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In the world, 
but not of the 
world
Dan Strange, Acting Principal of 
Oak Hill, introduces this edition of 
Commentary by looking at  how we 
engage with the world and culture of 
our time, while remaining faithful as 
disciples of Jesus Christ

Testament tutor to publish his own zombie apocalypse 
novel – and yes, you read that correctly!

Brad Bitner (page 12) compares the leadership style 
of Steve Jobs with Paul’s instructions to Titus on what 
it means to have gospel authority. I review the recent 
launch event of a new book about faith and religion in 
contemporary art, and discuss the implications for our 
apologetics (see page 34). We also interview our New 
Testament tutor, Matthew Sleeman, on the publication of 
his new book for kids on Mark’s Gospel (page 20).

Karen Sleeman and Kirsten Birkett (page 27) help us to 
think with discernment about the current popularity of 
Mindfulness and Acceptance Commitment Therapy, and 
Nick Tucker (page 4) considers how we can keep up with the 
speed of progress without losing our humanity. 

It’s always encouraging to see contributions from current 
and recently graduated Oak Hill students, some of which 
originated in work done at college. Lourens du Plessis (page 
32) reflects on his experiences at Word Alive, teaching 15-18 
year olds about worldview. In ‘Aim for icebergs’ (page 25), 
Robin Ham calls us to remember the under-the-surface 
aspects of church planting. Current student Anja Lijcklama 
à Nijeholt – she helps us with the correct pronunciation! – 

‘In the world, but not of the world.’ Although not a direct 
biblical quotation, it’s a little and much-used phrase which 
trips off the tongue very easily. But what exactly does it 
mean and how does it apply to our lives as disciples of Jesus 
Christ in our crazy and complex culture? We can all nod 
sagely when it’s uttered, but it can easily become a platitude 
if we don’t do some unpacking.

‘In the world, but not of the world, you know, it means... 
hmm... it means... being in the world but not of the world...’

In this edition of Commentary, we have a wide-ranging 
number of Oak Hill faculty and student contributions that 
give some meaningful content to us being in the world but 
not of the world.

Eric Ortlund (on page 8) tells us that the Old Testament 
is both ‘within’ and ‘against’ its cultural environment, 
and shows us how God hijacks certain aspects of culture 
to speak about himself. This has led our esteemed Old 
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‘In the world, but not of the 
world.’ Although not a direct 
biblical quotation, it’s a little 
and much-used phrase which 
trips off the tongue very 
easily. But what exactly does 
it mean and how does it apply 
to our lives as disciples of 
Jesus Christ in our crazy and 
complex culture?

tells us her story of how and why she has come to Oak Hill 
via Leiden, Taiwan and Sheffield (on page 30). 

Finally, David Baldwin (page 16) gives us the second and 
final part of his study on the migration crisis and the local 
church, giving us some practical recommendation on 
how our churches can love the strangers coming into our 
communities. I hope you find Commentary helpful, and 
above all, edifying.



My dad taught chemistry for many years at a 
school in Oxford, and it was his passion for the subject that 
spurred my interest in the sciences and led to my choice of 
biochemistry as a first degree. Dad’s job may also have been 
one of the things that piqued my interest in the American 
television series Breaking Bad. The series is like a modern-
day Faust in which the (anti)hero, Dr Walter White, a high-
school chemistry teacher, in trying to save himself and his 
family, loses both.

The basic premise of the story is simple: White is an 
unfulfilled and underpaid school teacher who has a 
teenage son with additional needs. Two medical diagnoses 
complicate his life further. The first is joyful: his wife is 
unexpectedly pregnant. The second is shattering: he has 
terminal lung cancer.

Without money to pay for treatment, or savings to provide 
for his expanding family, and with nothing to lose, he 

Out-Fausting 
Faust
In a time of profound change and 
dizzying technological progress 
is it possible that as we gain more 
than we ever dreamed possible, we 
are losing ourselves along the way? 
Nick Tucker looks at the Faustian 
choices of the Western world

decides to put his scientific knowledge to a new, criminal, 
use. He knows that the street drug methamphetamine 
(crystal meth) can be synthesised from readily available 
chemical ingredients. With normal constraints removed 
by his terminal diagnosis, Walter White realises that by 
‘cooking’ this relatively simple chemical compound and 
selling it, he can, at a stroke, end his family’s worries about 
money in the short time he has left. 

The story proceeds with White becoming gradually 
more successful in his enterprise, to the point where his 
biggest problem is what to do with all the money. He is 
able to fund an expensive, experimental treatment that 
significantly extends his life and provides for his family in 
any foreseeable circumstance. The price he has to pay to 
achieve this is, however, inhuman. The great strength of the 
series is that it traces, delicately and subtly, the brutalising 
of a once gentle and caring man. Over time, he gradually 
loses his identity and destroys the very family he was trying 
to protect. 

Right: Walter White (Bryan Cranston) with his apprentice Jesse 
Pinkman (Aaron Paul) in Breaking Bad. Photo: Alamy
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Just like the medieval German 
legend of Faust, the modern tale 
of Walter White illustrates in 
vivid colours the truth of Jesus’s 
famous saying: ‘What does it 
profit a man to gain the whole 
world and forfeit his soul?’



Just like the medieval German legend of Faust, the modern 
tale of Walter White illustrates in vivid colours the truth of 
Jesus’s famous saying: ‘What does it profit a man to gain the 
whole world and forfeit his soul?’ I suppose it is rather like 
that saying about the rat race: Even if you win, the problem 
is you are still a rat.
  
We live in a time of profound change and dizzying progress. 
Things that were a pipe dream less than a decade ago are 
now commonplace for us. Being able to chat via video with 
people from all around the world on a device that fits easily 
into your pocket seems utterly normal now, but it was 
unthinkable science-fiction when I was a student (which 
wasn’t that long ago). But, the pace of progress does not 
just enable us to do new things, or old things faster and 
better. The developments in technology we are beginning to 
observe have the potential to change not just what we do, 
but who we are.

Consider this: When you begin a search using your computer, 
it is now able to predict what you want to find or to do, often 
with uncanny accuracy. Sometimes, indeed, it seems to know 
what you want better than you do. This apparent intuition on 
the part of your computer is down to a phenomenon called 
‘big data’. So much of what we do and how we live leaves traces 
online, and by correlating the patterns of huge numbers of 
individuals, companies such as Google and IBM can begin to 
predict the choices and behaviour of individuals. Indeed, IBM 
works with police forces to send personnel to a location before 
trouble actually happens. 

Among a certain group of people, particularly in the 
Bay Area of California, the potential of big data is seen as 
marking the next step in human evolution. The idea is that 
massive computing power, combined with access to so much 
information about the world, makes it possible to uncouple 
intelligence from consciousness, thereby unleashing the 
potential for massive progress.

This is the thesis explored in a new book by Yuval Noah 
Harari, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow. Harari 
recognises the Faustian overtones of contemporary 
progress: ‘The entire contract can be summarised in a single 
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The pace of progress does not just 
enable us to do new things, or old things 
faster and better. The developments in 
technology we are beginning to observe 
have the potential to change not just what 
we do, but who we are

phrase: humans agree to give up meaning in exchange for 
power.’ Like Walter White, we could gain more than we ever 
dreamed, and lose ourselves on the way.

I would argue that this is not entirely a new development. 
Since the Enlightenment, we in the West have been trying 
to construct an identity for humanity that is self-contained 
and self-referencing. We have refused to look beyond 
ourselves to a fixed reference point that gives us identity: 
that is to say we have insisted that we can make sense of life 
without God, whether he exists or not. But the questions 
have not gone away. What is a human being? Why is human 
life precious? At what point does a human life start or stop 
being precious? 

like to think. The philosopher Jacques Maritain, who played 
an important part in framing the UN declaration on human 
rights, put it like this: ‘We agree about the rights, but on 
condition that no one asks us why.’

That is all very well until two allegedly inalienable rights 
come into conflict. Current debates over the nature of free 
speech in Britain and the United States threaten to question 
the very basis of fundamental human rights altogether. The 
right to free speech is increasingly being treated as a right 
that can be withdrawn – which means that it is not a right 
(properly so called) but a privilege.

Perhaps, then, the Faustian pact we have made in the 
West is not with technology per se, but with the freedom to 

In May last year, keepers at Cincinnati Zoo shot and killed 
a gorilla named Harambe to protect a three year old child 
who had slipped into his enclosure. Even though the gorilla 
would likely have killed the child had this action not been 
taken, there was moral outrage and confusion over whether 
the keepers were right to intervene in this way. It was a 
dreadful and very distressing situation for all concerned, 
but it illustrates our uncertainty about the unique value of 
human life, that there was any question whether the child 
should have been saved. 

We talk a lot about human rights, but the concept of 
agreed human rights is much flimsier today than we might 

define ourselves. We have chosen that intoxicating freedom 
of living independently of external definition by an unseen 
God, and our knowledge of the world has grown along with 
our ability to control aspects of our lives. But is there not a 
danger that we have lost ourselves along the way?

Perhaps the idea that we can make sense of life without 
God is beginning to unravel. As John Calvin said in his 
Institutes: ‘The knowledge of God and the knowledge of 
ourselves are bound together by a mutual tie.’

Nick Tucker is Vicar of St Bartholomew, Edgbaston, and was 
formerly Research Fellow at Oak Hill College.
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THE GOSPEL 
FOR ZOMBIES
It’s no great surprise that Eric Ortlund, who 
lectures in Old Testament at Oak Hill, has 
written commentaries on the books of Esther 
and Malachi. What is surprising is that he is also 
the author of a zombie apocalypse novel. How 
did this grave situation arise?

As a professor, almost all my 
writing has focused on interpreting 
and applying the Old Testament in 
academic or pastoral settings, and 
especially on the ways in which ‘the 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ’ is 
prefigured there. So I’m keenly aware 
of how strange it is to have a zombie 
apocalypse attached to my name 
as well: Dead Petals (Fingerpress, 
2013). The book was not written as 
trivial entertainment, however – and 
certainly not in as horrific a genre as 
zombies! A more serious strategy was 
intended, which aimed at engaging 
a culture with almost no knowledge 
of the gospel and even doing some 
pre-evangelistic work. How this 
strategy formed over years of academic 
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seen in countless movies and books.
These creatures seem somehow 

‘closer’ to the Earth, yet, perversely, 
somehow deader, less human, than 

even zombies are meant to be. 
The creatures are transfixed by the 
Sun, and they transform, their faces 
peeling back in short tentacles until 
they uncannily resemble flowers. 
The Dead have a global leader, a 
purpose - beyond that of just eating 
any remaining humans. And the 
seven survivors, led reluctantly by Oz, 
discover that they have a central role 
to play in the macabre new order of 
‘life’ on Earth. 

Dead Petals is a different species 
of zombie tale. Apocalypse, Rapture 
and the transformation of reality, all 
sprouting from the same seed.

Publisher: Fingerpress

DEAD PETALS
‘It was a week ago that it happened. 
Exactly a week when I heard the 
stomping on the front porch. I 
remember it sounded like someone 
was drunk. I opened the door and it 
was my neighbor. She lunged at me.’

Oz, a former professor driven to 
the brink of madness by a tragedy 
he cannot face, begins to notice that 
the people around him are acting 
strangely. They’re eating each other. 
And they’re scraping at his door. 
Fleeing south, Oz and a motley crew 
of survivors begin to notice that this 
isn’t the zombie apocalypse they’d 

study and teaching will take a little 
explaining.

One of the things which impressed 
me most when I started to study the 
Old Testament seriously was the 
ways it is both within and against 
its cultural environment. On the one 
hand, all of the Bible’s genres can be 
found in contemporaneous ancient 
Middle Eastern literature, from legal 
texts to lament psalms, and many 
images, poetic devices, and even 
phrases, such as ‘widow and orphan’, 
can be found outside the Bible.

Reading Ugaritic and Mesopotamian 
religious texts shows the surprising 

extent to which God speaks to his 
people in their cultural framework and 
language. On the other hand, profound 
and even revolutionary differences 
also emerge. Most obviously, no other 
ancient Semitic culture had a God 
like Yahweh, utterly transcendent to 
everything in creation, instead of being 
a part of creation, like the pagan gods.

No other culture prohibited idolatry, 
because no other culture understood 
that a physical statue misrepresents 
God’s spiritual nature and lessens his 
glory (Deuteronomy 4:12-19). No other 
culture called for a ban on worshipping 
all other gods because their God was 

unique (Deuteronomy 6:13, Psalm 
86:8-9); the ancient Middle East was 
relatively tolerant about adding 
new gods to a pantheon. The very 
theological superstructure of the Old 
Testament cannot be explained as a 
product of its time. Rather, the inspired 
word of God is witnessing to the only 
real saviour in an idol-riddled world: 
‘Before me there was no god formed... I, 
I am the Lord, and besides me there is 
no saviour’ (Isaiah 43:10-11).

But at the same time, God hijacks 
certain aspects of pagan culture 
in order to speak about himself as 
saviour. My favourite example of this 



10  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

is in 1 Kings 18. Elijah’s challenge to the 
Baalists about answering from heaven 
with fire (in verse 24) is a Semitic way 
of speaking about lightning. Since Baal 
is a storm god, the one who brings 
the storms, Elijah is offering to prove 
to idolatrous Israelites that their 
ancestral God can do everything which 
Baal claims to do. Yahweh beats Baal 
at his own game in this chapter: he is 
the ultimate storm god who gives life! 
Although the Lord is far greater than 
only a storm god, he fits himself in this 
role and proves he is better at it than 
Baal.

Many other examples of this kind of 
dynamic in the Old Testament could be 
given. As I noticed this pattern, it got 
me wondering what aspects of modern 
Western culture need to be challenged, 
and what could be hijacked to witness 
about the one true saviour in our idol-
filled society. How can today’s church 
follow biblical writers by being both 
within and against our culture?

This is where the zombies come in. 
Allow me a small confession: I find 
zombie movies fascinating. I say this 
with trepidation, because I’m keenly 
aware of my need to keep myself 
unstained from the world, especially 
when dealing with horror movies! And 
certainly I routinely avoid watching 
movies in this genre and others for 
Christ’s sake. At the same time, the 
very fact that our culture seems 
obsessed with this particular monster 
is significant. From the first film by 
George Romero in 1968, Night of the 
Living Dead, zombies have multiplied 
in movies, TV shows, books, video 
games, and other mediums, and show 
no signs of slowing down.

Why is our culture so fascinated with 
zombies? And how do they reflect who 
we are as a culture? Doubtless books 
and movies in any genre are produced 
for a variety of reasons, some entirely 
trivial or morally wrong. Nevertheless, 
certain patterns repeat in zombie 

movies which are highly significant 
theologically. Whenever a non-
Christian offers insights of this kind, 
it’s important to attend carefully.

A first insight has to do with sin. 
A basic question driving this genre 
seems to be: if the constraints of 
society are taken away, how will 
human beings act? The consistent 
answer is: very badly. In theological 
terms, the zombie genre has a low 
anthropology. It understands human 
beings are basically selfish and will act 
brutally if given the chance. In fact, 
most zombie movies show the human 
survivors barely able to get along with 
each other and communities easily 
fracturing.

It’s interesting and even refreshing 
to see so blunt an insight into human 
sinfulness. But there is a deeper level 
at which the zombie genre interrogates 
what the Bible calls sin. This is seen 
in the way in which these movies 
(and most frequently those of George 
Romero) show the zombies acting in 
oddly human ways, and the human 
survivors acting in monstrous ways. 
The boundary between monster and 
human often becomes tenuous or is 
erased altogether.

I sometimes get the sense that these 
movies are an attempt at confession 
by non-Christians who do not have 
that category. It is an attempt to 
excavate and expose what is wrong 
within. I suspect many fans of the 
genre to some extent identify with the 
monster (even if only half-consciously). 
The movie provides an opportunity 

Why is our culture so fascinated with 
zombies? And how do they reflect who 
we are as a culture? Doubtless books 
and movies in any genre are produced 
for a variety of reasons, some entirely 
trivial or morally wrong. Nevertheless, 
certain patterns repeat in zombie 
movies which are highly significant 
theologically
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to admit to yourself that although 
you may move around and eat, you 
are dead inside; and no matter what 
you consume, a hunger remains. It 
is an opportunity to face your own 
monstrosity, your deadness, the way 
you prey on others – if only for two 
hours.

Again, I find the pessimism of zombie 
movies refreshing. The way in which 
they most often end contributes to this 
effect, at least for me: the monsters 
usually overwhelm the human 
communities and consume everyone. 
As above, I suspect a deeper insight 
drives this plot device. The question 
seems to be: can I survive my own 
monstrosity? Can I carve out some 
room where my humanity can survive? 
The answer given is negative. In the 
end, all that is left is the monster.

Paul says we are ‘dead in our trespasses’ 
outside of Christ, and it seems as 
if some zombie fans agree! All this 
suggests to me a significant opportunity 

to hijack an aspect of contemporary 
pagan culture to speak about the only 
real saviour. I did so with considerable 
caution, of course, knowing how easy 
it would be to misinterpret the book or 
find it guilty by association with a genre 
which is often intentionally horrifying 
and ugly. But the kinds of insights 
offered in zombie movies seem too good 
to pass up.

My version of the story proceeds 
within genre conventions. A ragtag 
group of survivors sets up camp in the 
woods, narrowly survives encounters 
with the monster, is harassed by other 
groups, and so on. But there are hints 
from the first pages that something 
stranger is happening. The group of 
seven survivors who form the book’s 
main characters are all changing as 
well, in ways they don’t understand. It’s 
revealed that the virus which produces 
the zombies was released intentionally 
by a man with pretensions to godhood 
who wanted to create a new world with 
himself as king. What role the seven 

main characters have in this larger 
story arc, what dilemmas they face and 
what unintended consequences their 
decisions have for the whole world, 
form the main body of the novel. They 
provide an opportunity to explore the 
theological dimension of the zombie 
story in a narrative form.

Towards the end of the novel, the 
main characters are asked, ‘Will you 
lay aside this life of living death for 
true death and true life?’ This single 
line was about as close as I could get 
to stating the gospel within the world 
of the narrative, without breaking 
the genre and turning the story into a 
sermon.

As I said already, I’m well aware of 
how bizarre it is for an Old Testament 
tutor to publish a zombie story. But it 
is important for Christians to engage 
with the arts sympathetically and 
critically, if for no other reason than 
that they deeply influence a culture. 
I think one reason so many minds 
have changed relatively quickly about 
the definition of marriage is the 
sympathetic and even moving artistic 
portrayal of non-biblical definitions of 
marriage in film and television.

JRR Tolkien spoke of human beings 
as sub-creators after God the creator. 
If non-Christians live out this role 
as sinners in God’s image, surely 
Christians have even stronger reason 
to do so – whether it involves zombies 
or not!

Eric Ortlund lectures in Old Testament 
Studies and Biblical Hebrew at Oak Hill.

Towards the end of the novel, the main 
characters are asked, ‘Will you lay aside 
this life of living death for true death and 
true life?’ This single line was about as 
close as I could get to stating the gospel 
within the world of the narrative, without 
breaking the genre and turning the story 
into a sermon
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There’s a tense scene midway through the 2015 
biopic Steve Jobs. It’s the lead up to a new product launch. 
Steve Jobs (Michael Fassbender) is on stage and various 
employees stand about the auditorium. Everyone freezes 
when Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak (Seth Rogan) calls 
out Jobs for his arrogance. Woz presses Jobs to acknowledge 
the contributions and gifts of the Apple II team. Jobs flat 
out refuses and instead verbally belittles the team.

Authority 
without 
arrogance

Authority, even in 
Christian ministry, 
is often accompanied 
by the danger of 
arrogance, says Brad 
Bitner. How can we 
guard against such 
unhealthy patterns 
of leadership?

Right: Steve Jobs in 2007. Photo: Peter Grimm / Alamy
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As the tension mounts, Woz declares, ‘These people live 
and die by your praise. So here’s your choice: Acknowledge 
that something good happened that you weren’t in the room 
for.’ Jobs pauses, looks down, slowly shakes his head and 
then gives a staggering response: ‘No.’ As Woz walks out, he 
says to Jobs, ‘It’s not binary. You can be decent and gifted at 
the same time.’

Following his death in 2011, it was widely recognised 
that the Apple icon was a brilliant and visionary leader. 
But many also recounted Steve Jobs’ bullying, tyrannical 
manner. Vanity Fair’s Alan Deutschmann wrote: ‘[Jobs] 
would praise and inspire... often in very creative ways, but 
he would also resort to intimidating, goading, berating, 
belittling, and even humiliating... he didn’t seem to care 
about the severe damage he caused to egos or emotions.’

In these reflections on Steve Jobs, a wider question about 
leadership has been repeatedly made: is it possible to 
exercise such gifts and authority without being arrogant? 

The same question needs to be asked in our churches. 
Authority, even in Christian ministry, is often accompanied 
by the danger of arrogance. Sometimes, as in the wider 
culture, this tendency towards arrogance seems all the 
stronger in proportion to the gifts of the leader. Consider a 
few scenarios: A gifted preacher is compelling and gracious 
in the pulpit, but domineering in staff meetings. A well-
trained theological student comes off as puffed up and 
headstrong in the first year of curacy. A senior minister is a 
courageous defender of orthodoxy, but tends to be obstinate, 
isolated from accountability and even intimidating in 
relationships. How can we guard against such unhealthy 
patterns of leadership?

One place to begin is with Titus. We often note that Paul’s 
letter to his protégé on Crete outlines the gifts and skills 
required for effective ministry. Titus 1:9 describes the need 
for a deep and thoughtful knowledge of the Bible; it explains 
that the purpose of this preparation is the ability to exhort 
in sound doctrine and to refute error. But what precedes 
and is presupposed by this is something that perhaps we 
don’t always linger over as we ought –  the calling and godly 

character of the elder/overseer (Titus 1:5, 7). We may, to our 
detriment, gloss over the provocative juxtaposition of these 
verses: ‘For it is necessary that the overseer be blameless 
as God’s household manager, not arrogant...’ (Titus 1:7). 
When we consider this verse carefully in the context of 
the epistle, we see both that the Lord knows arrogance is a 
danger for Christian leaders and that he has provided gospel 
protections.

Titus is clear that ministry leaders must have authority 
of various kinds: ‘These things speak and exhort and refute 
with all authority; let no one disregard you’ (Titus 2:15). This 
is authority for preaching and teaching. It is authority for 
applying God’s word to the lives of those under our care. It is 
authority for overseeing church life, church work, ministry 
teams and church members. But at its root, what kind of 
authority is this? By its nature, this is gospel authority, 
divinely delegated.

There is a kind of command structure in Titus. Paul 
received an authoritative message and mission from God 
(Titus 1:3) and passed that on to Titus for the health and 
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growth of the churches (Titus 1:5). And Titus, in turn, was 
to appoint, train and pass on that authoritative ministry to 
others who should see themselves as ‘household managers’ 
(Titus 1:7). That is, church leaders are those appointed by 
the master of the house to exercise authority on his behalf. 
And they are to be ‘blameless’ as they do so. If we wonder 
what blamelessness looks like, the following list of vices to 
avoid and virtues to grow in (Titus 1:7-8) offers us a character 
sketch. Notably, that sketch begins with ‘he must not be 
arrogant’ (ESV) or ‘not overbearing’ (NIV). 

What did the Holy Spirit, revealing this through Paul, 
mean? What did arrogance look like in Titus’s world? 
Scripture itself offers us a steer. In Proverbs 21:24, the same 

every case, those described as overbearing are in positions 
of influence and hold delegated power and authority. And in 
almost every case, they are described in terms that make it 
clear that arrogance typifies their manner and way of life.

These examples demonstrate that the unfortunate 
correlation between authority and arrogance was a practical 
danger in the first century as much as it is in our day. It 
also gives new resonance to Calvin’s comment on Titus 1:7. 
He cites ancient philosophers who saw that this kind of 
arrogance is closely related to stubbornness and a tendency 
to isolate oneself from accountability. ‘[This kind of] man,’ 
Calvin remarks, ‘pleases himself to such an extent as to 

We are directly accountable to our master 
and Saviour and responsible for the exercise 
of our authority. This ought to instil in us a 
proper humility and work against treating 
others inconsiderately. Gospel humility is a 
guard against arrogance

term translates the description of a person who is self-
willed, haughty or boastful. In 2 Peter 2:10, ‘arrogance’ is used 
to portray one who is presumptuous, headstrong and chafes 
under authority.

Illuminating examples of this vice in action emerge 
in other documents from the culture around the early 
churches. The author of one private letter complains 
about a man who belonged to an influential family and 
was leveraging his position to verbally abuse others in his 
village. This took the form of threats and financial pressure. 
Other petitions bring the charge of arrogance against 
local leaders who persist in their intimidation and reckless 
behaviour despite having been warned in the past. In almost 

refuse to yield and accommodate himself to others.’ In this 
respect, arrogance can easily be mistaken for courage. But 
the arrogant leader is distinguished by his contemptuous 
and inconsiderate manner, especially in personal or private 
interactions. Calvin goes on to observe that a minister 
‘will never teach well, who is not also ready to learn.’ For 
Calvin, then, humility and teachability are key antidotes 
to arrogance in Christian ministry. Paul agrees, and draws 
together several points of wise instruction in the course of 
his letter to Titus.

First, as we have seen already, there is an emphasis on 
the nature of Gospel authority as delegated authority. It is 
something held in trust, not primarily by virtue of the gifts 
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and skills of the ‘household manager’. Keeping this in view 
helps us to recall that we, too, are those under authority. 
We are directly accountable to our master and Saviour and 
responsible for the exercise of our authority. This ought 
to instil in us a proper humility and work against treating 
others inconsiderately. Gospel humility is a guard against 
arrogance.

Second, those with gospel authority must be accountable 
to others around them in ministry. Titus is instructed to 
appoint not one but many elders/overseers in every town. 
No matter what our convictions concerning the details of 
church polity, it is evident that there is wisdom in bona fide 
plural leadership in ministry. If arrogance is so strongly 
correlated with an isolation that fosters headstrong 
audacity, then it becomes all the more important to embed 
ourselves within appropriate accountability structures 
and relationships. Being answerable to others in Christ is a 
further protection against arrogance.

Third, and perhaps most wonderfully, we must not forget 
the gospel of grace. The very message that ministers are 
charged to proclaim is one we ourselves desperately need to 
hear when we fall into patterns of arrogant leadership. The 
truth that accords with godliness, around which Titus is 
structured, is gospel truth (see Titus 2:11-14; 3:4-7).

Leaders whose egos lead them into sinful ways of relating 
need to recall the grace, goodness and loving kindness of 
God that has appeared in Jesus Christ. It is not only the 
message we are given to preach and teach; it is the good 
news we need to embrace repeatedly as sinners justified by 
grace who are being trained ourselves by that same grace 
to renounce ungodliness. That training in living godly lives 
is an ongoing reality for us just as it is for those to whom 
we minister. The gospel of grace is God’s most powerful 
response to arrogant leaders.

What will happen if we fail to hold ourselves and others 
accountable for arrogance in Christian ministry? Experience 
teaches us that, just as in companies such as Apple, there 
can be a certain kind of success and growth in the church 
even under leaders who are overbearing, intimidating and 

isolated from accountability. But the cost is a toxic culture 
of competition, fear and bitterness. Even more tragic is 
the emotional and spiritual damage done to men, women 
and children who, rather than being gently led with loving 
authority, are instead cast aside or treated roughly by the 
very ones who have been given charge over their souls. 
In view of Titus, this equates with the gospel of God our 
Saviour being tarnished rather than adorned.

This sobering reality ought to lead us to examine ourselves, 
our ministry styles and teams, and our church cultures. 
To put it starkly, how would I know if I were arrogant in 
my ministry? Is it possible that I might mistake my own 
stubbornness for courage and independence? Might I have 
uncritically absorbed worldly, sinful patterns of leadership 
from my own training – in and out of the church? Would I 
be able to see this in myself or do I need the wise counsel of 
others in this respect?

More encouragingly, what might be the case if humility, 
teachability and accountability, together with a robust 
proclamation of the gospel of grace, shaped our lives as 
church leaders? Under God, it would enable a ministry 
that leverages gifts and gifted personalities in such a way 
that leadership becomes reflective rather than reckless, 
and people are shepherded rather than steamrolled. It 
would mean the cultivation of apprentices, theological 
students and ministry staff teams in whom right method 
and doctrine are joined up to godliness, self-control and the 
edifying service of others. And it would result in healthy, 
gospel-of-grace-centred churches, where the culture is 
characterised by loving truth and training for upright and 
fruitful lives. 

As Woz said to Jobs: ‘It’s not binary. You can be decent 
and gifted at the same time.’ By God’s grace, we can do even 
better. We can join up effective leadership with humility 
and integrity. That is, we can take up the challenge of Titus: 
to cultivate ministers who wear their authority without 
arrogance.

Brad Bitner is the Acting Academic Dean of Oak Hill.
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Migration and 
the local church

In the space of a decade, David (name changed) 
has been a failed migrant, a successful voluntary migrant, 
a deportee and finally a forced migrant. He has travelled 
through Turkey, Greece, Spain, France, Belgium, and England 
on his way from Syria to Denmark, where he now lives. David 
expresses himself as ‘sick and tired of running’ – he just wants 
to settle down in one place. However, he thinks he has one 
more migration in him, to join his parents in the UK.

David is a Syrian refugee. He first tried to leave Syria 
in search of a better life 10 years ago. After two forced 
repatriations, freezing river crossings in the Turkish 
mountains, thousands of dollars paid to human traffickers, 
months in European jails and detention centres and several 
false identities, David finally made it to England, where he 
worked illegally for many years. Through the loving witness 
of British Christians in local churches, David turned to 
Christ and found in Jesus both Saviour and Lord.

Now David had a fresh dilemma; his conscience did not 
sit right with his unregistered status, and shortly after his 
baptism, he contacted the UK Border Agency to begin the 
process of self-deportation. Buying his own ticket, he flew 
back to Syria to begin two years of national service. A few 
months later, Syria exploded in violent chaos. He stayed 
for as long as he could, and then, under pressure from his 
parents in the UK, he brought out his brother on false 

The migration crisis 
has been described 
as the greatest moral 
challenge to Europe 
since the Second 

World War. If that’s true, then it’s 
equally a huge challenge to Christians 
and local churches. David Baldwin 
asks: how can we find practical ways 
to ‘love the strangers’ coming to live 
in our communities?

This article is Part 2 
in our examination of 
migration. For part 1, in 
which David outlined a 
theology of migration, 
see the Winter 2016/17 
edition of Commentary 
on the Oak Hill website
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10 RECOMMENDATIONS
How can UK churches find practical 
ways to ‘love the strangers’ coming 
to live in our communities?

It would be tempting to make 
recommendations solely to mission 
agencies, as they already have global 
issues and the peoples of the world 
on their radar. Arguably, they are also 
more responsive and agile. However, 
mission societies exist to serve the 
body of Christ, the church. They run 
ahead and leave the church behind 
at their peril.

That’s why I’m recommending 
the following actions for UK local 
churches working in partnership with 
mission societies. 

Local churches and mission agencies 
can cooperate to...

1 Teach local congregations 
a biblical theology of migration, 
challenging racism, ignorance, 
indifference and cultural idolatry, 
especially in the wake of Brexit. Many 
hard working migrants, who are 
regular worshippers in our churches, 
have felt personally rejected by 
Brexit, wondering if they were wrong 
to assume they were welcome.

2 Survey local communities better 
to understand the various peoples 
represented there, their aspirations, 
relationships and felt needs. Nick 
Park is right to point out that 
evangelicals, as activists, are quick to 
tell others what their needs are, but 
can be slow to listen.

3 Connect ministry to migrants 
to traditional missionary endeavour, 
joining up the dots, demonstrating 
their continuity and emphasising the 
role of each local church within the 
broader global church.

4 Engage every church member 
in some form of ministry to migrants, 
either while they are en route, or 
to immigrants now residing in the 
communities around UK churches.

5 Employ a holistic approach, 
showing the human kindness of 
God’s people, yet never neglecting 
to communicate clearly his gospel for 
the nations, which remains, of course, 
their primary need.

6 Find ways as individuals, groups, 
churches and organisations to be role 

models, visibly giving a warm and 
hospitable welcome and embrace to 
immigrants in local communities.

7 Expect to be joined and 
enriched by immigrants seeking 
spiritual homes in UK churches.

8 Prepare for the cross-cultural 
challenges this will inevitably 
produce, for hosts and new arrivals 
alike. Do highlight the privileges and 
responsibilities of successful hosts 
and migrants. Serving in Mission 
UK runs a project, two:nineteen, 
specifically designed to help local 
churches engage with the nations in 
their communities, including cross-
cultural training for church members. 
See twonineteen.org.uk.

9 Consider social justice issues 
and, where necessary, appropriate 
political involvement.

10 Start with the people nearest 
you and the resources God has 
already placed in your hands, such as 
a Christian sense of community, basic 
material needs, practical assistance 
and the English language.
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passports. They managed to get to Copenhagen before their 
documents were spotted as fakes.

David is now going through the asylum seeking process 
on a small Danish Island in the Baltic Sea. He attends the 
little Lutheran church there and has encouraged the local 
pastor and doubled the size of the congregation! His faith 
remains strong, but he’s tired. He feels guilty about the false 
papers, but what choice did he have? He still hasn’t managed 
to rejoin his parents in England. But for now, he’s learning 
Danish and he’s going to become a Danish citizen. He’s ‘going 
to do it right this time’.

Susanna Synder, the author of Asylum-Seeking, Migration 
and Church, tells us that Christian support for migrants 
cannot be assumed, but instead, indifference abounds. 
‘While many Christians support those seeking asylum, 
some do not. Jean-Paul, seeking sanctuary from a life in 
the Congo, recounted how one church in Birmingham he 
attended for a while “did not know” about asylum seekers 
and refugees or was simply not interested in helping: “it was 
not so friendly”.’

Sadly, perhaps through ignorance of the biblical testimony 
(see my article in the Winter 2016/17 edition of Commentary), 
some indifference may be due to latent racism. Michael 
Dummett discerns racist foundations to the poor treatment 
of immigrants and refugees in Europe. In his book, On 
Immigration and Refugees, he comments: ‘It is frequently 
said that racial prejudice goes very deep. This is a fallacy: it 
is in fact extremely shallow. It is said to be deep because it 
is often intense and always implacably resistant to rational 
persuasion; but neither characteristic implies depth.’

Some indifference may also stem from forgetfulness. The 
fact that God’s people have always been migrant people 
and that their identity can never be tied to one ethnicity or 
place is quickly forgotten, as are the historical facts around 
modern nationhood. According to the Lausanne Occasional 
Paper, The People Next Door, ‘Very few people today live 
in the geographical area where their ancestors originated. 
Most of us have come from somewhere else, even if it was 
centuries ago.’

Finally, God’s people have never outgrown a tendency to 
fall for the gods of this world. Rather than being informed 
by scripture, much Christian opposition towards migrants 
and migration stems from an ungodly desire for security, 
described in nationalistic and ethnocentric terms. My 
desire to define and conserve ‘Britishness’ as I now find it, 
or wistfully remember it, in addition to proving impossible, 
may actually be a form of cultural idolatry.

In the face of the enormity of the task, it is difficult to 
know where to start, and many Christians are frozen into 
immobility. The author Leopoldo A Sánchez M helpfully 
draws on the Lutheran emphasis on vocation to direct 
Christians to start where God has called them to be: 
‘Vocation makes God’s command to love a concrete reality 
in the face of each neighbour. We have been called to 
serve in different spheres of influence. We begin with our 
closest neighbours at home, moving towards neighbours at 
church, work, and school, and then considering also other 
neighbours, such as fellow citizens and the strangers with 
needs outside our immediate circle... Vocation places us 
in a web of human relationships with various degrees of 
responsibilities towards neighbours.’

This frees us from despairing at the vast numbers involved 
and directs us to start where God has already placed us, 
moving outwards from there with whatever God has put 
in our hands. ‘You can’t always make it better... but you can 
make a difference’, says missiologist Shari Brown.

In addition to their involvement at Oak Hill, David and 
Maura Baldwin direct a Serving in Mission UK ministry, 
two:nineteen, that helps local churches engage with 
people from the nations living in their communities. Visit 
twonineteen.org.uk for more information.

http://twonineteen.org.uk
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Matthew, this book is a bit of a 
departure from what you normally 
write – what is it, exactly?

Meet Jesus in Mark is a children’s book 
– well, a book for children and those 
who read with them, or to them. It’s 
aimed at bringing Mark’s Gospel to 
early readers, to primary age children. 
So, yes, it’s a bit different from my 
academic writing. Not a footnote to 
be seen! And, a first for me, it’s got 
illustrations. It’s a refreshing change 
from my usual writing.

What led you to think about writing a 
book for children?

Given the age-range of my own 
children, I’ve spent a lot of years with 
my nose in children’s Bibles. We have 

MARK FOR 
CHILDREN
Matthew Sleeman is most often found at Oak 
Hill teaching students New Testament Greek. 
But his latest book opens up the story of Mark’s 
Gospel for young children. We asked him how 
he came to write it

scholar has made me thankful for 
where they work well, and a desire for 
where they can work better. It’s that 
gradual process that has sparked me in 
this new direction.

What kind of things do you hope Meet 
Jesus in Mark is doing that you’re not 
seeing in children’s Bibles?

For one thing, it’s Mark’s Gospel. 
Children’s bibles typically harmonise 
the four Gospels into one medley of 
favourites. Some episodes get included 
because they’re well known, others 
because they’re graphic. I wanted 
to let Mark have his distinctive say 
on what’s included, and in time for 
Matthew, Luke and John to be heard 
likewise by children. And if that raises 
questions for children, it might well 

a number of them at home, and I’ve 
rotated through them, and found out 
which ones I prefer and which ones 
stay on the shelf. Repeated readings 
remind me what I like about them, and 
where I don’t like them. Reading them 
as a believing parent and a biblical 
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spark them into reading the Gospels 
for themselves.

Also, I’ve sought to include every 
section of Mark’s Gospel, in his order, 
and not to jazz it up with extra 
imagined details. Mark has got a great 
story to tell, without me distracting 
from it.

Do you think sometimes that 
illustrations in children’s Bibles can 
distract from the word, too?

Absolutely. I’m fairly sure Meet Jesus 
in Mark is free of cute squirrels and 
the like! It’s been great to work with 
Sally Rowe, the illustrator for the book. 
Sally was my youth group leader, many 
years ago, and she brings her skill as an 
illustrator into her reading of scripture.

I’ve been aware of the power of 
illustrations since I supervised a 
student’s dissertation on children’s 
Bible illustrations a few years ago. 
Sally has hit the right notes with her 
illustrations, and in one instance she 
helped me see a familiar section of 
Mark in a new and better way. I hope 
people will see that as they read.

You teach Mark’s Gospel at college. 
Do you see this as a refreshing 
counterpoint to that?

Less of a counterpoint, and more 
an extension of it, I’d say. I’m always 
working to help people understand 
and to teach and to live by Mark’s 
Gospel – that’s the passion that keeps 
me at it, year by year. I’m not seeing a 

difference between Meet Jesus in Mark 
and, say, writing an academic paper on 
Mark’s Gospel. They’re both serving 
the greater purpose of building God’s 
kingdom.

How did you go about planning and 
writing Meet Jesus in Mark?

It grew in several stages. First off, I 
was inspired by the excellent Ladybird 
books from my own childhood. That 
gave me a shape to work with. Those 
books had 25 pages of text, and 25 
pictures. I sought to divide up Mark’s 
Gospel into 25 sections, dependent on 
sense, and then fine-tuned it as I wrote. 
Some sections changed length, and it 
ended up in 24 sections! I wrote it in 
my spare time, on a tablet, so it took 
shape gradually. Each section is pretty 
much the same word count: roughly 
one screen view on my tablet.

Next, I added a prayer for each 
section. Praying in scripture is integral 
for faithful reading, but not natural 
nor easy for all readers. I wanted first 
readers to also be prayerful readers, 
and young hearers, too. And so I’ve 
tried to give people a hook for their 
own prayers, their own responses to 
God. If people pray more from my 
short prayers, so much the better. 

Also, the scholar in me got a little bit 
involved in the compositional process, 
resulting in some short explanations of 
things I think young readers might ask, 
or which are good to know in order to 
‘get’ Mark. Somewhere along the line, I 
test-read it to my own children. Tweaks 

were made, and Christian Focus came 
on board to publish it. Sally’s pictures 
really turned it into a book and not just 
a manuscript. And then the final stage 
was some really helpful engagement 
with the Christian Focus editorial eye. 
It’s a better book for it.

What do you hope the book will 
achieve?

If there is a generation of Bible readers 
who look back fondly on this book as 
sowing seeds of hunger and habit for 
reading God’s word, then I’ll be happy 
with it.

And what next – do you have plans for 
the other Gospels?

Yes, I’m reading through Matthew’s 
Gospel with one of my children at the 
moment, trying to get a gauge on how 
it sounds to a young ear, and how it 
sounds to me after Mark. As well as 
the other Gospels, I’m also eager to 
work on Acts, and curious as to how 1 
Peter would work for children. They’re 
both texts I teach regularly at college, 
and this strikes me as a great cross-
fertilisation from my academic work. 
And it’s a two-way shift, too – teaching 
Mark’s Gospel to ministers in training 
is all the richer for this kind of exercise.

Meet Jesus in Mark can be ordered 
from Amazon here: http://bit.ly/meet-
jesus-mark. It’s also available from 
christianfocus.com.
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George Orwell’s famous allegory, Animal Farm, gave 
us the wry phrase, ‘All animals are equal, but some animals 
are more equal than others’. It brought out the way that you 
could have all the talk about equality and rights, but that 
it actually worked out with inequalities and with favoured 
groups. In Animal Farm, you remember, it was the pigs who 
ended up more equal than others.

I suspect that is how many Christians are coming to think 
about equality Britain. It’s a Britain where comedians are 
feted for their ‘daring’ in taking on the Christian religion on 
national TV, while never quite having the bottle to dish out 
equal satire to the equally fervent Richard Dawkins. It’s a 
Britain where major human rights abuses against Christians 
in countries such as North Korea or Syria are not reported 
as such.

Challenging 
equality 
Britain
Mike Ovey, the Principal of Oak Hill 
who died earlier this year,  wrote 
many articles for Commentary over 
the years. In one of his stand-out 
pieces, he looks at the challenges and 
contradictions of equality Britain 
and asks: what has broken, and how 
do we begin to fix it?

It’s a Britain where you pray with someone in hospital 
at your peril, in case some third party takes offence. It’s a 
Britain where a prime minister appears to be under the 
impression that he can change what constitutes marriage. 
I suspect many of us find ourselves both frustrated and 
bewildered. How did it come to this?

It is worth spending a little while examining what has 
caused our bewilderment, not least because if we do not 
know what has broken, we do not know how to fix it.

To begin with, there is our culture’s affection for equality. 
Now, ‘equality’ is a motherhood and apple pie thing. No 
one wants to talk down equality because of the fear of 
being portrayed as totalitarian. In any case, equality is 
deeply embedded in the Bible’s teaching. Obviously this 
puts Christians in a real quandary over issues such as the 
redefinition of marriage: are we being un-Christian by 
denying equality?

Part of the solution (but obviously, I fear, only a part) is 
realising that biblical equality does not equal secularist 
equality, if you will excuse the play on words. When we talk 
about biblical equality between humans, we need to include 
an equality arising from the way all humans bear the 
image and likeness of our Creator, despite the fall marring 
it. It is for that reason that I am forbidden to despise the 
poor, or treat other humans as my prey (either literally or 
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figuratively). I cannot treat myself or mine as better than 
other humans made in God’s image.

This is a value that is independent of majority recognition 
and does not have to be earned by wealth, beauty or Twitter 
ratings. Biblical equality as human creatures further 
includes the point that a human being belongs to the God 
who made him or her, and is created to glorify that God. As 
such I am not to behave in ways which steal that human 
being away from God, either by violence, as in slavery, or by 
other means such as tempting, flattering, manipulating or 
seducing them.

Further, biblical equality between humans includes their 
equal guilt and helplessness in sin, an equal rebellion 
against God, even if manifested in different ways. It is not 
that some are less guilty than others, or less trapped in sin. 
By nature this is our equal plight. I am no better than others, 
but equally their sin is not somehow lighter because it 
happens to appeal more to current western tastes.

We obscure that equality at our peril, and certainly to the 
peril of those who are led to believe that they are not in sin. 
With this goes another equality in salvation, that all are saved 
by Christ alone, not Christ plus something coming from us. 
Again, I cannot elevate myself on the grounds that saving me 
was less hard than saving, say, the ex-slaver John Newton.

That gives three dimensions to our equality: as human 
creatures of God; as addicted rebels against God; and, for 

When it comes to ‘Render 
to Caesar the things that 
are Caesar’s, and to God the 
things that are God’s’, Caesar 
is taking it on himself to work 
out which things belong to 
him and which belong to God. 
Not surprisingly, Caesar 
wants more and more
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those with faith, as those redeemed by grace alone by God. 
Put this way, we can see why our account of equality looks 
so different to the politically correct equality of our current 
ruling elites. If you look at, say, section 3 of the Equality Act 
2006, which sets out the general duty for the Commission 
for Equality and Human Rights, you find some pretty noble 
sentiments: we’re aiming for a society with ‘respect for and 
protection of each individual’s human rights’ and ‘each 
individual has an equal opportunity to participate in society’. 

This is far-reaching, and the latter provision takes further 
than ever an old and in itself valuable idea. That idea is 
that before the law, a person is simply a person, not treated 
differently before the law in terms of class, race, religion, 
wealth or gender. Thus a victim of robbery is entitled to 
redress, no matter that he or she is poor and foreign. So far, 
so good. As it happens, it’s very Magna Carta: ‘To no one will 
we deny or delay justice.’ And it echoes the divine judge, who 
shows no partiality.

So what’s happened? What counts as ‘before the law’ has 
got wider and wider. Wherever the law runs, this kind of 
equality gets called in and the law runs into more and more 
areas of life. Put another way, the ‘public square’ gets bigger 
and bigger, and therefore so does ‘public regulation’.

Forty years ago, who you made a contract with was a 
private matter (with a very few ancient exceptions). Now 
it’s a matter of the public square, regulated by public law. In 
biblical terms, when it comes to ‘Render to Caesar the things 
that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s’, 
Caesar is taking it on himself to work out which things 
belong to him and which belong to God. Not surprisingly, 
Caesar wants more and more. That’s very different from the 
Bible’s teaching that the state has a role delegated from God, 
and for which it is answerable to him. There God has defined 
what belongs to Caesar.

This means the big debate is not between egalitarian 
secularists and equality-denying Christians. The debate is 
between two different conceptions of equality, and what 
lies at the centre of that equality. Look back at the three 
dimensions of Christian equality. The triune creator-
redeemer God is at the centre of each one, and vitally that 

gives an absolute, transcendent, foundation for equality 
that does not depend on well-intentioned but flawed human 
opinion or consensus.

Ultimately, of course, you cannot have a scheme of human 
rights and equality without making appeals to absolutes and 
to something that transcends temporary human opinion. 
The tragedy of secular egalitarianism is that it has no God to 
appeal to for this absolute, and so it has to invent one: itself. 
I think this is normally clouded from us by the appeal to 
democratic majorities and what ‘most people’ find acceptable. 
And therein lies the heart of the problem at the moment: we 
Christians do believe profoundly in equality (it comes from 
the Great Commission, apart from anything else). What we 
don’t believe is that a democratic majority can either properly 
or successfully play the part of God in sustaining and 
defining what that equality consists of. When these issues 
are not clear, it’s no wonder we find ourselves frustrated and 
confused. We’re being perpetually wrong-footed.

What then? It means challenging secular assumptions at 
two fairly fundamental levels. First, clarifying for secularists 
that we do believe in equality. At the moment, we sometimes 
sound as though we don’t. Secondly, and more importantly, 
we need to keep on asking why secularist majorities think 
they have the right to tell us what equality means. That is 
a right that’s been assumed and to be honest it sounds as 
though they think they’re better than us poor benighted 
Christians. It’s a bit elitist, and not exactly egalitarian.

Even more significantly, we frankly need to talk more 
openly and unashamedly about the God and Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ and his rights. On reflection, isn’t 
it staggering that any debate about rights can be carried 
on without seriously mentioning God’s rights? If you 
systematically excluded mention of a human group’s rights 
in a discussion on rights, you’d rightly be suspected of the 
worst kind of racism.

All this will, I think, lead us into long discussions over 
whether God exists. So it should. Because you might say 
that whether and who God is, is precisely the question.

Mike Ovey (1958-2017) was the Principal of Oak Hill.



ONE OF THE  assumptions we 
can bring to church planting is to think 
starting a new church primarily means 
starting a new church service or public 
meeting. In other words, it’s all about 
the event.

For me, digesting Tim Chester and 
Steve Timmis’s book, Everyday Church, 
was a wake-up call to the reality that 
in our current cultural landscape, 
new events, services or meetings in 
and of themselves just won’t make 
significant gospel inroads into lives 
and communities. As they say: 

AIM FOR ICEBERGS

‘A 2007 Tearfund report found that 
almost 70% of the UK population have 
no intention of attending a church 
service at any point in the future. 
That means new styles of worship 
will not reach them. Fresh expressions 
of church will not reach them. Alpha 
and Christianity Explored courses will 
not reach them… The vast majority 
of un-churched and de-churched 
people would not turn to the church, 

even if faced with difficult personal 
circumstances, or in the event of 
national tragedy. It is not a question 
of ‘improving the product’ of church 
meetings and evangelistic events. It 
means reaching people apart from 
meetings and events.’

Later in the book, they cite the 
film Field of Dreams, in which Kevin 
Costner plays Ray Kinsella, a farmer 
in out-of-the-way Iowa. Kinsella has 
a dream in which he thinks he’s been 
told to build a baseball diamond on 
his struggling farm, in the hope that 

Considering planting a church? 
Don’t become fixated on the church 
service, says Robin Ham. In our 
current cultural landscape, new 
events, services or meetings in 
and of themselves just won’t make 
significant gospel inroads into lives 
and communities
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people will come to watch baseball and 
pay for the privilege. As the refrain in 
the film goes, ‘If you build it, people 
will come.’ But as Chester and Timmis 
compellingly argue, that’s not the case 
with church events in our cultural 
moment. We can’t just ‘build events’, 
expecting people to turn up.

As our church in Barrow has explored 
planting a new church community, 
one of the challenges for all of us has 
been trying to resist this temptation 
to think only about the new meeting. 
What will it be like? What time will we 
meet? Which venue will we use? What 
will the format be? And so the ‘event’ 
questions go on…

And this is where the iceberg is our 
trusty friend. (For church-planters that 
is. Less of a friend if you’re the Captain 
of the Titanic.)

Because the classic stat about 
icebergs is that approximately 7/8ths 
of an iceberg is below the waterline. 
(And if you want to dig deep into the 
Archimedes Principle, immersing 
yourself in theories of mass, volume 
and buoyancy, you can do that 
elsewhere!) The point is that what may 
seem like a fairly minor block of ice 
casually floating on the surface is in 
reality a pretty staggering and colossal 
mass that we underestimate at our 
peril.

And that’s why icebergs are a helpful 
illustration for church planting. There’s 
far more to it than the public meeting, 
and if we forget that, then – to stretch 
the metaphor – what we’ve created will 
most likely never stay afloat.

I find that an encouragement in our 
current situation, because at present 
on our church planting journey, there’s 
no weekly public gathering. So from 
a ‘surface-level’ things seem quite 
insignificant. But we’re trying to build 
something that is about what’s under 
the surface far more than what’s above 
the surface.

As we’ve journeyed through the 
last 20 months or so, there are three 
aspects of this ‘under-the-surface’ 
vision that I’m realising are critical for 
an effective church-plant. They are:

Growing a team, both spiritually 
and relationally: If we’re not a team 
of people who are committed to the 
gospel vision and committed to each 
other, then we’re never going to be able 
to implement the New Testament’s 
picture of a Christian community. So 
spending time together, digging into 
the Bible together, having fun together, 
is all part of growing that team. You 
can’t fast-track that, because that’s just 
not how relationships work.

Being connected into the wider 
community: Again, if we’re merely 
focused on starting a public meeting 
– and perhaps doing so as soon as 
possible – then we run the risk of 
running an event that is disconnected 
with the community in which it 
happens. That might satisfy the wishes 
of some Christians, but it is likely to be 
a closed shop.

Similarly, maybe this is the challenge 
for mother-church/daughter-church 
models of church-planting. It’s brilliant 
to begin with an ‘operational outfit’, 

but to what extent is it actually 
embedded into the wider community? 
So how much time are we investing 
in understanding and being members 
of the community in which we find 
ourselves?

Informally sharing the gospel as 
we share our lives: In a sense, this 
should flow out of number 2, but 
there’s always a danger that it doesn’t 
– particularly so if we’ve basically 
decided in our minds that our only job 
is to get people to the church service. 
That essentially betrays an expectation 
that the church event is the sole way 
people will be exposed to Jesus, and 
that we have no personal part to play.

OK, yes, I think our church meetings 
should be excellent evangelistic 
arenas for people to hear more about 
Jesus and see the difference he makes 
to a bunch of ordinary people – in 
other words, we need to consider the 
unchurched and dechurched person as 
we plan our public meetings. But the 
chances are that few people will ever 
consider attending them if they’ve not 
seen or heard something in our own 
everyday lives that gives them reason 
to think this is more than simply 
another religious club. And if we’re not 
enmeshed in relationships, then that’s 
going to be near on impossible.

So there we go. Considering church 
planting? Aim for an iceberg.

Robin Ham is a Pioneer Curate at St 
George’s, Barrow-in-Furness. This 
article was originally posted on Robin’s 
blog, That Happy Certainty.
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Mindfulness 
and the 
biblical mind
Mindfulness is an increasingly popular form of 
therapy which is being taught in schools and 
some British churches. Karen Sleeman and Kirsty 
Birkett explore its strengths, and look at its 
limitations from a biblical perspective
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‘Joie de vivre: the kind of 
happiness that gets into your bones 
and allows you to meet the worst 
that life throws at you with new 
courage.’ This is what mindfulness 
promises, the practice that is widespread in the 
secular world, and is being taught in schools 
and in some British churches. It is the technique 
used for therapies that can genuinely help 
people. How do we as Christians respond with a 
biblical view?



Mindfulness, and Acceptance Commitment Therapy 
(ACT), which it is based on, aims to modify how we perceive 
thoughts and feelings. It doesn’t try to correct negative 
thoughts, but aims to accept them and then lessen their 
impact. The intention is to free a person, so they can then 
concentrate on identifying and committing themselves to 
their values. 

Wonderfully, this theory recognises that people suffer, 
and that simply altering the content of our thoughts 
doesn’t change the reality of suffering. It views pain as 
integral to human life and necessary for living a valued life. 
Analysing our way out of pain, or trying to push it away 
is thought to add to our suffering. We become entangled 
in our thoughts, and thus lose contact with the present. 
This in turn inhibits a person from proactively taking steps 
in accord with their values. However, if we can defuse 
the thoughts, we can behave in ways consistent with our 
values.

ACT assumes a cognitive/behavioural understanding of a 
person. It aims to reduce the impact of thoughts by de- or 
re-contextualising them, so they no longer hold significant 
meaning. ‘They are merely thoughts, not me’, and therefore 
one should not ascribe any reason to them or seek to 
understand them. The therapy instead involves changing 
how one interacts with thoughts. 

Mindfulness is a tool for doing this. It focuses on 
acceptance of painful thoughts and feelings through 
mindfulness meditation. This aims to recognise damaging 
thoughts and feelings as they arise and to view them as 
propaganda. ‘They are not real, they are not you.’ Thoughts 
come and go; in mindfulness, one learns to observe thoughts 
as they arise, stay for a while, and then evaporate.

Mindfulness and its associated therapies certainly have 
strengths. Therapists care deeply about helping people 
who are suffering. They also have the admirable goal of 
helping people to live well and be present in each moment 
of their lives, without the trite message that they have to be 
happy all the time. They acknowledge there is something 
more attractive than living happy lives, and that is, to live 

according to one’s own values. In the long run, this is much 
more precious than the immediate goal of feeling good 
about oneself. 

Also, ACT helpfully avoids viewing personal histories 
as determinative. Instead, it places real and important 
emphasis on living in the here and now, recognising that 
change happens in the moment. Subsequently, it emphasises 
increasing self-awareness in the moment as well as seeking 
less preoccupation with self (or less entanglement in our 
own thoughts).

ACT actively discourages a busyness of doing and thought; 
the aim is to live a life where to-do lists don’t overwhelm, 
failure and despair don’t haunt, and where regrets aren’t 
corroding the present experience. There is indeed something 
human and precious about this focus on being quiet on 
the inside, being able to ‘compose and quiet my soul’, in the 
words of Psalm 131. 

While recognising its strengths, we can see from a biblical 
perspective that ACT also has significant limitations. 
Personhood, and how we ascribe meaning, is not merely 
cognitive. As Christians, we are interested in all things 
that have to do with the person. What drives and ascribes 
meaning to life is not merely thoughts, but includes an 
active heart expressing itself through all of the above, and 
influenced, but not determined, by individual circumstances. 
Minimising pain by lessening its ascribed cognitive 
meaning misses the opportunity to deepen someone’s self-
understanding. It prevents a deeper self-awareness and 
understanding about what truly makes us tick, and what 
and who we find refuge in. 

Furthermore, mindfulness, in seeking to become more 
aware of self by detaching oneself from thoughts and 
emotions, may actually make one less self-aware, since 
thoughts and emotions become indifferent, detached from 
you. ACT rightly observes that introspective self-absorption 
unhelpfully prevents engagement with the present, but the 
solution of detaching oneself and not seeking to identify 
where the ‘noise’ originates from risks isolation from both 
the present and from self. In a quest for internal peace, ACT 
forfeits the opportunity to examine unnecessary or even 
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sinful attachments to pain. It falsely aims to transcend pain, 
rather than redeem it.

Many people have adopted ACT into a Christian context, 
casting its perceived ‘workable values’ as Christian, 
rather than secular, and meditation as prayer. However, 
a consistently biblical worldview must critique how we 
understand inner peace, suffering, and living with full 
engagement in the present. 

We do live in a busy, noisy and distracting world, and 
internal noisiness and restlessness seem to come naturally 
to us. ACT’s aims are admirable in this regard. It is important 
for us to learn how to listen and think without being 
entangled in our thoughts. However, the biblical way is 
different. The Psalms, in particular, offer rich teaching on 
how to slow down. Psalm 131 teaches that a quiet soul is 
learned, and that this occurs in relationship. It does not 
arise through an individualistic mastery of unruffled 
detachment from one’s thoughts, but through a conscious 
and chosen mastery of self by God’s grace flowing through a 
living relationship with him.

Only the Lord’s loving kindness and his sheer power stills 
our storms. Only in him do we find the right kind of stillness, 
a stillness that is hopeful rather than simply an absence of 
restlessness. Jesus unveils our inner world: he is the revealer 
of all hearts (Acts 1:24 and Psalm 139:23); he turns our inner 
world upside down and floods it with light. He unplugs the 
noise and saves us from ourselves by giving us himself. 

Biblically, God calls us to walk through our suffering 
dependent on him, with a self-honesty before him. The 
Psalmist’s cry to the Lord is prayer, not simply meditation 
(in the sense of contemplating a topic in one’s mind); it is a 
conversation, not a mere monologue. The question of where 
do we go with our suffering is always relational. To whom do 
we turn? Where is the suffering heading?

Scripture recognises that the process of facing our 
pain involves genuine anguish. It is a dreadful thing to 
see the depths of our sinful darkness, or to acknowledge 
fully the wrongness of evil that comes at us. God, who 
is compassionate and active in every moment of our 

lives and who seeks to justify and sanctify us (through 
Jesus’ own suffering) into Christlikeness, transforms our 
understanding when we are sinned against. Understanding 
such suffering within the hope of God’s redemptive and 
heart-transformative purposes, and in the light of a future 
where there are no tears, pain or suffering, helps us to bear 
up under it. Seeing our sin for what it is and turning to 
Christ for forgiveness within a life of ongoing repentance 
and faith frees us from the tyranny of being enslaved by it.

Christ calls us to die to self, not simply to distance 
ourselves from the influence of our thoughts, but rather to 
identify sinful self-preoccupations and put them to death. 
Mindfulness can be a tool in this identifying, but detaching 
ourselves may detach us from an understanding of our real 
peril – our enslavement to sin – or our real hope – forgiveness 
and God’s power to transform. These things are integral to 
being truly human. They are the contours of a Godward, 
psalmic life of dependent faith lived in the present moment.

Biblically, we are called to live as whole and unified people, 
conscious of our Lord in each moment. As we live in Christ 
in each circumstance, Jesus teaches us to think and live the 
way he does. Every day we might wrestle with voices and 
thoughts that say we are not right before others or God, 
but every day we can listen to the voice that says we are 
redeemed, holy and righteous. We can bring our doubts, 
guilt, shame, tears, pain, circumstances, all our negative 
thoughts to God and know that we are not defined by them 
but by Christ. 

Living before the Lord transports our moments into an 
active and living relationship, where our hearts are oriented 
to God and where we are transformed into the likeness of 
Christ. Indeed, to transpose the quote we started with, God 
himself gives us the fullness of joy and life. He gives us the 
kind of happiness that transforms our hearts Godward, 
and allows us to meet the worst that life throws at us and 
reveals in us, with certain hope and courage.

Karen Sleeman is a member of the Oak Hill community and 
works for Biblical Counselling UK. Kirsty Birkett lectures in 
doctrine, philosophy and ethics at Oak Hill.
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PASSION FOR 
MISSION
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When Anja Lijcklama à Nijeholt was working 
as a missionary intern in Taiwan, she found the 
local people asked her questions about the 
gospel that had never crossed her mind – which 
led her to study on the Theology for Crossing 
Cultures course at Oak Hill

Where did your interest in ministry to 
Chinese and Taiwanese people come 
from?

As a teenager, I read biographies of 
missionaries such as Jim Elliot, which 
made me want to go into missions. 
I almost applied to Operation 
Mobilisation to join their ship ministry 
after secondary school, but my parents 
wanted me to go to university first.

The problem was that I had no idea 
what to study. Then one day I read a 
novel about Chinese Christians, which 
gave me the idea of studying Mandarin 
Chinese. I thought that since so many 
people spoke Mandarin, it would open 
up lots of opportunities for evangelism.

What was it like to study Chinese?

Well, I really enjoyed learning about 
Chinese culture – its history, literature, 
religions, and so on – because it 
helped me understand the world from 
an entirely different point of view. 
However, the language study… let’s just 
say it made me regularly regret my 
life choices! My class had a number of 
Dutch-born Chinese students, as well 
as some geniuses, which didn’t help.

However, as part of the degree I 
went to China for a year, which I really 
enjoyed; studying the language and 
culture in the country itself made 
much more sense. I especially enjoyed 
going to church and getting to know 
local believers; their faith was really 
inspiring.

And then you went to Taiwan?

Yes. After I graduated from university, 
I wanted to study theology. However, 
some friends advised me to get cross-

Right: New year lanterns at a temple in 
Taiwan. Photo: Jui Chi Chan / iStock
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cultural ministry experience first, so 
I would learn more about the issues 
missionaries face. That way, I would 
know what subject areas to focus on at 
Bible college.

I considered returning to China, 
but one day, I came across a YouTube 
video in which Ed Stetzer (an 
American blogger) interviewed an 
OMF missionary, which led me to their 
website. I found an ad for a missionary 
internship in Taiwan, and after some 
thorough, millennial-style research 
(namely, more YouTube videos, pictures 
and blog posts), I decided to apply.

I was part of a church-planting 
team and helped with the youth 
ministry. We were in an area which 
was spiritually very dark. Almost 
everywhere you went, you saw 
temples, shrines or altars for ancestor 
worship. I learned a lot about the 
worldview of the Taiwanese.

It turned out that a lot of things I 
had learned from textbooks about 
religions such as Buddhism and 
Daoism didn’t match the actual beliefs 
of the Taiwanese. That made me 
realise just how important it is to be 
able to ask questions that will help 
you understand what people’s actual 
hopes and struggles are, rather than 
just relying on what can be stale and 
inaccurate book knowledge.

Why did you want to study theology?

The Taiwanese asked questions 
about the gospel that had never even 
crossed my mind. Those conversations 

often left me scrambling for answers, 
and wondering why it felt like my 
knowledge of scripture had gone out 
the window. I realised that while I had 
been taught what to think, I had not 
learned how to think. Because I had 
not learned how to interpret scripture, 
I ran the risk of coming up with 
answers that weren’t faithful.

I therefore wanted to study theology 
so that I would know how to interpret 
scripture, in order that I would be able 
to find answers to new questions whilst 
avoiding the quicksand of heresy.

Friends told me about various Bible 
colleges, and I ended up comparing 
colleges in Europe, North America, 
Asia, Africa and Australia. I probably 
should have narrowed the selection 
a bit more from the start; I spent 
countless hours browsing websites, 
and even visited two seminaries in 
Singapore. When I first heard about 
Oak Hill, someone described it as a 
‘vicar factory’, which didn’t exactly win 
me over.

However, when I visited the college, I 
discovered that far from it being a dead 
and dry vicar factory, it was full of 
men and women who had a deep love 
for God and people. I was also really 
attracted by the types of modules the 
college offered: it was a good mix of 
on the one hand Greek and Hebrew, 
biblical theology and systematic 
theology, and on the other hand cross-
cultural studies, missiology and world 
religions.

I chose to come to Oak Hill because of 
its community, and because I wanted 

to learn how to analyse both scripture 
and culture well.

What have you enjoyed about Oak 
Hill?

I really appreciate the way our 
lecturers relate to us. During my first 
degree, we would only ever really 
see our teachers when we had class, 
and they didn’t always know our 
names. Here, my lecturers not only 
know my name, but they work really 
hard to care for us. They pray for us, 
have lunch with us, and are just very 
approachable, which contributes to the 
holistic nature of the training.

Did you find it hard to set apart time 
for theological study?

I did find it a bit hard, because I 
knew I was going to miss having 
the opportunity to share the gospel 
with people who hadn’t heard it 
before on a regular basis. However, 
I thought not investing time in 
theological study would ultimately 
be counterproductive. Since we’re 
surrounded by countless cultures 
and worldviews, I think it really is 
necessary to learn how to study both 
scripture and culture well, in order to 
be able to translate God’s truth into the 
ever-changing language of the people 
we’re trying to reach.

Anja Lijcklama à Nijeholt is studying at 
Oak Hill on the Theology for Crossing 
Cultures programme.



When teenagers say that life is hard, we might do 
well not to instinctively dismiss it as complaints typical 
of that age group. At a time when one of the top series on 
Netflix, 13 Reasons Why, progressively unfolds the reasons 
why a teenager committed suicide, an 11-year-old boy at a 
church youth group claims he can choose from 79 different 
gender identities, and vicious cyberbullying is one of the 
top concerns for teenagers, they have a point. Many of these 
issues were unimaginable only years ago, and they are just 
the tip of the iceberg. It’s not easy being a teenager. 

Being a Christian teenager is even more difficult. It’s hard 
to often be a lone voice in an aggressively atheistic school 
environment. In the face of the militantly liberal worldview 
young people are presented with – from Hollywood, in 
music, and through social media – you can understand why 
they might be tempted to keep quiet, or walk on the path of 
least resistance.

Swatting flies 
in a plague
How do you give 15-18 year-olds the tools 
they need to wake up to the competing 
worldviews driving popular culture today? 
Lourens du Plessis was part of a team leading 
seminars for teenagers at this year’s Word 
Alive, and explains the thinking behind the 
course they taught

The question for us who are responsible for teaching and 
leading young people is this: how do we equip them to be 
resilient in the face of these specific challenges? Clearly, 
this task is included in ‘equipping the saints for ministry’ 
(Ephesians 4:11), and so we should teach young people to use 
scripture to ‘preach the word; be ready in season and out of 
season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience 
and teaching’ (2 Timothy 4:2). 

But the challenge they face is more fundamental than 
a series of fast-changing and increasingly complex moral 
issues. The challenge lies at the level of the worldviews they 
are forced to contend with. Take, for example, these lyrics 
from the latest album ‘÷’ by Ed Sheeran, which dominated 
the charts for months and broke every record for music 
streaming:

I’m in love with the shape of you 
We push and pull like a magnet do 
Although my heart is falling too 
I’m in love with your body

32  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  33

These are just snippets from one hugely influential album 
which dominated popular music culture earlier this year. 
The wider worldview says you are responsible for your 
happiness, and entitled to take it, while other people are 
there to facilitate your pursuit. In another song, Sheeran 
says: ‘And before I love someone else, I’ve got to love myself.’ 
The moral choices teenagers make are already framed in a 
powerful way by the worldview of the culture within which 
they live every day.

When parents, pastors and youth group leaders only react 
to specific situations and challenges (or even anticipate 
them, while they are often not even on our radar), we’re 
fighting a losing battle even with the best applied Bible 
teaching – swatting flies in the face of a plague of biblical 
proportions. 

The apostle Paul recognised the key doesn’t just lie in 
arming ourselves with propositional truth. We need to 
realise Christian or non-Christian worldviews are pervasive 
drivers of our lives. As Paul said: ‘Therefore, as you received 
Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him, rooted and built up 
in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, 
abounding in thanksgiving. See to it that no one takes 
you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to 
human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the 
world, and not according to Christ’ (Colossians 2:6-8).

We either walk in Christ, or are taken captive by empty 
and false ideas. Taking this further, when Paul instructs 
Titus to refute error (Titus 1:9), it includes being able to spot 
the root worldview error driving the moral challenges they 
are presented with daily, and win disciples for Christ by 
exposing the folly of that worldview with the gospel.

This is the premise of the compulsory first year module 
at Oak Hill, ‘Christian Worldview and Anthropology’. The 
module analyses how our worldviews are formed, and 
how they manifest themselves in applied philosophy and 
practical decision-making.

It contrasts a Christian worldview centred on Christ 
with non-Christian worldviews, enabling students to ask 
and answer questions such as: How does the gospel shape 
our view of humanity, and God’s providence? How does 

idolatry underlie every other worldview in one form or 
another – and how does knowing that create opportunities 
to more effectively bring the gospel to bear on our friends, 
neighbours, colleagues and the wider secular society? How 
do we consciously construct our own worldview, and break 
free from unthinkingly following the worldview we’re often 
presented with?

The team leading the 15-18-year-olds’ stream at Word Alive 
this year applied this thinking in developing a new multi-
year seminar stream. We wanted to equip the teenagers to 
be disciple-making disciples when they go back home, and 
to do this, we wanted to stretch them in working through 
these complex, but important, issues.

Drawing on the Oak Hill module, we put together a course 
that brought theory, scripture and practical application 
together over the course of three days. It was an ambitious 
but worthwhile effort, covering doctrine, anthropology and 
philosophy: everything from creation in Genesis, Cornelius 
van Til’s creator-creature paradigm, and Francis Turretin’s 
true faith/false faith distinction, through to Rabshakeh in 
Isaiah 36, and the exposition of God’s providential creating 
and sustaining work in Revelation 4:11 (not neglecting Star 
Wars and the NHS).

The idea was to equip the teenagers to be able to analyse 
and critique the worldviews our culture presents. So, the 
week’s seminars culminated in us analysing the highly rated 
2016 animation film Kubo and the Two Strings and popular 
song lyrics together – seeing how the theological and 
scriptural knowledge enables them to engage with popular 
culture by contrasting its worldview with a Christian one.

That week’s worth of work enabled 170 teenagers to stop 
and think about their own worldview and how the secular 
worldviews they deal with exchange God for created things. 
Our hope is that as they help their peers to stop and think 
in the same way, the effect will be multiplied in many 
communities across the country as they walk in Christ, and 
not after human traditions and empty philosophies.

Lourens du Plessis is studying at Oak Hill on the Theological 
and Pastoral Studies programme.
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Books
How can the gospel capture people’s hearts and 
minds in a culture so far removed from God – and 
could the arts be part of an apologetic to achieve 
this? Dan Strange thinks through the issues with 
the help of a small book and an event for artists

As Oak Hill students will tell 
you, I’ve been bleating on for some time 
now in my cultural apologetics lectures 
about how the gospel must capture 
people’s hearts, both confronting and 
connecting Christ crucified to our 
culture by creating what sociologists 
call ‘a social imaginary’. Given our 
post-Christian state of biblical 
illiteracy and implausibility, this 
must be a long-term, incremental but 
intentional strategy starting back (and 
increasingly that’s way back!) where 
people are at. The creative arts are an 
important plank in this strategy.

However, the problem is that at 
a time when we need to tell our 
better story in all kinds of fresh and 
innovative ways, we have sometimes 
pulled our people out when we should 
have piled in, giving them the pastoral 
support and, yes, the theological 
training they need in their God-given 
vocations. 

Given all this, I’m always excited 
when I see indigenous British 

examples of this sort of thing going 
on. Alastair Gordon is a Scottish, 
London-based professional artist 
who currently has a solo exhibition at 
the Ahmanson Gallery, Los Angeles. 
He and I were colleagues when we 
both worked for UCCF: The Christian 
Unions in the early 2000s. Ally is also 
the co-founder and Director of Morphē 
Arts, a Christian charity which offers 
mentoring to recent graduates in the 

God Art
Signs of Faith in 
Contemporary Art 
Alastair Gordon
Morphē Arts Publications, 
2017

At a time when we 
need to tell our 
better story in all 
kinds of fresh and 
innovative ways, 
we have sometimes 
pulled our people 
out when we should 
have piled in
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creative arts. I’ve done some theology 
and culture talks for Ally over the last 
few years, including a fascinating day 
in January for Christian filmmakers 
and film critics.

At the end of April, I went with Matt 
(one of our MA students and a former 
graphic designer) to the launch of 
Ally’s new little book, God Art, which 
is an extended essay on the growing 
interest in ideas of faith and religion 
in contemporary art. As one interested 
in apologetics for 2017 and beyond, I’d 
like to offer some thoughts not only on 
the book itself, but also on the launch 
event. 

We were hosted by Husk, a café 
and creative space in Limehouse 
owned by London City Mission. It 
also serves as the HQ for a number 
of their missionaries who do gospel-
based mission in the local community. 
Given the subject matter in question, 
the surroundings provided a safe 
environment for half the crowd, whom 
(Ally told me afterwards) were non-
Christian friends and associates from 
the art world. Put it this way: I felt 
nicely uncomfortable and out of place, 
while Matt was right at home.

We chatted, ate a great curry, and Ally 
spoke for 20 minutes on the reason 
for him writing the book and its basic 
thesis. He began with the Catholic 
composer James Macmillan’s recent, 
critically acclaimed Barbican world 
premier of his Stabat Mater, and 
philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah’s 
2016 Reith Lecture on the role of creed 

and scripture in today’s society. In our 
post-secular society, and contrary to 
the analyses of a number of influential 
art historians, there has been a revived 
interest in ideas of faith and religion 
even from those who would not 
describe themselves as religious. Ally’s 
contention is not only that the subject 
of God, religion and faith is seeing 
something of a revival in the creative 
arts, but that the posture of the artists 
dealing with these themes is not 
cynical, sceptical or ironic, but rather 
curious and even sympathetic.

Interestingly, this ‘discovery’ had 
meant a volte-face for Ally himself, 
hence the title of the opening chapter 
in his book: ‘A Book That Changed Its 
Mind’. Ally then summarised one of 
the chapters of the book which was 
an experiment he had carried out: a 
walk on a random day through some 
of London’s leading contemporary art 
institutions to see what they were 
exhibiting and whether or not a voice 
for religious belief was represented. 
His conclusion after this ‘walk of 
faith’ was the lack of tension between 

religious ideas and the institutes 
or art that have hosted them. Ally’s 
conclusion concentrated on the 
function of Christian art, which in 
Alain de Botton’s words, is ‘a medium to 
remind us what matters’.

We were left with Ally asking us a 
question: ‘Well, so what? Why does it 
matter that there is a voice for faith 
and religious belief in contemporary 
art? That’s the question I leave you 
with and where the book picks up.’ We 
were encouraged to buy the book, eat 
more curry and enjoy the rest of the 
evening.

At one level, this was simply a book 
launch with food and friends. From 
an apologetics point of view, however, 
it served as a welcome example of a 
careful ‘plausibility building’ exercise. 
Ally’s presentation was engaging, and 
given the audience (who were not 
evangelical theologians!) was nicely 
provocative without being in your 
face. While Ally assumed the audience 
would be contemporary art literate, he 
didn’t assume they would be biblically 
literate, and so Christian jargon was 

His contention is not only that the 
subject of God, religion and faith is 
seeing something of a revival in the 
creative arts, but that the posture of the 
artists dealing with these themes is not 
cynical, sceptical or ironic, but rather 
curious and even sympathetic
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own testimony both as a Christian 
and an artist, he introduces the 
reader in a contextually relevant 
way to some fundamental truths of 
a Christian worldview. ‘The greatest 
work of collaborative art in antiquity’ 
is the Bible, the unique God-breathed 
book crafted by human hands. Our 
creativity as human beings derives 
from our being made in God’s image, 
God being creator and creative.

For Ally, God’s sovereignty over all 
creation has been a freeing creative 
experience. It has enabled him to 
‘make paintings about the nature of 
abstraction and painterly realities’, and 
not be constrained by having to make 
art about biblical stories. Moreover, 
Ally’s own interest in painting about 
paintings focuses on the act of creation 
through a focus on ‘the residue left 
over from the painting process’. He 
says: ‘This idea is important to me, as 
it reflects both the redemptive body 
of Christ, as the “cornerstone the 

builders rejected”, and the sacramental 
traditions of the Church, where simple 
objects, such as bread, wood and books 
are regarded with wonder, holding 
meaning beyond the summary of their 
elemental parts.’

Now for my own little experiment, 
which I hope Ally will indulge me in 
for the greater gospel good. If God 
Art was an apologetics assignment 
(and it’s not!), what might the 
apologetics tutor say? What questions 
would he want to ask? Unlike his 
own illusionistic paintings, and the 
apologetics assignments I do set in 
college, I don’t have Ally’s apologetic 
methodological workings on view here 
which would give me a peek behind the 
scenes. However, I would like to close 
with a few critical observations and 
questions.

God Art is winsomely knowledgable, 
personal, and so plausible. It opens 
the door for further conversations 

explained and never assumed. Some 
people there were introduced to 
Christian artists and writers they 
might not have otherwise come across. 
This was the kind of event that could 
be built upon as relationships and 
trust are developed. We need to be 
doing more and more of this kind 
of stuff, and have the courage that 
sometimes less is more, when it is part 
of a long-term apologetic strategy. 

Coming to the book itself, it is literally 
pocket-sized, and at 64 pages is by 
no means an intimidating read. The 
intriguing and Vatican commissioned 
installation Haruspex by the 
Macedonian artist Elpida Hadzi-
Vasileva forms the cover image. The 
installation was inspired by ‘the word 
made flesh,’ a text the Vatican gave her 
(I’ll let you buy the book yourself to 
find out not only what it depicts, but 
also what it’s made from).

The penultimate and closing 
reflections of Ally’s essay are again 
very much in the plausibility building 
arena. ‘Travel in Hyperreality’ is Ally’s 
description and critique of Christian 
kitsch and sentimentality in art, 
centred on his experience of visiting 
the Holy Land Experience theme park 
in Orlando. A daily ‘resurrection’ play 
with Jesus on the back of a Harley 
Davidson, anyone? Terrifying, and Ally 
nails it nicely. 

His final reflection is much more 
personal, as he reflects on the 
relationship between faith and art 
in his own work. Subtly through his 

God Art opens the door for further 
conversations with those in the artistic 
community who do not come from a 
Christian background – and indeed might 
come with suspicion and scepticism. Please 
can we have more of this kind of thing and 
encourage those in our congregations, who 
are involved in subcultures similar to the 
creative arts?
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have faith, and those who do not. 
In other words, I don’t want non-
Christians to be affirmed in their don’t-
have-faith-ness. I wonder whether God 
Art might reinforce this divide, even if 
those who think they are not religious 
are more open to faith and religion in 
contemporary art.

Now I recognise that Ally has to 
start somewhere, and this might 
mean starting with the religion/no 
religion construct that the majority 
of the post-secular Western world has 
imbibed. Maybe Ally’s next apologetic 
move would be more subversive and 
deconstructive, and I would certainly 
encourage him to get there, and quite 
quickly. 

Related here would be how we 
theologically analyse Ally’s central 
thesis concerning the re-emergence 
of God and faith in contemporary 
art. At one level, there should be no 
surprises from the perspective of 
biblical anthropology. As Ally notes, we 
are creatures made in God’s image. We 
are made for transcendence. Although 

we supress the truth of our existence 
by arguing that ‘life under the sun’ is 
all that there is, we can never eradicate 
our ‘sense of the divine’ (see Romans 
1:19-20), which always has and always 
will pop up in all that we create.

God Art nicely recognises this and 
gives more fuel to the way philosophers 
such as Charles Taylor and Jamie Smith 
have described the secular as being 
haunted. As an apologetic against an 
atheistic naturalism, materialism and 
nihilism in contemporary art, it’s a 
powerful thesis. 

However, as Christian apologists, we 
mustn’t get carried away. Yes, there 
are some contemporary artists who 
in their dissatisfaction with a closed 
universe worldview are looking for 
something else, and are searching 
for meaning and transcendence. But 
biblically speaking, unless the search 
finds its fulfilment in the Jesus Christ 
of the scriptures, then it remains stuck 
in a world of idolatry. In Acts 17, the 
apostle Paul recognises the religiosity 
of the Athenians but still claims they 

with those in the artistic community 
who would not be coming from a 
Christian background – and indeed 
might be coming with suspicion and 
scepticism. As with the launch event 
itself, please can we have more of this 
kind of thing and encourage those in 
our congregations, who, like Ally, are 
involved in subcultures similar to the 
creative arts? 

My biggest question for Ally, from an 
apologetics and even public theology 
perspective, concerns the terms on 
which he frames his whole thesis. At 
the beginning of the book, he defines 
what he means by contemporary art. 
However, he does not do the same for 
what he means by ‘religion’ or ‘faith’. 
Is he talking about religion as a thing, 
or does he have a more functional 
definition in mind? Is he talking about 
established or institutional religion?

These are of course hugely debated 
terms in both academic and popular 
discourse, but are especially contested 
by reformational Christians who 
would contend that all human life 
is ‘religious’ in that we are created, 
worshipping creatures whose roots 
(our ultimate heart commitments 
to God or idols) are reflected in the 
cultural fruit we produce. We are 
not to label art ‘religious’ according 
to its content or subject matter, but 
according to its practice. All art is 
religious art. All artists are religious.

I see a central task in apologetics 
being that of deconstructing the 
Western enlightenment notion that 
there are those who are religious and 

Faith has never really been away in 
art, but Christ perhaps has. What is 
the artistic attraction and fascination 
that draws us back to Christianity, and 
particularly the Lord Jesus? Surely it 
is the perennial themes concerning who 
Christ is and what he has done
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are ignorant. The ‘seeking’ Paul talks 
about in Acts 17:27 is the same word 
used of the blinded Cyclops who 
groped for Odysseus and his men.

God Art is really helpful in 
recognising that more and more 
contemporary artists are searching and 
groping around, but again very quickly 
the where and what make all the 
difference in the world. Against any 
form of vague sense of transcendence 
with the religious pluralism that 
can often follow, God Art reinforces 
the uniqueness and clarity of God’s 
revelation in the word made flesh, and 
the God-breathed word of the Bible. 

What God Art notes and what 
remains both intriguing and 
apologetically useful, is that the 
religion many of these artists are 
groping after is pseudo ‘gospel 
shaped’. To this extent, the book 
is very useful indeed. Faith has 
never really been away in art, but 
Christ perhaps has. What is the 
artistic attraction and fascination 
that draws us back to Christianity, 
and particularly the Lord Jesus? 
Surely it is the perennial themes 
concerning who Christ is (themes of 
transcendence and immanence in the 
incarnation) and what he has done 
(themes of sacrifice and forgiveness in 
the cross and resurrection).

Is this what artists intuitively 
perceive as missing and so are 
magnetically drawn back to Jesus 
and the questions he poses to 

humanity? What is the significance of 
this if artists are at the vanguard of 
culture? What might we expect in the 
mainstream in a few years time? 

As a closing encouragement, Ally 
mentioned something which happened 
when Hadzi-Vasileva received her 
Vatican commission. Given her 
communist upbringing, she had no 
prior knowledge of the Bible, and so 
actually requested theological advice 
from the Vatican as the background 
of ‘the word made flesh’. What an 
opportunity! Matt suggested that 
this was perhaps a reversal of a 
postmodern approach, where the artist 
would have accepted Vatican money 
and then gone away to meditate on 
what the text meant to them.

Viewed in apologetic terms, God 
Art is a great example of how we can 
start to re-engage our culture with the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. But it is only a 
start. However carefully and slowly we 
proceed, we must inexorably come to 
that ‘cornerstone the builders rejected’.

‘Therefore, since we are God’s 
offspring, we should not think that 
the divine being is like gold or silver 
or stone – an image made by human 
design and skill. In the past God 
overlooked such ignorance, but now he 
commands all people to repent’ (Acts 
17:29-31).

Dan Strange is the Acting Principal 
of Oak Hill.
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Oak Hill has become the 
institution confessional 
Christian leaders in the UK 
view with greatest respect. 
Continuing on the same 
trajectory, its future as the 
leading theological college 
in Britain looks secure.
Don Carson
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