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The gospel 
in action
Johnny Juckes, the new President 
of Oak Hill, introduces this edition 
of Commentary, which looks at the 
gospel in action in contexts as varied 
as Grenfell Tower, the persecuted 
Christians of Nigeria, and university 
students in need of support from 
their local churches

all continually thankful for Mike Ovey’s very wonderful 
legacy of faith and scholarship, and for his personal 
example and kindness. In the years ahead we are looking 
for God’s grace to help us build on Mike’s existing vision for 
theological education, with a renewed focus on practical 
ministry skills, pastoral wisdom and evangelistic zeal.

In this issue of Commentary, we have a series of wide-
ranging articles gathered around the idea of the gospel in 
action. Mark O’Donoghue was at Grenfell Tower on the 
terrible morning of the fire, and as Area Dean of Kensington 
was able to offer prayer, compassion and practical help, as 
well as all the resources of the gospel. He reflects (on page 4) 
on how gospel ministry can be faithful and effective, even in 
the face of incredible human suffering.

Mark Herbert (see page 34) has recently been visiting 
missionaries supported by his church in Jos and Tofa, in 
Nigeria. Struck by the conditions they face, in a country 
where Christians often face violence at the hands of Boko 
Haram and other extremist groups, he writes about the 
qualities of mission he witnessed, and which he has brought 
home to his own church.

Krisztina Mair, who has recently been appointed part-time 
Pastoral Support and Research Fellow at Oak Hill, writes 
powerfully about how local churches can make all the 
difference to university students, offering a safe space ‘to 
stumble, grow, repent and believe’ (see page 12).

Half a year into my new role at Oak Hill, I want to say 
thank you for all your care and support for the college in 
the eighteen months since the sudden death of Mike Ovey. 
Thank you for praying for us during this challenging time. 
It has been truly encouraging to witness the love, support 
and high esteem in which Oak Hill is held as I’ve travelled 
around the country.

I’ve taken time in these first months to connect with 
sending and receiving church leaders, as well as former 
students, friends of the college and other stakeholders. I’ve 
met with the leaders of several evangelical networks, leaders 
from the FIEC, and a good number of bishops and DDOs. At 
the college, I’ve enjoyed getting to know the students, our 
dedicated staff teams, and our outstanding faculty.

I’m especially grateful to Dan Strange, who steered the 
college through the most difficult and trying months of last 
year with such honesty, grace and sheer hard work. We are 
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I’ve taken time in these first months 
to connect with sending and 
receiving church leaders, as well 
as former students, friends of the 
college and other stakeholders. 
I’ve met with the leaders of several 
evangelical networks, leaders from 
the FIEC, and a good number of 
bishops and DDOs. At the college, 
I’ve enjoyed getting to know the 
students, our dedicated staff teams, 
and our outstanding faculty

David Shaw opens the Bible (on page 25) to look at Jesus’ 
call for us to ‘ask the Lord of the harvest to send workers 
into his harvest field’; and Ray Porter argues (on page 22) 
that Western mission workers who respond to that call 
by going to non-Western countries need to become equal 
partners of the national church leaders they seek to serve.

Lourens Du Plessis (on page 31) surveys the loss of 
manners in public life, while Kirsty Birkett (page 16) explores 
how it has become culturally cool to downsize, declutter and 
embrace simpler lifestyles.

Nick Tucker (on page 28) has been researching the life 
and ministry of Edward Irving, who astonished London 
congregations in the 19th century with his proto-Pentecostal 
ministry. What lessons can we learn from the way his 
ministry went off the rails, into liberalism and heresy?

Finally, Dave Baldwin (see page 9) takes a realistic 
look at the problems frequently faced by churches with 
multicultural congregations. He says, ‘Every church 
member needs encouragement and help to form cross-
cultural friendships, especially involving food and shared 
hospitality.’

I hope you find this edition of Commentary as stimulating, 
enjoyable and spiritually nourishing as I have.



I don’t think I ever experienced déjà vu before 
Wednesday 14 June 2017. The evening before, I was enjoying 
a clergy summer party in Twickenham, but that soon 
became a surreal and distant memory as I walked up to 
Grenfell Tower at 6.30am and first caught sight of the 
burning building. I was momentarily paralysed, transported 
back in time to the previous summer when I visited New 
York’s 9/11 Museum. The striking image of the burning 
building against the bright blue sky stirred visceral 
memories of the horrors that afflicted Manhattan. But this 
was Kensington in West London.

I prayed where I stood, then went to speak to the first 
responders at the foot of the tower to see how we could 
support them before heading for the local church, which 
had been turned into a makeshift refugee camp for those 
evacuated. The objectivity of a fresh pair of eyes enabled 
me to identify a few areas where I could help provide some 
structure and organisation to all the good things that were 

Hope amidst 
the horror

One year after the horrific fire which 
consumed Grenfell Tower and took 
the lives of 72 of the people who lived 
there, Mark O’Donoghue, Area Dean 
of Kensington, reflects on how gospel 
ministry can be both faithful and 
effective in the face of overwhelming 
human loss

taking place. To help those looking for loved ones, a register 
of the people present needed to be drawn up, as did a list 
of what might be required over the next three days, which 
I sought to source from local shops. I suggested volunteers 
should be on the doors to prevent journalists disturbing 
refugees, and then co-ordinated the help offered by other 
churches in the deanery. These all felt like small but helpful 
steps.

As Area Dean, I knew my role was primarily to serve the 
local churches who had been making heroic efforts to care 
for the many residents traumatized by what they had either 
endured or witnessed. My aim throughout was to support 
what was already taking place on the ground and avoid 
getting in the way. Gospel ministers are called to exercise 
servant leadership, because Christ first served us, seeking 
and saving us as the Son of Man who came not to be served, 
but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. But 
offering constant care for individuals during that week 
at Grenfell, being concerned for the mission of the local 
churches, and having the opportunity to enable discussions 
between local residents and government, highlighted 
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three areas in particular where I needed to be faithful and 
effective. First, I had to have clear convictions both on the 
gospel itself and on gospel ministry.

Clear convictions

Witnessing the horror of what happened at Grenfell 
reminded me of Melanie Philips’ question after the 2004 
tsunami: ‘How can you believe in a God who allows suffering 
on this scale?’ I knew there were no easy answers to the 
problem of human suffering, but I had never been personally 
exposed to suffering on this 
scale. It reminded me that 
pain isn’t just out there in 
the world; it is also in here, in 
our hearts and in our homes. 
But witnessing the anguish 
of Grenfell also reminded 
me that the gospel of Christ 
is credible and coherent. 
Objections to God allowing 
suffering presuppose a God 
who exists and who is loving 
and powerful – anything else, 
and the objection falls on deaf ears.

As I listened to and prayed with Ray, who spent all of 
Wednesday looking for his friend, Khadije Saye, I could not 
imagine how he would react to Richard Dawkins telling him 
that all the good and the bad that happens in the world is 
the result of atoms randomly bumping into one another. As 
Ray battled his anxiety and fear, the last thing he needed 
was someone saying: ‘In a universe of electrons and selfish 
genes, blind physical forces and genetic replication, some 
people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get 
lucky, and you won’t find any rhyme or reason for it, nor any 
justice.’ 

Likewise, I doubt if Simon, who rescued many from the 
tower and saw unspeakable horrors that night, would have 
much time for Francis Crick, the neuroscientist, telling 
him that: ‘You, your joys and your sorrows, your memories 
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and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and 
free will, are in fact no more than the behaviour of a vast 
assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules.’ 
Simon didn’t need to be told that his grief was merely the 
change in the concentration of particular chemicals in a 
randomly assembled collection of atoms and molecules in 
his brain.

More helpful was what I was able to say to Sue early on 
Friday morning as she broke down walking towards me as I 
headed back up to Grenfell for the third day, as she sobbed 
and exclaimed: ‘I have nobody to walk with me through 

this agony.’ I was able, after listening to what triggered her 
pain that morning and hugging her while she sobbed, to 
point Sue to Christ, who weeps with those who weep and 
who himself grieved the loss of loved ones. I was able to 
acknowledge that something has gone seriously wrong with 
the world and, in much the same way as one fridge fire could 
engulf a whole tower, our desire for autonomy from God had 
resulted in a broken world.

But I was also able to point Sue to the Saviour, who himself 
endured awful agony and injustice as he went to his death 
to bring an end to all suffering, especially eternal suffering. 
I was able to assure Sue that, in our suffering world, Christ 
the Good Shepherd offers to walk with us through the 
valley of the shadow of death. But he also lifts our eyes to 
the certain hope that God will one day remake this world 
into a perfect new creation, without sadness, sickness or 

I was able to point Sue to Christ, who weeps with 
those who weep and who himself grieved the loss 
of loved ones. I was able to acknowledge that 
something has gone seriously wrong with the world 
and, in much the same way as one fridge fire could 
engulf a whole tower, our desire for autonomy from 
God had resulted in a broken world



suffering, and where God will dwell with his people and 
wipe away every tear from their eyes. That felt both realistic 
and reassuring.

In addition to confidence in the gospel’s credibility, I also 
needed clarity about gospel ministry. There was a palpable 
sense of shock that a tragedy like this could happen in 21st 
century London. Alexia, Simon’s young daughter, talked of 
seeing things that no child should ever see (prompting the 
prime minister to send counsellors into the local schools). 
The cries of anguish on Thursday from an Ethiopian family, 
when they heard that their five year-old boy had not made 
it out of the building, remain with me still today. As have 
the words of William, an older man who lived in one of the 
finger blocks next to the tower, who said: ‘Mark, we had to 
endure a front row seat to death!’

Confronted with pain that was so searing and needs 
that were so tangible, it would be easy to forget our gospel 
priorities. It would be easy to become social workers, or 
political lobbyists, or to address the obvious needs only. It 
was vital to remind myself each day as I went up to Grenfell 
that it was the gospel that these people needed more than 
anything else, because only the gospel is the power of 
salvation for those who believe. 

However, in addition to clear gospel priorities, it was vital 
to model Christ-like compassion. 

Christ-like compassion

Many have remarked on the phenomenal outpouring of 
compassion in the days following the fire. Churches, and 
other faith and community groups, threw open their doors 
to help those affected. The emergency services worked 
heroically, with fire-fighters going in and out of the tower 
with no thought for their own safety, and the police and the 
SOCO teams engaged in tireless, traumatic and painstaking 
searches for evidence and remains.

Nor was the compassion confined to the community of 
Kensington. People from all over London and across the UK 
arrived with offers of help and supplies. One girl helping at a 
local church said to me: ‘I have never seen anything like this.’ 

I assumed she was referring to the still smouldering tower, 
but she was referring to people’s kindness.

The kind of gut-wrenching compassion Christ felt for 
the crowds (Matthew 9:35-36) is not often high on the list 
of qualities we look for in gospel ministers, especially if 
we seek alpha males with clear drive and leadership gifts. 
And yet, Christ felt compassion for the people of his day 
precisely because they were leaderless and like vulnerable 
sheep without a shepherd. As I got to know the survivors 
and residents of North Kensington, many of them expressed 
real frustration at having been ignored and neglected for 
years by those in power; they were genuinely harassed and 
helpless.

I don’t want to downplay the danger of emotional 
burnout from constantly seeking to help people, but in 
circumstances such as these, my greater fear is that we 
can model a stiff-upper lip stoicism that smacks of a more 
functional or professional form of gospel ministry. Jesus 
knew it is not the healthy who need a doctor but the sick 
(Matthew 9:12). He was drawn to the downcast, the abused 
and exploited, as if they are most conscious of their need 
for the Good Shepherd who gives his kingdom to the poor 
in spirit. Let us pray that Christ’s compassion would save us 
from being cold and clinical.

And, finally, I realised that we must share Christ’s concern 
for justice.

Critical concerns

It was hard to miss the anger in those days after the fire. 
There was a deep sense of shame that something like this 
could happen in a city such as London. It came after many 
years of residents campaigning about fire safety at Grenfell, 
and making complaints about the Tenant Management 
Organisation (TMO). It came after six died in the Lakanal 
House fire in Southwark in 2009, but the lessons appeared 
not to have been learned. It came after a decade of these 
residents hearing promises that did not appear to be kept. 
The resulting breakdown in trust resulted in all manner 
of conspiracy theories, as people assumed the worst from 
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everyone in authority, whether the council, the government, 
or the police. In the days after the fire, many wanted to 
rush to apportion blame. And there were questions that 
demanded answers, not least from the Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea (RBKC), and the TMO. 

Christians have always been in the forefront of battles 
against injustice, not least because we worship a just God 

who brings down rulers from their thrones and lifts up the 
humble, who fills the hungry with good things but sends 
the rich away (Luke 1:52-53). However, many in Kensington 
were simply ignorant of what life was actually like in the 
north of the borough. We were wilfully blind, content to 
enjoy our corner of calm with our clean streets and our 
twice-weekly bin collections, but ignorant of the harsh 
reality of life on the northern estates. It is a scandal that 
it took something as traumatic as Grenfell to smash that 
enchantment. 

In the weeks that followed the fire, I had several 
opportunities to enable survivors to put their concerns and 
frustrations to those at the highest levels of government, 
most notably with the prime minister at Downing Street, in 
parliament and in North Kensington. We sought to ensure 
discussions were always polite and respectful, but we told 
Downing Street that we would not be party to a charade. 
Either the meetings were genuine and substantial, or we 
would not participate.

At each meeting, the survivors were able to share heart-
rending accounts of escapes, their long-term concerns about 
the TMO and their frustrations with the response of RBKC 
on the ground. Here were people who felt ignored for years, 
and perhaps even unwanted in Kensington, suddenly sitting 
around the Downing Street cabinet table and being listened 
to by Theresa May. Most encouraging were the texts in 

the days that followed from 
survivors about real changes 
taking place on the ground as 
a result of their comments in 
those meetings. By the time 
we concluded the Saturday 
afternoon meeting at 
Downing Street, the survivors 
all seemed to be sitting just a 
little bit taller.

It is hard for local churches 
to feel like we can do very 
much to lift the burden 
of grief in tragedies such 

as Grenfell. But we committed to walk alongside the 
community of North Kensington, to pray with them and for 
them, and to share their burden as best we could. We were 
equally committed to being critical friends of those in power, 
seeking honest answers and a transparent process that 
keeps the survivors and the community at the heart of it, 
holding all to fulfilling their promises, and seeking the will 
from all sides to rebuild trust and to rebuild the community 
of the Lancaster West estate.

William, who struggled to sleep all week, told the prime 
minister that if it wasn’t for the churches, they would have 
been utterly abandoned. Nick, who escaped from the 19th 
floor, ended one meeting by telling us that although he was 
homeless, he was no longer hopeless.

Mark O’Donoghue is Area Dean of Kensington, and trained 
for ministry at Oak Hill College

Many in Kensington were simply ignorant of what 
life was actually like in the north of the borough. 
We were wilfully blind, content to enjoy our corner 
of calm with our clean streets and our twice-weekly 
bin collections, but ignorant of the harsh reality of 
life on the northern estates. It is a scandal that it 
took something as traumatic as Grenfell to smash 
that enchantment
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A TASTE OF 
HEAVEN? OR 
YOUR WORST 
NIGHTMARE?

‘That service was just a little taste 
of heaven!’ enthused one senior 
member of an urban church after an 
International Sunday service put on to 
celebrate the cultural diversity of the 
congregation. ‘It was just like being in 
the worshipping crowd in Revelation, 
praising the Lord together with 
brothers and sisters from every tribe, 
tongue, people and nation!’

Well that dear brother has certainly 
fixed his eyes on things above! And 
that sort of celebratory service 
always seems to go down well in local 
churches. After all, it’s great fun to see 

the church full of people from different 
countries, dressed to the nines in their 
national costume, singing in several 
different languages, hearing about 
other parts of the world and ending it 
all with a slap up world-buffet church 
lunch. Who wouldn’t love that? 

But it’s only half the story. ‘Honestly, 
it’s been a bit of a nightmare for all 
of us,’ admitted a church leader who 
had recently worked alongside a 
sister from a cultural background 
very different to the other staff 
members. Time and again they were 
ambushed by their totally different 

What’s the experience of multi-cultural 
churches? Heaven? A nightmare? Both at the 
same time? Dave Baldwin, who encourages local 
churches to engage with different people groups 
living in their communities, looks at the cultural 
collisions, rewards, and sheer hard work of living 
and working together

expectations over time-keeping, use 
of diaries, prioritising scheduled over 
unscheduled events, communication 
styles, and even handling pay. On 
paper it seemed like an appointment 
in the right direction, a concrete 
move towards what Bruce Milne 
calls ‘dynamic diversity’ (which is the 
title of his 2006 book), but in reality 
was just too much cultural pain for 
everybody. It was an experiment not to 
be repeated. 

So what’s going on here? Well, to be 
honest, I’m not exactly sure. But if 
I was to hazard a guess, I would say 
that multi-cultural church is a bit like 
marriage. We know it’s probably a very 
good thing, a biblical thing, but we 
aren’t very good at preparing properly 
for it. We just hope it will all work out 
as we go along, because everybody is 
very nice and we all love Jesus. 
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BANG! OUR CULTURES COLLIDE

These days, marriage preparation 
courses seem to be on the increase, 
which can’t be bad. Engaged couples are 
asked to chat through things that are 
likely to catch them out if they are left 
to live by their existing assumptions. 
Assumptions about extended family 
relationships (yes, the mother-in-law), 
handling finances, sex, communication 
styles, what quality time looks like, 
annoying habits, and the like. 

The collisions and adjustments of 
marriage are no more and no less 
than cross-cultural engagements in 
microcosm: my family’s culture and 
your family’s culture. Of course, my 
family is right! That’s our default 

setting. We have only encountered one 
way of doing things, so we naturally 
assume it to be the only way. 

And it’s just the same in church 
life, especially when we’re rubbing 
shoulders with people from other parts 
of the world. We don’t mind looking 
different, but we don’t like doing 
different. We delight in the ethnic 
diversity we embody, but we don’t 
expect people to behave very diversely. 
That isn’t cricket. That’s putting your 
culture above the Bible... I think.

As bibliophiles, we instinctively know 
that multi-cultural church is a very 
good thing. Scripture tells us from 
the outset that God’s salvation plan 
will bless ‘all nations’ (Genesis 12:1-3). 
Jesus said that his death would ‘draw 
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all people’ (John 12:32). Paul teaches 
that God is building Jews and Gentiles 
alike together into ‘one new humanity’ 
(Ephesians 2:15). And as far as we 
can see, that heavenly, worshipping 
crowd from every ‘tribe, tongue, 
people and nation’ are gathered in one 
place (Revelation 5:9, 7:9), rather than 
skulking off in cultural cliques for their 
own homogenous worship services. 

But this side of glory, there’s as 
much pain as pleasure; it’s really hard 
work! ‘Why are they always late?’ (the 
British of the Nigerians). ‘Why can’t 
they say what they mean?’ (The Dutch 
of the British). ‘Why don’t they show 
any emotion?’ (The Mexicans of the 
Dutch). ‘Why are they so chaotic?’ 
(The Japanese of the Mexicans). ‘Why 
do they go so stiff when I hug them?’ 
(The Nigerians of the Japanese). And 
so goes the merry-go-round of little 
cross-cultural misunderstandings that 
threaten our corporate happiness in 
the body of Christ. 

CROSS-CULTURAL TRAINING

The key, I’m sure, is in the complaint 
above: it’s really hard work! David 
Livermore, writing in his book, 
Cultural Intelligence, encourages every 
Christian living in a multi-cultural 
context to work hard at becoming 
‘culturally intelligent’. He says: 

‘Most of us are more comfortable 
with people like ourselves. But seeking 
out and loving people of difference 
is a far greater challenge. Therefore, 
learning how to reach across the 

STAGES OF LEARNING
One practically minded scholar of culture, Craig Storti, picks 
up a much used schema that you may have heard applied to 
learning new skills such as bike riding or driving. There are four 
basic stages of learning:

1. Unconscious incompetence – being totally useless but also 
blissfully unaware

2. Conscious incompetence – being totally useless but 
beginning to notice it

3. Conscious competence – making a studied effort and 
sometimes getting it right

4. Unconscious competence – natural, unstudied ability



horrified at the very thought of talking 
to somebody noticeably different. 

I remember chatting to a woman 
in the church office one Monday, 
as she mused, brow furrowed, on 
the 25 nationalities represented in 
the congregation the day before. ‘I 
know the Bible says we should love 
people from every nation,’ she began, 
promisingly, ‘but frankly, I don’t find it 
easy. I love having people from church 
round for Sunday dinner, but I could 
never invite anybody from another 
country. I wouldn’t know what they eat 
or anything!’

All she needed was some 
encouragement, a bit of basic training, 
and the reassurance that the world 
would probably not end if she invited 
one of our African families over for 
lunch next Sunday. The following 
Monday morning saw her beaming; she 
was a Brit enriched and transformed. 

‘I had them over, you know, and it was 
wonderful!’

Working at a place like Oak Hill, it 
never goes amiss to talk about the 
importance of training. Obviously, 
not every church member in the 
UK is going to enrol at a theological 
college to wrestle with cultural studies, 
alongside biblical Hebrew and Greek, 
but basic cross-cultural training is 
available by Christians, for Christians. 
It can be brought direct to your local 
churches. For example, ask about the 
cultural workshops and seminars 
provided by two:nineteen (see the 
Resources box below), which my wife 
Maura and I are involved in. 

So here’s my thesis: if you want multi-
cultural church to work, ideally every 
church member needs some basic 
cultural training, something akin to 
marriage preparation classes. 

Short of that, every church member 
needs encouragement and help to 
form cross-cultural friendships, 
especially involving food and shared 
hospitality. The writer of Hebrews 
understood both the spiritual 
importance of sharing food, but also 
our forgetfulness and neglect, when 
he concluded, ‘Keep on loving one 
another as brothers and sisters. Do not 
forget to show hospitality to strangers’ 
(Hebrews 13:1-2). 

But would it be worth all the effort? 
Believe me, it will be more effort not to!

Dave Baldwin is the Director of 
Theology for Crossing Cultures at 
Oak Hill
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RESOURCES
Bruce Milne, Dynamic Diversity: The new humanity church for 
today and tomorrow (IVP, 2006).

David Livermore, Cultural Intelligence: Improving your CQ to 
engage our multicultural world (Baker Academic, 2009).

Craig Storti, Figuring Foreigners Out: A practical Guide 
(Intercultural Press, 1999), p.157-160.

For cultural workshops and seminars by two:nineteen, visit the 
twonineteen.org.uk website, or email info@twonineteen.org.uk.

chasm of cultural difference with love 
and respect is becoming an essential 
competency for today’s ministry 
leader.’ If that sounds like a lot of hard 
work and effort, then it is! Livermore 
writes whole chapters about things 
such as knowledge and understanding, 
awareness and empathy, perseverance 
and behavioural change. It all sounds 
a bit exhausting! Can’t we all just get 
along?

So where are most people in our 
churches at, if we apply the Stages of 
Learning (see the box opposite) to cross-
cultural skills? Are our church members 
gliding effortlessly between cultures 
like practised ballerinas, or crashing 
around helplessly like the proverbial 
bull in a china shop? Probably 
somewhere in between: sometimes 
getting it right, but making a lot of 
howlers along the way. Some people 
seem very good at it, while others are 
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GIVING 
STUDENTS 
A PLACE TO 
GROW

How are local churches doing in their 
care and support for students to 
be authentic disciples on campus? 
Krisztina Mair conducted a straw poll 
on Instagram to discover the issues at 
college and university which put them 
under the greatest pressure

Truth, huh? What is it good for? Most 
things, actually! In desperate search 
of inspiration for an upcoming book 
I’m writing, I quite naturally turned to 
social media in my hour of need (as one 
does). I conducted a poll on Instagram 
Stories in order to understand some of 
the issues facing students and young 
professionals today. I asked questions 
based on truth: What erodes your 
confidence in truth? What causes you 
to doubt? I was quite surprised by the 
results! 

Here’s a small sample of possible 
answers I posed to the above 
questions. Participants had the 
option to tap ‘yes’ or ‘no’ in response 
to these statements: I struggle to talk 
meaningfully about truth. I doubt my 
personal capacity to understand truth. 
I feel the Bible is irrelevant to my life, 
hopes, and dreams. I find parts of the 

Bible are super hard to understand. 
And so on.

The statements to which students 
largely responded ‘yes’ were based 
on uncertainty over the historical 
reliability of the scriptures; how to 
respond to society in our post-truth 
context; and they also largely identified 
with finding parts of the Bible super 
hard to understand. 

Those in some kind of ministry 
position in the church, or student 
missional contexts, also responded 
with an overwhelming ‘yes’ to finding 
it difficult to speak meaningfully about 
truth, and finding parts of the Bible 
hard to understand. They questioned 

their ability to understand truth, 
and recognised their lack of time as a 
contributing factor.

From this rough straw poll, we could 
infer many things, couldn’t we? If 
these are some of the issues causing 
students, young professionals, and a 
range of other folks, myself included, 
to doubt the habitual truthfulness of 
Christ, and even their own ability to 
know him truthfully, how, then, can 
these considerations not colour their 
missional living in some way?

Here’s a brief sketch from a slightly 
different angle on a few apologetics 
and mission issues facing students at 
universities and colleges today. 
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Students need help from their 
local church to listen to the cultural 
changes they face, and they also 
need the practice space within the 
church family to stumble, grow, 
repent and believe

THE AUTHENTIC LIFE

An increasing number of Christians 
on campuses experience inordinate 
amounts of pressure to live 
authentically before others. Many 
millennials relate with this. Their 
perceptive analytical ability to see 
through realpolitik creates a desire for 
genuine, transparent authenticity in 
their lives, and an expectation to see 
this in others, too.

This insight, however, can become 
a unique burden when Christians 
are faced with their own sin, or the 
sin of others. The proliferation of 
virtue-signalling on campuses today – 
engendered in part by this inclination 
for transparent, truthful reality, 
based on one’s right to condemn or 
uphold x, y or z, and the kind of person 
one wants to identify as – places a 
lot of pressure on students today. 
How can they meaningfully engage 
with the rhetoric of increasingly 
polarised, liberal campuses, and do 
so kindly as well as robustly, without 
compromising?

It’s exhausting! No wonder many 
Christian students become angry, 
bringing up the drawbridge as they 
cut themselves off from meaningful 
dialogue, or sliding into syncretism, or 
withdrawing into their own tribe.

In recent years I’ve only ever heard 
the word ‘doctrine’ uttered in one of two 
ways on campuses. It’s either somewhat 
priggishly proclaimed by a loud, white 
alpha male to no one in particular, or 
whispered in hushed tones within 
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a small pow-wow huddle. It’s as if 
communicating your commitment to 
doctrinal formation classifies you as 
one of ‘them’: the unkind.

Sadly, however, many students 
understand doctrine in one of those 
two ways: those who talk about it are 
either proud or arrogant, possibly 
both, and those who don’t are 
probably liberals in sheep’s clothing. 
The problem here isn’t so much with 
doctrine itself, but perceptions of it.

Living authentically requires 
character formation (although it isn’t 
often expressed in that way), and so, 
many students do not want to align 
themselves with something that will 
make them seem to be either proud or 
weak. Usually, authentic living is seen 
to be at odds with a seemingly rigid, ill-
fitting doctrinal system of belief.

The implications for mission are vast. 
How can students present the character 
of God kindly and robustly? The 
temptation in conversation is either 
to become dogmatic or passive, even 
when asked a direct question. Sadly, 
perhaps this is due to false dichotomies 
– especially between doctrine and 
discipleship – which have been tacitly 
or even explicitly established. 

LOCAL CHURCH SUPPORT

You have probably noticed that I 
haven’t really focused on precise 
apologetics questions asked on 
campuses today, though there are 
many. What is most potentially 
troubling to mission and apologetics 

isn’t so much the exact nature of 
these questions, but the ways, means, 
attitudes, and the embodied context 
in which they are approached and 
encountered. 

Jesus commands us: ‘Go and 
make disciples’. Students long for 
sacramental community, relationship, 
integrity, accountability, hearty 
feasting upon the scriptures, 
opportunities to share their 
complexities meaningfully with others, 
and dynamic enjoyment of the Lord 
before him and with his people. Jesus 
commands his disciples to go and make 
disciples. The missional core of our 
evangelism is to make disciples, isn’t it?

But disciples, especially students 
and those actively engaged in mission 
of some variety, can’t do that as 
orchestras of missional communities 
on campuses unless their conductor in 
the local church is prompting them to 
play the right notes at the right time. 
They need help from their local church 
to listen to the cultural changes they 
face, and they also need the practice 
space within the church family to 
stumble, grow, repent and believe.

If they don’t have this, students will 
first conform to the character of their 

Apologetic engagement 
can be taught to students, 
but their heart attitude 
towards the character 
of the church has to be 
rooted first
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campuses, and then to the doctrinal 
content of their campuses. This is 
why the local church is the place 
where students should be encouraged 
to cultivate their character through 
scriptural content. For millennials, on 
the whole, character trumps content, 
and so it is vital for churches to pass on 
the pattern of sound teaching so that 
students can see how content shapes 
character.

If this doesn’t happen in the local 
church, students will be tempted to 
believe that the campus is the more 
generous-spirited of the two. (It also 
means they place a high premium on 
the way in which you interact with 
them – so beware!)

This is why apologetic engagement 
can be taught to students, but their 
heart attitude towards the character 
of the church has to be captured and 
rooted first. If it is not, they may speak 
well of Jesus in part, but not when it 
comes to thornier subjects, because 
they aren’t convinced themselves 
that the character of the church is 
conducive to human flourishing. 

The most significant way in which 
churches can equip their students for 
mission, in the face of these issues, is 
to help them establish their affective 
frameworks and their characterisation 
of contexts of belief. In the words of 
Psalm 34, churches can help them ‘taste 
and see that the Lord is good’.

Campuses need disciples who are 
well-anchored (continually engaging 
with the Lord through his word in 
stretching, delightful ways, enjoying 

their identity as sons and daughters), 
open-handed (ready to serve and 
get involved with campus life), and 
generous hearted (willing to listen and 
give others the benefit of the doubt, 
and to be humble and attentive).

If American standards of campus 
experience are anything to go by, UK 
campuses in the next 5-10 years are 
going to become increasingly politically 
polarised, morally relativised, character 
sanitised, and humanity minimised. 
They will become fractured echo 
chambers in suspended states of flux.

PRACTICAL STEPS

Churches can prepare their students 
practically in several ways.

Create opportunities for students 
to engage with vital contemporary 
issues such as sexuality, transgender, 
transhumanism, identity politics, and 
post-truth. Encourage them to think 
through how these issues will play out 
in the next 10 years.

Help them form a Christian 
worldview on these issues beyond 
their period of studies. This will 
give them confidence in the face of 
seemingly paralysing societal fears. Do 
so in ways that capture their hearts 
and imaginations with the beauty and 
truth of Christ through more than just 
CS Lewis! Again, this will increase their 
confidence in the expansive beauty 
of God, and his heart for the nations. 
Millennials (and others) see through 
dry, rote articulations of the goodness 
of God.

Open up their cultural avenues 
(films, books, music, etc) and help 
them explore truth as culture-makers. 
They can become culture makers on 
campuses who make a difference.

Continue loving them, teaching 
them, giving them books, helping 
them to express these issues in prayer, 
and create forums in which they can 
discuss these topics meaningfully 
with others, and with their friends on 
campus. Teach them that mission isn’t 
about conversion, but discipleship. 
This will fundamentally change their 
missional approach in conversations, 
and it will also enable them to view 
themselves rightly too.

Most of all, please don’t make my 
mistake in assuming you know the 
challenges facing students today. I 
should not have been surprised by the 
results of that poll; perhaps I should 
have already known them. Make time 
to listen to your students, ask them 
what kind of challenges they are facing 
today, and go the extra mile in seeing 
how they are getting on! 

We all recognise that we approach 
these issues with great humility, 
with much to learn, and even more to 
repent of. Churches which cultivate 
discipleship in this way will help their 
students to become excellent disciples 
during their time at university and 
college. And, we pray, even more 
disciples will be made on campuses as 
a result.

Krisztina Mair is the Pastoral Support 
and Research Fellow at Oak Hill
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I’ve been watching YouTube videos on minimalism. 
Not the architectural and interior design fashion of the 
1960s, but the modern lifestyle. Beautiful young men and 
women – predominantly women, as far as I can see – talking 
about how to declutter, how to avoid buying things, how to 
own less. There are videos for sorting out your wardrobe 
and getting rid of stuff. Of course, decluttering is nothing 
new; FlyLady has been telling us for years to throw out 
17 things at a time and there are books and books on 
simplifying life and downsizing. I always thought it rather 
ironic that I might be encouraged to buy a book on not 
owning possessions; rather like the YouTube video about 10 
things you need to buy in order to be minimalist. 

Maxing out on 
minimalism

Minimalism is a trend 
that has taken hold in 
culture over the past 
decade, with books on 
downsizing, articles on 
‘the cult of less’ and the 
tiny house movement. 
Could it be that the Bible 

was right all along, asks Kirsty Birkett, 
in saying that life isn’t all about an 
abundance of possessions?
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On the whole, however, there is a lot of good advice here. 
Most Westerners own far more than we need, and keep 
on buying new, disposable things instead of making the 
best use of what we already have. Clutter makes the house 
untidy, it burdens the mind, it’s expensive, and frequently 
reflects thoughtless purchasing.

The attraction of what is now known as the minimalist 
lifestyle is its spacious freedom. Proponents speak in 
almost spiritual terms of the peace of mind they now have, 
the contentment, the new pleasures in simple things. As 
one website has it: ‘Freedom from fear. Freedom from 
worry. Freedom from overwhelm. Freedom from guilt. 
Freedom from depression. Freedom from the trappings 
of the consumer culture we’ve built our lives around. Real 
freedom.’

It’s a trend I’m coming across everywhere. In housing, it 
pops up as the tiny house movement. Strictly speaking, I 
suppose any house could be tiny, but this term generally 
refers to houses built on a trailer base, so they are moveable. 
They are not caravans, however. Some are marvels of 
architectural ingenuity as people show how well space can 
be used, with raised beds and mezzanine levels.

Living small, of course, is much cheaper than living large; 
the tiny house movement, apparently, originally came 
from people trying to find living space in areas where real 
estate has become far too expensive for ordinary workers. A 
house on a trailer bed is something that a couple can build 
for themselves fairly cheaply; it’s cheaper to operate, and it 
means you own fewer things because there’s no room for 
them. Many of the more modern videos, however, sell tiny 
living not just as a way of saving money, but as a lifestyle 
choice: again, because it unclutters life, it forces a simpler 
lifestyle which people find intensely satisfying. 

Or you could even go completely off-grid, which some of the 
tiny houses are designed to be. You might live in a van and 
travel permanently, being a digital nomad, owning national 
gym memberships to have access to the showers, moving 
from scenic site to scenic site and blogging about them. You 
might be a family which has converted a bus into living 
quarters and homeschools the children as you travel. Or there 

are the eco-friendly dwellings in the woods, running on solar 
energy and wood burning fires, with composting toilets that 
don’t need plumbing, adding up to a back-to-nature lifestyle 
that aims at true wilderness living. The lifestyle is sold by 
people who glow. They love their lives. 

All these movements have a very clear message: 
consumerism is not working. In many different ways, people 
are rejecting the materialistic Western lifestyle because 
they hate it. They hate the burden of keeping up with the 
competition to own more, the weight of belongings and the 
big houses necessary to store them all, the stress of having 
too much stuff – not to mention the drudgery of the jobs 

necessary to finance all this. They are tired of the lifelong 
debt necessary to own a house. The longing for something 
simpler, whether it’s just owning less within a modern living 
space, or rejecting the life altogether for one that moves 
or grows its own – that is the emotion that pervades this 
literature. 

Advertisers, manufacturers and governments therefore 
have it wrong: more stuff does not make you happier. It is 
a myth that the good life consists of having more money in 
order to have the freedom to buy whatever takes your fancy. 
It does not make people happier; and many are opting to 
reject it altogether. Statistics would appear to bear this out. 
In both Britain and the US, we are not getting happier as we 

We are not getting happier 
as we get richer. Living 
standards can double without 
any increase in happiness. 
Overall, national surveys 
seem to indicate that Western 
countries are not happier than 
poorer countries



get richer. Living standards can double without any increase 
in happiness. Overall, national surveys seem to indicate that 
Western countries are not happier than poorer countries. 
Yes, poverty can be utterly miserable. But depression 
increases with society’s prosperity (even taking into account 
reporting rates). Incidentally, crime does too, completely 
going against earlier social philosophy. 

It seems the Bible was right all along. Money is a good 
thing, but the greed that drives consumerism is not. Life 
does not consist of the abundance of possessions. It is a fool 
who thinks that it does. The minimalists, the tiny house 
enthusiasts, they have realised something true. These 
movements, countercultural and rather revolutionary as 
they are, have seen the lie in the modern dream. Or have 
they? 

The young women with their YouTube channels full of 
videos about how to be minimalist will certainly speak of 
the joy of not owning things. Young, beautiful women, with 
glossy, stylish hair. Healthy-looking and fashionably dressed, 
sitting in sleekly stylish and (what often looks like) very 
expensive living apartments. At least, more expensive than 
anything I could afford. Beautiful young people speak of the 
benefits of minimalism as being the opportunity to travel all 
over the world with the money they saved. It’s not exactly 
a monastic lifestyle. Living simply, it seems, is a privilege of 
the privileged. 

Nor are all tiny houses exactly cheap. Maybe that’s how 
the movement started, but this has become a consumerist 
phenomenon of its own. Yes a tiny house is cheaper than a 
big house – but not always by much! These miniature works 
of art are being built with full kitchens, marble bench tops 
and real wood floors, absolutely lovely interiors and large 
windows, even wood burning stoves and spa baths. They 
are small, but frequently very luxurious. It’s down-sizing, 
Western style. Even going off-grid takes a fair bit of money 
to set up. 

Unless, of course, poverty forces you to. I am sure there 
are many people around the world who might have a very 
different perspective on living only on what you can grow 
yourself and not owning anything. Frequently, the off-grid 

life I have seen promoted by Westerners – who can, at least, 
afford the electronic equipment and connectivity to make 
and upload YouTube videos – is very luxurious compared to 
what millions have to take for granted as normal life. 

I have come to have mixed feelings about these movements, 
even though I still experience some heartfelt yearning. 
There is something very attractive in removing oneself 
from the burden of things, to have the freedom of not 
owning, the freedom of movement that mobile living allows, 
the freedom to enjoy nature. Just the sense of not being 
bound to ‘the grid’ and all that connotes – the system, the 
surveillance, the lack of privacy, the dependence on unseen 
corporations and what they control – that is very attractive.

Yet there must be a better way, without being sucked 
back into the very consumerism that the movements were 
meant to reject. In the end, it is not belongings, nor the lack 
of them, that actually create contentment; it is the way in 
which they are held. In thankfulness, in grateful enjoyment, 
held lightly as gifts to be stewarded and used in generosity 
for the benefit of others. As long as material things are 
meant to lead to happiness, whether in their abundance or 
their scarcity, the reality is being missed. It is no surprise 
that even simplicity movements are hijacked in the aims of 
consumerism. Having little, living a simple lifestyle, does not 
in itself deal with greedy hearts. 

The advocates of minimalism, young, fit and living in 
prosperous countries as they tend to be, are seeking for 
something true: a contentment beyond the material goods, 
beyond the promises of a consumerist philosophy that 
has failed them. They are rightly seeing that the endless 
drive for expansion and increase is not necessarily progress 
at all. But they are not looking far enough beyond it. 
Transcendence lies waiting.

Kirsty Birkett lectures in doctrine, philosophy and 
ethics at Oak Hill
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LOOKING FOR 
THE GREEN 
SHOOTS OF 
NEW LIFE

Johnny Juckes, who has brought to his 
new role as President of Oak Hill many 
years of experience in gospel ministry, 
reflects on the pressure and uncertainty, 
but also the immense privilege, of being 
set apart for gospel ministry as a gift 
from Christ to his church

Twenty years ago, I was looking for a 
way to focus a fresh ministry in a part 
of the country where I was a stranger, 
and where the idea of a personal faith 
in the Lord Jesus Christ was going 
to be new for the majority. I chose a 
famous invitation to express the DNA 
of the sort of ministry I had in mind: 
‘Come to me, all you who are weary and 
burdened, and I will give you rest.’

This was an invitation for everyone, 
for the whole community, rather 
than those who habitually turn up 

on Sunday from time to time, for 
whom tradition resonates; a personal 
invitation to come to Christ, rather 
than church, although that’s often 
where he is most easily found; an 
invitation to the weary and burdened, 
those worn down by misdirected 
worship, or wounded by others, or 
enduring the cost of earlier choices; 
and the promise of rest, the prospect 
of the new creation, and the peace 
that anticipates the last day. Of 
course there is far more, but this was 

an invitation I could carry with me 
everywhere, as I went looking for 
green shoots, where the grace of God 
was already at work. 

Twenty years later, it is clearer to 
me than ever that one of the main 
privileges of a local church ministry is 
to run into people regularly, in whom 
God is already at work, drawing them 
to Christ. Two short stories involving 
individuals sample the spiritual 
privileges for which we train men and 
women at Oak Hill. 
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We train men and women at Oak 
Hill for the spiritual privileges that 
public ministry so often involves, and 
at the same time we do our best to 
prepare them for the pressures and 
uncertainties that public ministry 
also includes, as in the following two 
situations.

In the first situation, two policemen 
on their way home from the pub rolled 
the car, and both were killed. Both 
men left behind a wife and children. 
Several hundred local police turned 
out in force and in full uniform at 
the crematorium to honour their lost 
colleagues.

As the minister, I asked myself: what 
needs to be said, what can be heard, 
where to begin, how to speak of the 
men who have died, what to say to the 
children at home in preparation for 
the funeral, and how best to speak of 
the Saviour who knows what weeping 
involves? 

In the second situation, a young 
mum, who came as a child to a holiday 
club at one of the churches where I 
was serving, phoned to ask for a visit 
at home. I arrived to find that her little 
boy had two mothers, one local, and 
one from another culture. 

In the Gospels, when some parents 
brought their children to Jesus, and 
the disciples did their best to prevent 
them, it’s not clear from the story 
exactly what the parents were seeking. 
The uncertainty made the story a 
suitable starting point to explore what 
lay behind the phone call from the 
young mum.

The God of grace reached William 48 
hours before he died. He sent for the 
minister to pray with him. We didn’t 
have time to discuss the weather. 
‘You’re going to die, and you’re going to 
die soon, your wife and son tell me that 
you want me to pray with you. What 
do you want?’

He wanted to be ready to enter 
eternity. We spoke of the thief who 
died beside the Lord Jesus. The man 
knows he is guilty, but he insists that 
Jesus is innocent, he sees a royal future 
for Jesus beyond his death, and asks 
for a relationship between himself 
and the royal Jesus beyond the cross. 
His simple request, ‘Remember me’, 
receives an astonishing answer: ‘Today 
you will be with me in paradise.’

I offered to leave him to pray later, but 
William wanted to pray immediately, 
a prayer based on the request from 
the thief. He wanted his family to 
know what he had prayed, and as we 
looked forward to his funeral, he was 
glad for everyone to hear of his dying 
confidence in Christ. I never saw him 
again. He died two days later.

We train men and women at Oak 
Hill for the spiritual privileges that 
public ministry so often involves, 
and at the same time we do our 
best to prepare them for the 
pressures and uncertainties that 
public ministry also includes

Dora was a number until she was 
twelve. She and her sister lived in a 
children’s home, because their parents 
were unable to care for them. She 
was in service until soot fell down 
the chimney onto the carpet, and she 
was sacked on the spot. She suffered 
from rheumatic fever while living in 
the children’s home, which left her 
infertile. She married Frankie, who 
certainly loved her, but they were 
not allowed to adopt, because it was 
obvious that she was not going to live 
long enough to be entrusted with a 
child. She lived to her late 80s. 

As the new minister, I was cutting 
the hedge, and because she was lonely 
she stopped her bike to welcome me. 
She turned up on Sunday morning, and 
one of our daughters, who was three at 
the time, reached up her arms for Dora 
to pick her up. She won Dora’s heart. 
From that point onwards, Dora made 
the church family her spiritual home, 
and in time she came to Christ and died 
some years later as a believer. It was an 
unforgettable privilege to witness the 
God of grace reaching Dora. 
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Every minister of the gospel has to be 
ready for a wide variety of situations. 
Some parents want to talk about 
trouble conceiving a child, sometimes 
after a decade or more of waiting; 
others tell stories about a difficult and 
dangerous delivery, with either the 
child or the mother at risk; others refer 
to problems the child has endured 
since birth. New parents often want to 
express thanks, for the gift of a child, 
or the life of the mother, or they’re 
asking for help to do their best, or for 
strength to handle continuing health 
issues. 

This mum and her lesbian partner 
had been planning to adopt a child 
together, only for her partner to 
abandon her for another woman 
halfway through the process. She’d 
been told by one local authority that as 
a single woman, she couldn’t adopt. But 
then, after an extended fight to secure 

a child, she discovered that another 
local authority would allow her to 
adopt as a single lesbian woman. She 
found another partner, from a different 
culture and ethnic background to 
herself, who was not going to be 
involved in the adoption process, but 
who would share some of the child 
minding, and who sat listening as the 
young mum told me her story. She 
asked how I could help her. 

I’m not going to share what I said, or 
where I began as I explored what she 
already knew, and was willing to hear, 
nor how the conversation moved in 
the direction of the one who welcomed 
children in the story.

However, I was deeply conscious of 
the privilege of saying something of 
the Lord Jesus Christ to a suffering 
human being, with a history of painful 
rejection behind her, full of hope for 
the future, and utterly determined to 

live her life on her own terms. 
Jesus Christ gives to the church and 

the world plumbers, full-time stay at 
home mothers, librarians, lecturers in 
politics, bus conductors, tube drivers, 
retail staff, solicitors, class room 
assistants, physiotherapists, courtroom 
clerks, and lifeguards, and he gives to 
the church and the world ministers of 
the gospel. 

If you know you are made to be a 
tree surgeon, or to be happy writing 
code, or to serve Christ as a dancer, or 
a tractor driver, be happy. Enjoy the 
way you are made. Enjoy the gifts you 
have received. Enjoy the way of life for 
which you have been equipped. 

If you are being set apart for a 
specific gospel ministry, either crossing 
cultures in the UK or across the world, 
or serving among families and young 
people and children, or in local church 
leadership, as a gift from Christ to his 
church, you are immensely privileged. 

Whatever God has in mind for you 
personally, will you pray with us for 
more ministers of the gospel, of the 
right kind, to be well trained and 
deployed all over the country? Gospel 
ministers are especially needed in 
those parts of the country where 
the existing churches are few in 
number and small in size, with 
modest resources and limited human 
capacity, and which are surrounded by 
thousands of dying sinners who need 
to hear the voice of the Saviour.

Johnny Juckes is the President of Oak 
Hill College

If you are being set apart for a specific 
gospel ministry, either crossing cultures 
in the UK or across the world, or serving 
among families and young people and 
children, or in local church leadership, as 
a gift from Christ to his church, you are 
immensely privileged. Whatever God has 
in mind for you personally, will you pray 
with us for more ministers of the gospel, 
of the right kind, to be well trained and 
deployed all over the country?
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No longer 
servants, 
but friends
The national leaders of churches in 
China, Africa and elsewhere want to 
continue working with missionaries 
from the West, says Ray Porter, but 
as friends and equal partners in the 
work of the gospel

Last year, one of my friends was at a breakfast 
meeting with a few younger church leaders from China. 
The day before, certain older leaders had indicated that the 
church in China could now take on the mantle of mission, 
and that foreign workers were no longer needed. ‘Don’t 
listen to them!’ said one of the younger leaders, while the 
others nodded in agreement. ‘We still need you. First of all, 
it’s biblical as we are the body of Christ. Secondly, you come 
with experience and insights that we don’t have. However, 
your role needs to change. We can take on the frontline 
work, but we need you to mentor and stand behind us.’ The 
leaders of churches in China want to continue working with 
people from elsewhere, but want changed relationships. 

When we began to work with a church in the Indonesian 
city of Bandung, the church leaders had already informed us 
that among the conditions on which they would welcome us 

would be our willingness to live in the house they had found 
for us ‘below the tracks’. Our fellowship would be with them 
as a congregation, rather than always rushing up the hill to 
meet with other foreigners. They had had enough of Dutch 
overlords and wanted a different working relationship. They 
wanted brothers and sisters, friends with whom they could 
have fellowship.

I remember being puzzled when listening to missionaries 
from an African country who talked about their lack of 
fellowship. They were working in a large church community, 
but seemed to have made no African friends with whom 
they could have fellowship. They were like another 
missionary who when talking about national believers 
always spoke of ‘them’ and never of ‘us’. 

In 1973, John Gato, a Kenyan Presbyterian church leader, 
issued a call for a moratorium on all foreign funds and 
personnel in the churches of the Global South. This was so 
that they might discover their own identity, address their 
own contextual challenges, and divest themselves of the 
status of mere mission churches, and become churches in 
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Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 13 
about the love that should exist 
between Christian brothers and 
sisters. It is a treatise on true 
friendship. It speaks of a time 
commitment. It recognises that 
there will be areas of tension, but 
urges us to be long-suffering, kind, 
patient and forgiving. Paul urges 
us elsewhere to esteem others 
more than ourselves.

their own right. He believed that the foreign support for 
the churches in Kenya was preventing the church members 
discovering their own responsibilities in finance and 
leadership. But the changed relationship he sought never 
really happened. 

Recently a British mission leader was talking to some 
missionaries who have come to the UK from Africa. They 
told him that they don’t want to be consulted about an 
agenda for ministry to immigrants which British Christians 
have already decided on. They want to sit at the table 
as equals and help shape future activity together. They 
don’t want to be patronised anymore nor be given token 
participation in events. They want to be equal players.

A majority world Christian leader said at a conference 
that he didn’t want partnership agreements with Western 
Christians. He wants friends. Partnership is based on set 
terms and is limited in its purposes. There may be checks 
and balances that often reveal a suspicion of the integrity 
or faithfulness of the other. Friendship is different. 
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Some years ago, I asked a missionary why he was not 
working more closely with the national church. He replied 
that the task was too urgent to spend the time that would 
be necessary to get a working relationship with national 
believers. Foolish and unfriendly man! It is still too common 
for mission agencies to plan ‘their’ work in an area without 
consulting local believers. Over and over again we have 
evidence of well-meaning Western people deciding the good 
they could do to overseas Christians, whether in training 
courses or humanitarian actions. Patronising attitudes are 
so often present.

I once had a young woman who refused a short-term 
placement in Japan, because they were not materially poor 
people. She wanted instead to go to a place where she could 
help needy people. The argument that there were so many 
people in Japan in spiritual poverty did not puncture her 
self-centred philanthropic desires. 

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 13 about the love that should 
exist between Christian brothers and sisters. It is a treatise 
on true friendship. It speaks of a time commitment. It 
recognises that there will be areas of tension, but urges us to 
be long-suffering, kind, patient and forgiving. Paul urges us 
elsewhere to esteem others more than ourselves.

Here is the crunch for relationships with brothers and 
sisters from other countries and cultures. Western feelings 
of superiority must go. Swift judgments must cease. That oft 
repeated statement about the growing areas of the church 
being a mile wide and an inch thick should be banished 
from our clichés. The true devotion to Christ of those who 
face suffering and poverty should be recognised by rich and 
comfortable Westerners, so we are ready to learn from them 
how to live and die for Christ.

True friendship is not uncritical, but love is as strong as 
death, and a threefold cord is not easily broken. Go and 
establish friendships with people who are distinct from 
you, not with an end in view, but because the love of Christ 
compels you.

Ray Porter lectures in World Mission Studies at Oak Hill

At the heart of the Christian message, there is the eternal 
relationship within the triune God. Jesus invites his 
disciples to join in that relationship when he tells them, ‘I no 
longer call you servants... instead, I have called you friends’.

Many people look at the growing African and Caribbean 
churches in London, and the development of other 
ethnically defined churches, and would like to have a 
relationship with them. Mission agencies want to inspire 
them with the needs and opportunities for service in other 
parts of the world and recruit them. Colleges want to 
draw students from them. But the key to this is friendship. 
Friendship takes time to develop and for trust to be 
established.

An Oak Hill student a few years ago researched why so few 
Afro-Caribbean churches were Reformed in their theology, 
and so many were Pentecostal. Broadly speaking, they were 
Pentecostal because the missionaries who had taken the 
gospel to their home communities were Pentecostals! The 
researcher discovered one church, mainly composed of people 
from the Caribbean, which had moved from Pentecostalism 
to identifying itself as Reformed. The pastor had taken 
several years to work together with the church through their 
change in theology. But why had he moved in his theological 
views? It was because a white pastor became his friend and 
introduced him to Martyn Lloyd-Jones, so that he was able to 
have fellowship with Reformed men. It was friendship first, 
and then theological transformation followed. 

Missionaries will often be told not to expect a church to 
invite them to minister before they have got to know them 
and assessed what sort of people they are. The story is told 
of three women who went to work in a Middle Eastern 
country. They initially joined a local church, but after a 
while two of them left to do their own work because they 
did not believe the church was committed to evangelism. 
It was another year before the remaining woman was 
taken on one side by the pastor’s wife and told about all the 
evangelism that was going on in a very sensitive situation. 
When asked why she had not spoken earlier, while the other 
women were still with them, she replied, ‘It is only now that 
we know we can trust you!’



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  25

It is a strange quirk of providence 
when chapter and verse numbers 
align across scripture. Think of all 
those nuggets of gold to be found at 
chapter 3 and verse 16. There’s John 
3:16, of course, but also 2 Timothy 3:16, 
Colossians 3:16, 1 Timothy 3:16, 1 John 
3:16; absolute corkers, every one. 

In this article I want to explore 
another quirk of providential verse 
numbering. To begin with, we’ll 
take a fresh look at Matthew 9:38: a 
programmatic verse about praying 
for the raising up of workers for the 
harvest field. And then we’ll reflect on 
the way Mark 9:38 threatens to undo 
all the good accomplished in the name 
of Matthew 9:38. 

A FRESH LOOK AT MATTHEW 9:38

‘Jesus went through all the towns and 
villages, teaching in their synagogues, 
proclaiming the good news of the 
kingdom and healing every disease and 
sickness. When he saw the crowds, he 
had compassion on them, because they 
were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd. Then he said to 
his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful 
but the workers are few. Ask the Lord 
of the harvest, therefore, to send 
out workers into his harvest field”’ 
(Matthew 9:35-38).

I’ve often assumed that Matthew 9:38 
is a passage primarily about the raising 
up of church leaders. Jesus is styled 

WHAT KIND OF 
WORKERS?
In the first of our new series, where Oak Hill 
faculty members offer commentary on biblical 
passages, David Shaw opens up the famous 
saying of Jesus: ‘The harvest is plentiful but 
the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the 
harvest, therefore, to send out workers into 
his harvest field’ (Matthew 9:38)
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here as the shepherd of the sheep 
(in line with Moses and Joshua – see 
Numbers 27:15-17) and so he prays for 
under-shepherds. And yet that’s not 
quite what’s happening here. Instead, 
Jesus wants all his disciples to turn 
their thoughts to the harvest. 

To begin with, that means prayer. 
Jesus teaches his disciples (in Matthew 
9:37) to pray, and then, seemingly in 
response, the twelve disciples are sent 
out in Matthew 10:1. It seems likely, 

9:35, Jesus is the sole worker in the 
harvest field. By the end of Matthew’s 
Gospel, though, Jesus will authorise 
and send all his people into the world 
to continue his work of proclaiming 
the gospel and making disciples. In 
Matthew 10, that mission is anticipated 
by the sending out of the twelve, but 
I am not sure we should see them 
primarily as an anticipation of full-
time, paid gospel workers, so much 
as the first wave of a mission that is 
entrusted to all believers. 

The flow of Matthew 10 seems to 
reflect that. It begins with a more 
specific commission to the twelve for a 
ministry among Israel (10:5). But by 10:17, 
the horizon has extended to a later time 
when Jesus’ disciples will go out among 
the Gentiles (10:18), and they are told to 
expect opposition and hardship from 
the world. In that way, Matthew 10 looks 
forward to the Great Commission in 
Matthew 28, and echoes Jesus’ teaching 
in John that he sends his people into the 
world just as the Father sent the Son, 
and that they will be hated by the world 
just as he was hated.

It is ultimately through the whole 
church, and not merely its leaders, 
that Jesus continues his ministry in 
the world. If that is right, then in some 
sense, Matthew 9:38 is really a prayer 
for evangelistic fruit. All God’s people 
are workers in the harvest field, and 
we will add to the workforce by seeing 
people saved.

I want to highlight one pastoral 
implication of this, but first it is worth 
saying that despite this emphasis on 

all God’s people as workers, we can and 
should pray Matthew 9:38 with church 
leaders in mind. The people of God 
will not fulfil their Great Commission 
without faithful under-shepherds, 
and some workers in the harvest field 
will be set aside and sent out by the 
church in parallel ways to the sending 
of the twelve and the seventy-two. My 
point has simply been that when we 
read Matthew 9 in light of Matthew 10 
and 28, it becomes hard to think of any 
disciple who is not also a worker in the 
harvest field. 

The implication worth considering 
is that we need to make sure that 
a recent emphasis on resilience in 
leadership filters down to every church 
member. That is because this work 
is hard work. It’s easy to miss, but 
bringing in a harvest is hard, physical 
work. And bringing in an abundant 
harvest with a shortage of workers is 
even harder. The workers will go (to 
change the metaphor) as sheep among 
wolves (Matthew 10:16). And it will be 
hard (leaving the metaphors behind) 
to go out into a world and be met 
with hostility (10:17), hatred (10:22) and 
persecution (10:23). With that in view, 
it is well worth thinking of the Gospels 
as resilience training, and trying to 
trace out how exactly Jesus motivates 
steadfastness and faithfulness.

MARK 9:38 AS A THREAT TO 
MATTHEW 9:38

I know, I know: chapter and verse 
numbers are not original or inspired 

It’s easy to miss, but 
bringing in a harvest 
is hard, physical work. 
And bringing in an 
abundant harvest with 
a shortage of workers 
is even harder

then, that ‘the disciples’ is a larger 
group in 9:37 than just the twelve – 
and so this is a prayer for all God’s 
people. That conclusion ought to be 
unsurprising, given that it is really a 
prayer for Jesus’ kingdom to come, 
with more of an eye on the means 
which God will use – namely, workers. 

And then there are indications 
that the intent of Jesus is for all his 
people to see themselves as workers 
for the harvest field. Given the 
preceding narrative, we’d have to 
say that Jesus’ statement that ‘the 
workers are few’ is really something 
of an understatement. In Matthew 
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features of the text. They are, as 
everything else, though, under the 
providence of God (we don’t believe 
in pure coincidences, right?), and 
whatever we make of the numerical 
alignment here, there remains an 
important challenge. The truth is that 
an army of workers might be raised 
up in answer to the prayer of Matthew 
9:38, but it can all be undone by the 
attitude expressed in Mark 9:38:

‘Teacher,’ said John, ‘we saw someone 
driving out demons in your name and 
we told him to stop, because he was not 
one of us.’

Many details escape us here. We don’t 
know who this exorcist is, and we don’t 
know when John encountered him, 
though perhaps it was when Jesus sent 
out the twelve in Mark 6. But I trust 
we can glimpse what a destructive 
thought that is: ‘not one of us’. Indeed, 
Mark 9:38 is the kind of passage one 
can imagine CS Lewis’s creation, 
Screwtape, preaching on a demonic 
mission Sunday – as seen in his sermon 
notes opposite.

It is here, of course, that full-time 
paid workers in the harvest field are 
most vulnerable. We have the most to 
gain by following John’s example of 
seeking places of honour (Mark 10:37) 
and casting aspersions on fellow-
workers because they are not ‘one 
of us’ (Mark 9:38). The temptation 
to elevate our own ministries, or 
embrace a competitive mentality, is 
heightened by the fact that resources 
are desperately scarce at present in the 
UK. But resist we must.

If all of God’s people need the 
kind of resilience training Jesus 
provides in the Gospels, it is equally 
true that church leaders constantly 
need the kind of inclusivity training 
Jesus provides for his disciples. He 
has compassion on the harassed; 
he cherishes the least of these; he 

approves of anyone working in his 
name, regardless of whether or not we 
consider someone to be ‘one of us’.

David Shaw teaches New Testament 
Greek at Oak Hill, and is the 
Theological Adviser of the Fellowship 
of Independent Evangelical Churches

MISSION SUNDAY
WITH SCREWTAPE

We have nothing to fear from His disciples praying Matthew 9:38 
prayers, if we can teach them to think Mark 9:38 thoughts. Workers can 
go into the harvest and have very great success, but it is no matter. Because 
their labours can produce a very great harvest for us. All we need to do is 
sow that thought: ‘not one of us’.

In every patient and congregation, there will be ample material to work on. 
As the Enemy gathers subjects from different cultures and classes (where 
does this perverse love of diversity come from?!) it is a simple matter to 
awaken old loyalties and rivalries.

As His subjects gather themselves to work in some area of the harvest field, 
let them think that only their methods are proper, or that their small corner 
of some field is really the whole. Let them acknowledge only their efforts 
as ‘strategic’ (may Our Hellish Father bless the demon who first introduced 
that thought to their minds!), and let them pray, but only for their labours.

That way, with only a little effort, they can pray for His glory, but all 
the while seek their own. If we only remember these things, we can be of 
good cheer, for the harvest will be plentiful. Amen.

Screwtape
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It is quite natural to ask what lessons historical 
study can teach us: after all, as I used to warn my students, 
those who fail to remember history are doomed to repeat 
the module. Though seeking lessons in history is a perfectly 
sensible pursuit, it is a remarkably difficult one. Above the 
dais in Jonestown, from which its eponymous founder, Jim 
Jones, used to hold court, hung George Santayana’s quote 
about being doomed to repeat history if we forget it. A 
stated desire to learn the lessons of history did not seem 
to be sufficient prophylaxis to keep the members of the 
People’s Temple safe from their predatory shepherd.

I mention this as someone who has just completed a 
PhD in history and who would like to learn ministry and 
discipleship lessons from what I have studied. The life 
story of my subject of study, Edward Irving, certainly offers 
plenty of lessons. But most of them hardly justify the hours 

Can we really 
learn from 
the past?

28  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

The charismatic Scottish preacher, 
Edward Irving, was the talk of London 
in the 1830s, but his ministry crashed 
when he was expelled from the Church 
of Scotland on charges of heresy. Nick 
Tucker has been researching his life, 
and asks what we can learn from his 
story for our own times
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I spent on it. Most people do not require a PhD in physics 
or an MD to know that it is unwise to slam your head in the 
car door. Similarly, we need only to read about the failures 
and fallouts of public ministries today to be reminded that 
ministry is tough and spiritually dangerous and that our sin 
is crouching at the door desiring to devour us.

I think that Irving’s life does reinforce those lessons in 
some ways: he was unteachable and self-regarding, and 
these traits were partly responsible for his expulsion from 
the ministry of the Church of Scotland on charges of heresy 
(admittedly a feat more easily achieved in the opening 
decades of the 19th century than today). There are, however, 
lessons that historical study can teach us that we cannot, by 
definition, learn from a study of the newspaper. So what can 
we learn from studying Irving?

Though a Scotsman by birth, Edward Irving came to fame 
in the heart of Georgian London. From the very beginning 
of his ministry, he believed that he was destined to breathe 
new life into a national church that had, in his view, grown 
stale and cold. From the earliest days of his London ministry, 
he seemed destined to fulfil his own high expectations. 
Ordained in 1822 to serve as minister of Hatton Garden’s 
Caledonian Chapel, he soon saw his congregation grow from 
50 families, in a 600 seater building, to the point at which the 
trustees could only permit entry to services by ticket, and 
even possession of such was no guarantee of a suitable seat. 
To accommodate the well-dressed hordes who wished to 
hear Irving preach, plans were put in place for a much larger 
structure, capable of holding 1,800, which was opened as The 
National Scotch Church, Regent Square, in 1827. 

Irving enjoyed a meteoric rise in London society as a result 
of his ministry’s astonishing popularity. He was drawn into 
the most fashionable literary circles, which explains why 
so many memoirs of the time, such as those by Leigh Hunt, 
Thomas De Quincey, Thomas Carlyle, and William Hazlitt, 
mention Irving with such frequency. The most important 
relationship Irving developed from his exposure to this 
inky-fingered crowd was with Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Like 
many celebrities today, Coleridge was in rehab in Highgate 

when Irving met him. Unlike most of today’s celebrities, 
Coleridge spent his time trying to develop a coherent 
synthesis of post-Kantian (and neo-platonic) philosophy 
with orthodox trinitarian theology.

Every Thursday, Coleridge would welcome some of the 
brightest minds around into the parlour of his hosts’ home 
on The Grove in Highgate for an evening of conversation 
(so they could hear him ‘tawk’, as Thomas Carlyle unkindly 
put it – Coleridge never lost his Devon accent). Irving 
joined this throng and was quickly carried along by what 
Irving’s earlier mentor, Thomas Chalmers, called the ‘mighty 
unremitting stream’ of Coleridge’s discourse. As Irving drank 
in these potent ideas, his own teaching began to change. 
He became, on the basis of a very deliberate ‘literalistic’ 
interpretation of prophecy, an early (possibly the first) 
advocate of what came to be called dispensational theology, 
and in particular the idea that the age of the church was a 
temporary hiatus in God’s plan for Israel.

He developed a theological scheme that gave room for a 
‘latter rain’ of the Spirit, in which all the New Testament 
gifts, including apostleship, would be restored before the 
imminent return of Christ (Irving was certain that the 
parousia would happen in his generation). Consequently, 
his congregation became home to the first expressions of 
glossolalia and prophecy in Georgian London. As such, 
Irving represented a very early expression of a religious 
temper that predominated, in certain communities, for 
decades and even more after his death. Irving was, in some 
regards, a fundamentalist and a pentecostalist before it was 
cool. But that is not all.

It is not enough to recognise the 
dangers posed by the theologies of 
others; we need to be alert to the 
hazards closer to home. The history 
of the church demonstrates that many 
heresies arose simply out of attempts 
to correct the mistakes of others
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Irving also embodied the beginnings of another 
theological movement. In an address of 5 January 1865, 
Arthur Stanley, Dean of Westminster, spoke about ‘the 
theology of the 19th century’, saying that its main impulse 
had come from Germany. It was this theology, said Stanley, 
‘which distinguished Edward Irving from the preaching 
and teaching of his day in the Church of Scotland, and 
accounts for the increasing estimate formed of his genius 
and character’. This ‘theology of the 19th century’ is better 
known to us today as liberalism. Irving, who began as an 
evangelical, rejected the theological principles of his youth, 
describing the evangelical commitment to scripture as 
‘bibliolatry’ (a word Coleridge introduced to the English 
language) and eschewing the atonement theology of his 
evangelical peers.

He dismissed penal substitution as ‘stock jobbing theology’, 
and replaced a theology of the cross with a theology in 
which the incarnation itself was the central focus of 
atonement (or ‘at-one-ment’, as he put it – again following 
Coleridge). For Irving, we were reconciled to God by the 
bringing together of the divine and human natures, and it 
was from this idea that his concept of Christ being incarnate 
in ‘sinful flesh’ arose. His commitment to this Christology 
was the cause of his dismissal on heresy charges.

Now there is very little space to develop conclusions here, 
but allow me to draw out a couple of things. The first is 
that Irving, in many ways a very conservative and even 
reactionary figure, was trying to come to terms with a 
rapidly changing world, but ended up denying the essentials 
of the very faith he was trying to uphold. Faced with a 
certain kind of liberal politics (granting the franchise to 
people outside the established church), which he believed 
was dissolving the spiritual fabric of the nation, Irving 
reacted by embracing the universal solvent of theological 
liberalism, albeit in nascent form. In the same way that 
many people in Europe initially welcomed the rise of the 
far right as a bulwark against communism, sometimes 
Christians have reached for an antidote even more toxic 
than the poison they are trying to neutralise.

This is, I believe, a powerful reason for taking theology and 
theological education seriously. It is not enough to recognise 
the dangers posed by the theologies of others; we need to 
be alert to the hazards closer to home. Indeed, I believe 
that the wider history of the church demonstrates that 
many heresies arose simply out of attempts to correct the 
mistakes of others.

The second lesson we might learn from Irving is related. 
Many of the things he said seemed outlandish in his own 
context, and earned him significant opprobrium. Looked 
at through a slightly wider angled lens, however, Irving’s 
ideas were absolutely typical of the 19th century. He simply 
said most of these things before they came to notice. What 
is so striking to me is that Irving, although he thought he 
was being bold and prophetic for the kingdom of God in 
standing against worldly ideas which had infiltrated the 
church, was in fact simply expressing, in the words of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, who was born on the same day as Irving, the 
‘Spirit of the Age’. 

The point? We are much more conditioned by all sorts 
of things in the culture around us than we realise. The 
solution? Well, of course, increased attention to scripture is 
the answer – but how? I’m certain that Irving knew his Bible 
better than I do. He died quoting a psalm in Hebrew, and was 
one of the leading Bible teachers of his generation. If he had 
blind spots, it’s probably fair to expect that we will too. So 
how do we make sure that we don’t silence scripture at the 
very points where we most need to hear God speak?

It seems to me that we need to learn from those with 
different sets of blinkers. If I only listen to people who are 
from the same cultural and racial background as myself, 
I am in trouble. I need to hear the voices of brothers and 
sisters from other social classes, from other countries, and 
from different times. We have reason to thank God that this 
is now easier than ever to do, at least practically. If I am to 
learn the lesson of Irving’s unwillingness to be taught or 
corrected, I need to take advantage of those opportunities.

Nick Tucker is Vicar of St Bartholomew, Edgbaston, and was 
formerly Research Fellow at Oak Hill
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Recent trends in world events have forced many 
commentators to move out of their comfort zones. As a 
prime example, the most commented-on piece of analysis 
this year by George Friedman, founder of Geopolitical 
Futures (an international geopolitical forecasting firm), 
wasn’t on the future of Europe, shifting allegiances in 
the Middle East, North Korea’s march towards increasing 
nuclear capability, or the USA’s unfolding political drama. 
Instead, it was a piece on manners. He wrote an article 
peppered with personal testimony of how he, a brash New 
York-raised child of parents who fled the Communist regime 
in Hungary, married a genteel Australian woman ‘of that 
class that emulated English culture.’

They were, in many ways, a couple seemingly mismatched. 
His wife (Meredith) grew up in an environment where the 

Where have 
our manners 
gone?

Public life in the past decade has descended 
into a new form of  tribalism, with presidential 
tweets and social media generally displaying 
outrage and demonising opponents with 
abandon. We may be dismayed by these 
developments, but we shouldn’t really be 
surprised, says Lourens du Plessis

dinner table was a place where ‘children learned that there 
were rules to a civilised life. For many, the powers of good 
manners crushed their souls, leaving them with little but 
the arrogance of having mastered the rules. For the best, 
manners provided the frame for a life of free will and self-
confidence. Good manners allowed her to be both free and 
civilised, in the English manner.’

In contrast, Friedman explained, his own dinner table 
when he was growing up was ‘a place of combat. The hidden 
message about food was to eat as much as you can as 
quickly as you can, because who could really know when 
you would eat again? The table was a place of intellectual 
and emotional combat, where grievances were revealed, 
ideas were challenged and the new world we were in was 
analysed for all its strangeness. The grammar of debate 
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took precedence over digestion.’ And yet, their marriage 
has worked. Despite these different understandings of 
what constitutes good manners, Friedman admits to 
learning from Meredith ‘that there was a time and place 
for everything. I learned that without manners, however 
arbitrary they may be, life was chaos. I learned that combat, 
in speech and deed, might sometimes be necessary, but that 
it must be bound by the rituals of civility, or everything is 
destroyed. I’m not sure she learned much from me.’

Thus far, Friedman writes about professionally unfamiliar 
terrain. But he relates it to the social and political terrain 
that now faces us. There was a time when politicians such 
as Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower (who despised 
each other by the time of the 
latter’s inauguration) hid their 
animosity in public for the 
sake of a peaceful transition 
of power at a perilous time for 
their country, and indeed the 
world. But this has changed, 
as Friedman notes: ‘Today, we 
are surrounded by politicians 
who have decided that honesty 
requires that they show how 
deeply they detest each other, 
and a public that feels free to 
display its contempt for any 
with whom it disagrees. Our 
opponents have become our 
enemies, and our enemies have become monsters. This 
has become true for all political factions, and all political 
factions believe it is true only for their opponents.’

We may be dismayed by these developments. But we 
shouldn’t really be surprised. This ‘new’ tribalism is not, in 
fact, such a new development after all. As Andrew Sullivan 
writes in a recent edition of New York magazine: ‘It is not 
one aspect of human experience. It’s the default human 
experience.’ But perhaps manners have served to restrain 
our worst instincts, and enable us to disagree without 

painting ‘the other’ in the worst possible light. 
Of course, in this use of ‘manners’, we are not referring 

to the proper way to handle a fork at the dinner table, or 
which topics are appropriate for conversation over roast 
beef. Fundamentally, it is about acknowledging that we 
are limited creatures, relating to other limited creatures, 
and that neither us nor our ‘tribes’ have a monopoly on 
knowledge. We can deeply disagree and yet be open to 
learning from each other. Nations are founded on the 
principle that otherwise disparate peoples can come 
together and set aside their differences for common beliefs, 
principles and values.

For Friedman, the solution is exercising intellectual 
rectitude, ‘the idea that one must be cautious in thought 

and in speech’. This is a noble and biblical idea, of course, 
as the writers of Proverbs and James, not to mention 
Jesus himself, tell us. Friedman writes: ‘There is a place for 
feelings, but passion can lead to recklessness, and societies 
crumble over the massive assault of passion… Restraint 
in public life – that life that you live with others – is not a 
foundation of civilisation. It is civilisation.’

And therein Friedman’s argument runs aground. Making 
a distinction between our public and private lives, what 
people see and hear compared to what is hidden in our 

Today, we are surrounded by politicians who 
have decided that honesty requires that they 
show how deeply they detest each other, and 
a public that feels free to display its contempt 
for any with whom it disagrees. Our opponents 
have become our enemies, and our enemies have 
become monsters. This has become true for 
all political factions, and all political factions 
believe it is true only for their opponents

32  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  33

hearts, sets us up for a dichotomy that is unsustainable. If 
there is a natural disconnect between the private and public 
expressions of our hearts, surely a better solution is that our 
conception of manners must reference an external standard, 
a ‘manner’ worthy of emulating?

Hannah Arendt, the 20th century German-American 
political philosopher, identifies the problem in her book 
The Human Condition, where she writes about a key aspect 
of our orderly living: that of making promises. She says: 
‘The unpredictability which the act of making promises at 
least dispels is of a twofold nature: it arises simultaneously 
out of the “darkness of the human heart,” that is, the basic 
unreliability of men who never can guarantee today who 
they will be tomorrow, and out of the impossibility of 
foretelling the consequences of an act within a community 
of equals where everybody has the capacity to act. Man’s 
inability to rely upon himself or to have complete faith in 
himself (which is the same thing) is the price human beings 
pay for freedom; and the impossibility of remaining unique 
masters of what they do, of knowing its consequences and 
relying on the future, is the price they pay for plurality and 
reality, for the joy of inhabiting together with others a world 
whose reality is guaranteed for each by the presence of all.’  

The ‘darkness of the human heart’ means we cannot 
successfully create a public sphere where our relationships 
depend on implicit and explicit promises – even if it is 
only behavioural and everyone acknowledges it is (at least 
to an extent) false. Arendt sees the ‘faculty of promises’ 
(referencing Nietzsche) balanced by the ‘faculty of 
forgiveness’.

‘In so far as morality is more than the sum total of mores, 
of customs and standards of behaviour solidified through 
tradition and valid on the ground of agreements, both of 
which change with time, it has, at least politically, no more 
to support itself than the good will to counter the enormous 
risks of action by readiness to forgive and to be forgiven, to 
make promises and to keep them.’ 

Given the seemingly intractable nature of the problem of 
our manners, it’s perhaps not surprising that both authors 

turn to scripture for an answer. Friedman writes: ‘There 
is a time to tell the truth, and a time to withhold it. In the 
Bible, two books are thought to be written by Solomon. 
One, Ecclesiastes, is about the fact that there is a time and 
place for everything. It is a book of manners and of despair. 
Manners and despair are linked, but if you don’t know there 
is a time and place for everything, then you are not human. 
Solomon also wrote the Song of Songs… It allows us to see 
that while there is a time and place for everything, and eros 
in the public space is unacceptable, a life without the erotic 
is not worth living. The Song of Songs is our solace for the 
rigours of Ecclesiastes.’

Theological quibbles aside, this doesn’t provide the answer. 
How do we manage to exercise the faculties of promise and 
forgiveness, navigating them in a way appropriate to their 
‘time and place’? How do we regain the ability to behave in a 
manner worthy of God?

Here, Arendt is more accurate in her appeal to faith. 
To counter the darkness of the human heart, to redeem 
‘manners’ and save the ‘realm of human affairs from its 
normal, “natural” ruin’, the solution lies more fundamentally 
in rebirth. This natural state of a loss of manners, of a 
proper way of behaviour rooted in a greater reflection of the 
perfectly kind and gracious Creator of humanity lies in the 
‘fact of natality’. Rebirth and new beginnings provide the 
source for all our action, and is needed for a new, restored 
mutual action to one another. 

Arendt never ‘rejected nor accepted’ traditional religious 
beliefs. And yet even when she tries to straddle the political 
and religious, the secular and sacred in her work, she 
recognises: ‘Only the full experience of this capacity can 
bestow upon human affairs faith and hope, those two 
essential characteristics of human existence… It is this 
faith in and hope for the world that found perhaps its most 
glorious and most succinct expression in the few words 
with which the Gospels announced their “glad tidings”: “A 
child has been born unto us”.’

Lourens Du Plessis is studying at Oak Hill on the Theological 
and Pastoral Studies programme

oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  33



34  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

‘For me to live is Christ and to die 
is gain.’ These words of the Apostle 
Paul have been a major heartbeat for 
mission throughout the centuries. 
When we have been captivated by 
the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
God lifts us out of our story and into 
his story – the incredible story of 
redemption, where the Living God, 
who is passionate about having a 

relationship with the people he has 
made, enters time and space in the 
person of Jesus, to seek and save the 
lost. 

God rescues us from ourselves and 
shows us the freedom and joy of no 
longer needing to live for self. Our lives 
become all about him; seeking his glory 
and sharing the greatest news in the 
world with a lost and broken world.

Following Jesus Christ is what we 
were created for, but it comes at a 
cost. I was reminded of this afresh 
through a recent visit to Nigeria to 
support some mission partners from 
our church, serving with SIM (Serving 
in Mission). Nigeria is a wonderful 
country in West Africa, but has a 
troubled history of instability, largely 
fuelled through gross inequality of 
wealth, conflicting political values, 
and the discord between Christianity 
and Islam. This instability led to 
widespread post-election violence in 

STAYING ON 
MISSION

Mark Herbert is 
responsible for mission 
at his village church in 
Buckinghamshire, but a 
recent visit to Jos, on the 
often-troubled borderline 
of Christianity and Islam in 
Nigeria, has spurred him 
on to be faithful in mission 
in the place where God 
has called him to be
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2011 and the rise of the Islamic militant 
group, Boko Haram, in 2012. Many 
people have lost their lives, churches 
have been destroyed, and the country 
continues to live in fear of further 
violence.

I have been receiving publications 
supporting the persecuted church 
from organisations such as Barnabas 
Fund and Open Doors for many years. 
But actually to visit a country where 
Christians are being persecuted has 
really opened my eyes to the hardships 
of our brothers and sisters across the 
world, and to the opportunity that 
opposition brings for the spread of the 
gospel.

The missionaries we support as a 
church are currently based in the 
city of Jos, in the centre of Nigeria, 
separating the predominantly 
Christian south from the Muslim 
north. They are involved in theological 
education, literacy and discipleship, 
and are currently considering 
moving back to the north, where they 
previously served. SIM has launched 
the Northern Initiative, which is 
seeking to rebuild churches and 
mobilise mission in the north-east 
of Nigeria. Boko Haram still has a 
presence here, which means the area 
continues to be very unstable.

The trip taught me many things, but 
here are six reflections to consider as 
we seek to engage in the mission of 
Jesus where we are.

Mission is a wonderful privilege – 
Stepping out of the village context 

in which I serve reminded me afresh 
of what God is doing across his 
world. The Living God is building his 
church and by his grace, gives joy to 
his servants, despite the significant 
hardships many face. Hearing stories 
of how God is at work spurred me on 
afresh to be faithful in the place where 
he has called me.

Mission is hard work – Every situation 
is unique and has its challenges. Nigeria 
is a pretty unforgiving environment, 
especially given the heat, difficulties 
and safety with travel, and the 
awareness of ongoing security risks. 
This again humbled me as missionaries 
make many sacrifices to serve where 
they do. Yet the greatest challenge 
remains the hardness of people’s 
hearts. We need to trust the God of the 
impossible and press on, despite set-
backs of seemingly slow progress.

Mission must be our priority – Across 
Africa, there are many very obvious 
physical needs, but the greatest 
need continues to be the depth of 
discipleship needed in order for 
mission to remain front and centre. 
This is no different in the UK. It is easy 
to spend too much time organising 
programmes or dealing with 
immediate needs that press in on us. 
Because of this, we need to regularly 
look one another in the eye so that we 
stay on mission. It is not someone else’s 
responsibility.

Mission costs money – Is your church 
actively supporting mission overseas? 

Could the tithe you give towards this 
be increased? We have many needs in 
the UK, and resources often feel scarce. 
But scarcity is a relative term. Many 
students at the seminary I visited are 
going without food to help pay for 
their fees. Why not encourage your 
church in the principle of generosity: 
what seems like a little to us goes a 
very long way abroad. 

Mission is about partnership – It is a 
joy to work with Christians in another 
country and remind ourselves that we 
are one in the gospel. Developing these 
partnerships can help our churches 
‘look beyond ourselves’. Partnerships 
also last long after we die. I was 
delighted to discover a copy of Pierced 
for our Transgressions in the library 
at Tofa Seminary. Written by Mike 
Ovey, the former Principal of Oak Hill, 
I doubt he ever expected students in 
Northern Nigeria to be benefitting 
from his hard work. By God’s grace, 
they are.

Mission is God’s work – Will you 
commit to praying that spiritual 
strongholds are broken and overcome 
by the gospel of grace? Our busyness 
in mission must start with us on our 
knees. How serious are we about 
prayer? If we are serious about lost 
people, we must be serious about 
prayer.

Mark Herbert, who studied at Oak Hill, 
is a pastor at Long Crendon Baptist 
Church, Buckinghamshire
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In the late 1980s, John Wenham, the 
author of what in pre-Duff days 
was the standard book for learning 
Greek, told me that he thought Tom 
Wright understood Paul more than 
any man alive. At that time, Tom had 
not published any of the vast range of 
books that are now available. His first 
publication, a defence of traditional 
Calvinism, co-authored with fellow 
members of his OICCU executive 
committee, was still available under 
his name from Banner of Truth. His 
doctoral thesis could provide two days 
of inspiring reading in the Bodleian 
library, and his lectures on Romans 
were the highlight of a theological 
undergraduate’s week, just as his 
mentor George Caird’s had been two 
decades before.

As we listened to his lectures, 
texts that had puzzled us seemed 
to make sense in a new way, and 
our enthusiasm for the gospel 
increased. Controversy about Tom’s 
understanding of justification had not 

yet arisen. We were both members of 
St Ebbe’s, and from time to time sat 
under each other’s ministry there.

Today there are many who would 
question whether John Wenham was 
right. As far as they are concerned, 
the Pauline theology presented in 
Tom’s books is not the Paul they have 
preached down the years. Seeing 
another book by Tom on Paul might 
not be attractive to them. They might 
think, as one of my friends did, that 
this is just a popularisation of the 
two-volume, Paul and the Faithfulness 
of God. But this is a book with a 
difference.

It is not primarily about Paul’s 
theology, although of course that does 
appear, but about the man. Paul is 
set in his cultural and historical first 
century setting. The picture of him 
presented in Acts is accepted, but then 
Tom looks at the Pauline letters and 
discovers there so much more about 
the personal experiences of Paul than 
most of us had ever noticed before. 

Books
Ray Porter has been reading 
Tom Wright’s new biography of 
Paul, alongside a new book by 
Michael Stroope which argues 
that ‘mission’ and ‘missionary’ 
are not biblical concepts

Paul: A Biography
Tom Wright
SPCK, 2018
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Meanwhile, Michael Stroope would be 
very pleased that the term ‘missionary’ 
does not occur in the index of Wright’s 
book on Paul. His contention is that 
the terms ‘mission’ and ‘missionary’ 
are not biblical, but rather the reading-
back into the scriptures of modern 
concepts.

It took me a while to get into the 
book. Stroope’s linguistic arguments 
seemed tedious, but then he moved 
into church history, and what I would 
have called mission history. But 
Stroope argues it is nothing of the sort. 

The term ‘mission’ (and its equivalent 
in other languages) is not used in the 
Bible or by anyone who was engaged in 
proclaiming the Christian faith into a 

not yet believing world until the time 
of Ignatius Loyola. Missio Dei had been 
used to speak about the divine sending 
of the Son as a Saviour, but it was 
never transferred to human activity. 
So Augustine, Patrick, Columba and 
the rest never thought of themselves 
as missionaries, and, if that term seems 
to appear in contemporary writings, 
it has been inserted by modern 
translators and does not represent the 
original language. 

How then did the term enter the 
vocabulary of Ignatius and the 
Jesuits? Stroope traces this back to 
the crusades and then to Portuguese 
and Spanish government terms. It 
remained a Catholic term until the 
18th century, with the development of 
Protestant mission agencies.

Stroope sees the Edinburgh World 
Mission Conference of 1910 as having 
a major role in enshrining the concept 
of deliberate planning to seek to 
make the world Christian, with its 
slogan of completing the task in 
that generation. He argues that the 
militaristic language, originating with 
the Jesuits, has shaped thinking about 
proclaiming Christ Jesus throughout 
the world. 

Stroope argues that the creation of 
a missionary task force has detracted 
from the role of every believer to be a 
witness. He sees the kingdom of God 
as a key term to counter unbiblical 
human strategies and territorial 
expansionism. This highlights the fact 
that it is God himself who establishes 
his kingdom. The call to every disciple 

He tackles gaps in the story for which 
we have only tantalising hints. The 
visit to Arabia to which Paul alludes in 
Galatians 1:17, Tom connects with the 
reference to Arabia in 4:27, arguing that 
Paul actually visited Mt Sinai, as Elijah 
had before him.

The treatment of 2 Corinthians 
is perhaps the masterpiece of the 
book. Tom accepts an Ephesian 
imprisonment, and sees some of the 
personal unhappiness pervading the 
letter as related to that. Paul tells us 
that he was weak, and in this book 
we can see and understand some of 
that weakness, and Paul’s internal 
struggles. The picture that emerges is 
not a diminished Paul, but one more 
human than the idealised theologian 
that some have assumed from the text. 
Does Tom understand Paul more than 
anyone alive? This book provides a lot 
of material to answer that question. 

Tom looks at the Pauline 
letters and discovers 
there so much more about 
the personal experiences 
of Paul than most of us 
had ever noticed before...
The picture that emerges 
is not a diminished Paul, 
but one more human than 
the idealised theologian 
that some have assumed 
from the text

Transcending 
Mission: the 
eclipse of a 
modern tradition
Michael Stroope
SPCK, 2018
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is to witness and suffer that the world 
might know the Saviour. 

Stroope is a good corrective to much 
mission thinking that is pragmatic, 
programmatic and often more centred 
on human effort than dependence 
on God, or an expectation of his 
actions in the lives of individuals and 
communities. It is a good reminder to 
read biblical and historical documents 
in their own context (and preferably 
in their own language), and not be 
guilty of eisegesis that reflects our own 
thinking and modern concepts.

It is not clear to me how Stroope sees 
the gospel message reaching people 
in parts of the world where there is as 
yet no Christian witness. I am hoping 
to meet Stroope at a seminar this 
summer, and to discuss, together with 
other missiologists (or whatever we 
should now call ourselves) the practical 
consequences of responding to his 
insights.

Stroope argues that the 
creation of a missionary 
task force has detracted 
from the role of every 
believer to be a witness. 
He sees the kingdom 
of God as a key term to 
counter unbiblical human 
strategies and territorial 
expansionism
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Over my forty years 
of pastoral ministry, 
I’ve come to the 
conclusion that 
ministers need more 
comprehensive and 
exacting theological 
education today 
than when I came 
into the work. I’ve 
been an admirer and 
a beneficiary of the 
ministry of Oak Hill 
for years, and often 
cite it as a model for 
effective and faithful 
theological education.
Tim Keller, Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church
New York City
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