society in which we 
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live and in which our ministry has been set. Promoting and exploring church life and Christian living 

in this setting has provided a number of surprises, not least, realizing how many of the features of 

the modern world are the effects of Church thinking, and how many resources the secular world has 

to offer us as believers. 

And in the third place, I have been led to acknowledge the importance of movements of populations 

and of responding to the presence of other faiths, both being construed as an opportunity rather 

than a threat, considered indeed in the light of God’s Providence. This is by no means easy but, by 

the inspiration of my colleagues, one can see ways of responding to these opportunities through the 

use of Scripture and commentary and recourse to the strengths of secularism, means that offer 

resources for our faith and, indeed, the possibility of renewed life in Christ. 

In sum, just as the person of Christ overflows the human limits of the historical Jesus, so the power 

of Scripture exceeds the limits of the text, and through this power – which is one – we may find the 

possibility of adapting to and shaping the context in which we live, a context of mixing of peoples 

and religions: we live in Christ so that the world might be saved and not condemned. 


