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Fallen and 
fractured

Dan Strange, Acting Principal of 
Oak Hill, introduces this edition 
of Commentary by considering 
the fractures in our society which 
are tragically producing gradual 
disintegration

harm. It is also radically, terribly ironic. In trying to be as 
God, we have ended up less human... If you worship that 
which is not God, you reduce the image of God in yourself. If 
you worship that which is not even human, you reduce your 
humanity still further.’

Human beings, created soul and body, are God’s image 
bearers. We are not merely brains on sticks, neither are we 
uncontrollable, overactive glands. As fallen and fractured 
humans, we pit against each other aspects of ourselves that 
should be integrated and united. The result is that in our 
pride and self-righteousness, we set ourselves against each 
other and against our Creator.

Wonderfully, though, in Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, 
we see the most integrated person who ever lived. It’s only 
by being united to him by faith that we experience the 
restoration, integration and flourishing we all long for, and 
which will only be fully realised in the new heavens and new 
earth.

It’s within this big picture that the focus running through 
many of our features concern the task of trying to put 
Humpty-Dumpty back together again.

In ‘Sense and Sentimentality’ (page 4) I explore public 
reactions to the Grenfell Tower tragedy, and how reason 

Welcome to Commentary. Slightly tongue in cheek I’m 
calling this edition our ‘touchy-feely’ one. Let me explain 
(and emote!).

In talking to prospective students, I describe the worlds 
into which Oak Hill is training gospel ministers and workers. 
I note that our world is not just fallen but fractured: 
different outlooks, different standards of living, different 
customs, different subcultures. It resembles a whole plane 
of ice floes, floating close to each other but with big cracks 
in between. This fracturing is both confused and confusing, 
and tragically it is resulting in gradual disintegration. 
There is disintegration between ourselves and there is 
disintegration within ourselves.

All of this can only be explained, let alone remedied, when 
we address our disintegration in terms of our relationship 
with the living God. As Chris Wright so perceptively puts 
it, in his book, The Mission of God: ‘Idolatry is radical self-
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Wonderfully, in Jesus Christ, 
the Word made flesh, we see 
the most integrated person 
who ever lived. It’s only 
by being united to him by 
faith that we experience the 
restoration, integration and 
flourishing we all long for

and emotion have become sworn enemies. Graham Beynon 
continues this theme (page 16) by noting how we remain 
strangers to ourselves if we don’t unpack the human heart, 
and the devices and desires that seek to master us.

Former student Jon Putt (page 12) describes the theological 
vision of his church in Bedford, which seeks to bring the 
gospel to the whole person in their specific socio-economic 
context. One of our current students, Lourens du Plessis 
(page 27) addresses our fracturing theme by looking at our 
increased tribalism in political and cultural life.

Eric Ortlund (page 20) examines Anthony Levandowski’s 
artificial intelligence mission not to create a human but 
to create a god. Kirsty Birkett (page 30) explores another 
creator, this time of all things bright and beautiful, William 
Morris. Finally a new feature to Commentary, an actual 
commentary on a passage in scripture. Fitting with our 
theme, David Shaw (page 22) looks at the man born blind in 
John chapter 9 and asks what it feels like to be a disciple of 
Jesus. 

I pray that reading and reflecting on this edition of 
Commentary will be a truly integrating experience!



In the days following the Grenfell Tower fire 
there ensued a media storm concerning the immediate 
responses and actions of Theresa May and Jeremy 
Corbyn in the face of the tragedy. There was considerable 
opprobrium directed towards the already beleaguered prime 
minister May. In choosing to go and speak to emergency 
services first and not the victims, she was accused of being 
uncaring, unsympathetic and robotic in a way that Jeremy 
Corbyn, pictured hugging distraught residents, was not.

Friends and colleagues rushed to May’s aid, citing security 
claims and her desire not to intrude on anxiety and grief. 
We were told that privately she was distraught. Other 
commentators noted that May was trying to be practical in 
making sure the services had all the resources they needed. 
However, the reputational damage had been done. Ex-
deputy Tory leader Michael Portillo commented that May 
wanted an entirely controlled situation ‘in which she didn’t 

Sense & 
sentimentality
The response of politicians and the 
media to the tragic fire at Grenfell 
Tower in June opened a public 
debate about the role of emotion in 
public life. Dan Strange reflects on 
a culture where reason and emotion 
are pitted against each other

use her humanity.’ Other political commentators noted 
that ‘grief behind closed doors is irrelevant to the practice 
of modern statesmanship… If the politics of the last year 
have a single lesson, it is that emotional connection is a 
precondition of success. In the past week, the Tories have 
looked as though they have what EM Forster called “an 
undeveloped heart”.’

Taking out the party politics, it is comments such as these 
that deserve some further analysis, for they demonstrate 
an increasing sentimentality in our cultural life, thus 
confirming, 25 years on, Professor Anthony O’Hear’s 
prophecy that ‘Post-Diana, Britain will indeed be another 
country. That week we witnessed a defining moment in our 
history.’

Sentimentality is difficult to define. The novelist Milan 
Kundera is often quoted as catching its essence: ‘Two tears 
flow in quick succession. The first tear says: how nice to 
see children running on the grass! The second tear says: 
How nice to be moved, together with all mankind, by 
children running on the grass.’ Theologian Jeremy Begbie, 
in his book, The Beauty of God, helpfully describes three 
linked elements in the sentimental: the misrepresentation 
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of reality through the evading or trivialisation of evil; 
emotional self-indulgence; and the failing to take 
appropriate costly action.

Sentimentality stifles. Dick Keyes, writing on 
sentimentality and apologetics in a recent book on Francis 
Schaeffer, notes that ‘our real and authentic emotions are 
there, but are buried under feelings that we feel we are 
meant to feel in whatever situation we are in.’ As a result, 
our emotions have become 
dead and abstracted with no 
commitment to action.

Sentimentality simplifies. 
There is little room for nuance, 
complexity and fortitude. Our 
world consists of clear-cuts: of 
goodies and baddies, victims and 
perpetrators, oppressed citizens 
and oppressive authorities. 
Every situation demands an 
immediate answer. Intractability 
is never entertained. In this 
sense, sentimentality is 
infantile. Sentimentality is 
selfish. As Roger Scruton puts it, 
‘Sentimentality is that peculiarly 
human vice which consists in 
directing your emotions toward 
your own emotions, so as to be the subject of a story told by 
yourself.’ Although it pretends to care for the other, it really 
only cares for the self to the detriment of the other, who 
becomes a peripheral means to an end. 

Public sentimentality has its own peculiar character that 
often accentuates these traits to monstrous proportions. 
Theodore Dalrymple, in his book Spoilt Rotten! (with the 
subtitle, ‘The Toxic Cult of Sentimentality’) speculates that 
the rise of public expressions of sentimentality relates to 
the impact of mass media: ‘In such a world, what is done or 
happens in private is not done or has not happened at all, 
at least not in the fullest possible sense. It is not real in the 
sense that reality television is real.’ And as he later notes, 
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‘Emotions are now like justice: they must not only be felt, 
but seen to be felt.’

Here was Theresa May’s failing. If sentimentality means 
the need to show that you really care, then to be noticed 
in public, one has to embark on a ‘really show you care’ 
one-upmanship programme, which becomes more and 
more excessive in its expression and therefore less and less 
appropriate to the social situation itself. Add to this media 

and social media getting in on the ‘caring act’ and things are 
quickly whipped up into a care-fest frenzy.

Is there any harm in this? Yes. First, authorities can 
be bullied into knee-jerk reactive responses that, as 
Dalrymple says, ‘throw sops to the public instead of tackling 
problems in a determined, rational but also inconveniently 
controversial way.’ Secondly, it is very quickly revealed 
that not to play the care game is to be seen to be cold or 
callous. In this way, public expressions of sentimentality 
are coercive and monolithic, demanding an emotional 
conformity or an emotional correctness which denies that 
emotional expressivity might differ among people, among 
cultures and appropriate to certain situations.

‘On the reasonable assumption that it is under 
conscious control, the degree to which an emotion 
is expressed is therefore a moral question. What 
is permissible and even laudable among intimates 
and confidants is reprehensible between strangers. 
Indeed, the wish or demand that all emotions should 
be equally expressible on all occasions and at all 
times destroys the very possibility of intimacy. 
If the entire world is your confidant, then no one 
is. The distinction between private and public is 
abolished, with a consequent shallowing of life.’ 
Theodore Dalrymple, Spoilt Rotten!



Public expressions of emotion should have a health 
warning attached. They should be engaged with responsibly, 
reflectively and possibly with restraint. 

This has been brought home to me recently at a very 
personal level. In the immediate days following of the 
sudden death of our Principal Mike Ovey at the beginning 
of the year, there were occasions when I had to lead the 
Oak Hill community in corporate worship and where I 
struggled to contain my emotion in public. This struggle 
was conscious because a certain amount of restraint and 
responsibility was needed to be able to lead from the front.

What was interesting was that a number of students came 
up to me over the next few weeks and commented on how 
they thought it significant and somehow counter-cultural 
to see a conservative evangelical leader shed a few tears 
‘from the front’. I found these comments interesting when 
compared to a very different cultural expression of emotion 
I had experienced a number of years earlier.

On the death of my Guyanese father, his Malaysian wife 
(not my mother) had prostrated herself over his body with 
ear-piercing weeping and wailing for what seemed like 
an eternity. Watching on, while my British identity found 
this a little uncomfortable, I never thought it inauthentic, 
but appropriate for the occasion and her own cultural 
background. If your typical Brit had reacted in a similar 
way, I might have thought it a little histrionic and would 
certainly think it overdone if done by someone who never 
knew my father. That a few tears in leading a service for 
a dearly loved friend should be commented upon shows 
a certain cultural relativity when it comes to emotional 
expressiveness. 

Returning to our prime minister, we know something of 
her character and background. Remember what we had 
learnt about her during the election campaign only a few 
weeks before Grenfell? The naughtiest thing she ever 
did was running through fields of wheat as a child – and 
even this had to be prised out of her by the interviewer! 
It could be argued that in reality May did demonstrate 
her care and concern, but in a very practical, unobtrusive 
and undemonstrative way. On Facebook two days after 

the tragedy, the journalist Brendan O’Neill showed a copy 
of May’s detailed letter of the government’s response to 
the tragedy (including the not very sensational offer to 
refund the VAT on Simon Cowell’s charity single) with the 
comment, ‘Shame on Theresa May doing this kind of thing 
instead of mopping up her tears with a teddy bear on the 10 
O’Clock News.’ Biting, but I think fair. 

Interestingly, the appropriateness or otherwise of public 
emotion has been directed towards the media itself. In an 
article entitled, ‘Grenfell Tower tragedy: a hug too far?’, the 
former editor-in-chief of ITN and Ofcom regulator Stewart 
Purvis questioned the loss of journalistic detachment 
typified in the on-air hug journalist Victoria Derbyshire gave 
to eyewitness Mahad Egal as he broke down describing the 
events:

Has this phenomenon inspired a new populism in 
broadcast reporting? Is TV now in an arms race with 
social media to be seen to care? And, if it is, what are 
the implications for calm, considered reporting?... For 
my own taste, there were moments when there was too 
much emotion and not enough cool reporting. Social 
media provides limitless capacity for strong and not 
necessarily considered views. There are no judgements 
about proportionality, about the need for facts as well as 
emotions. That is what editors do. There have been the 
first warning signs – I put it no higher than this – that some 
broadcast editors feel they have had to recalibrate their 
reporting to respond to the impact of social media.

He finished his article by noting that contrary to the media 
narrative that positioned the Royal Borough of Kensington 
and Chelsea (the baddie) as having failed the poor area of 
North Kensington (the goodie), he suspects ‘we will get a 
verdict from the official inquiry that is less about class war 
and heartless authorities and more about local government 
finance and the business culture.’

This may be true, but initial signs were not good when in 
September we saw an obvious breakdown in trust between 
residents and officials on the very first day of the public 
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enquiry. As Anne Perkins writes, ‘Into this raw emotional 
vortex, the government has pitched a high priest of 
reason Martin Moore-Bick... An elderly, white, middle-class 
Englishman does not look like a potential champion of the 
largely poor, multi-ethnic, multicultural victims of Grenfell... 
Most of all, he could not be expected to empathise with the 
survivors. It seemed the government had appointed a fact-
checker to mediate in a culture war.

In a cultural context where sentimentality is rife, where 
reason and emotion are pitted against each other and 
where all authorities are viewed with suspicion, what is 
to be the response of Christians and churches? First, we 
need to confess that we have been affected. We live in 
cultures that shape our own ways of being. Our personal 
lives, corporate worship and theology have been impacted 
by sentimentality. We need to be honest about that, come 
before God in repentance, and follow Christ in the better 
way he shows us. In 2 Corinthians, we witness the apostle 
Paul’s own outburst of emotion:

We have spoken freely to you, Corinthians, and opened 
wide our hearts to you. We are not withholding our 
affection from you, but you are withholding yours from us. 
As a fair exchange – I speak as to my children – open wide 
your hearts also. [2 Corinthians 6:11–13]

Here we have the antithesis of sentimentality. Sin is taken 
seriously, there is no emotional self-indulgence, and we see a 
demonstration of costly action. This is a cry from the heart 
which is really real and in no way fake. Paul’s emotional plea 
is perfectly appropriate to the situation he is facing. He is 
not expressing emotion with strangers but with his spiritual 
children. He is passionate not about trivialities but about 
his children rejecting him and taking God’s grace in vain. He 
does not avoid confrontation but tackles it head on. Most 
of all, he demonstrates that an authentic minister and an 
authentic ministry is not about himself and his fame but 
really does care for the other, not in a quick-fix, but in a hard 
slog:

Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in 
every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships 
and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; 
in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; in purity, 
understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit 
and in sincere love; in truthful speech and in the power of 
God; with weapons of righteousness in the right hand and 
in the left; through glory and dishonour, bad report and 
good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; known, 
yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, 
and yet not killed; sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, 
yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing 
everything. [2 Corinthians 6:4-10]

Our churches and Christian communities can be and 
must be refuges from the sentimental and oases of the 
real. We learn from Paul as Paul learns from Christ, our 
gloriously unsentimental Saviour and Lord who ‘has put 
on our flesh, and also its feelings,’ as John Calvin said, and 
did so perfectly. We must not compartmentalise or put in 
competition with each other the human faculties of reason 
and emotion. We aren’t simply left as passive respondents to 
emotions we can’t control. By the Spirit Christians are being 
formed into the likeness of Christ whose emotional life is 
the example we follow as the one who demonstrated total 
integration of reason and emotion, the one who had the 
most ‘developed heart’.

As BB Warfield says, ‘We are not to be content to gaze upon 
him or to admire him: we must become imitators of him, 
until we are metamorphosed into the same image.’

Dan Strange is the Acting Principal of Oak Hill
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O PLAN, ALL
YE FAITHFUL

With three times as many 
visitors to churches than 
in the rest of the year, 
Christmas presents us 
with a unique gospel 
opportunity. Paul Williams 
asks how we can make the 
most of it, and shares how 
Christmas is celebrated at 
Christ Church Fulwood

Horse, bolt and stable door are the 
words that spring to mind as I write 
about making the most of Christmas, 
when what I say will be published at 
the beginning of December! Isn’t it too 
late to start preparing for Christmas 
now? Maybe not.

Christmas merchandise in high street 
stores in August is madness. Father 
Christmas beams at us out of the 
festive packaging surrounded by snow 
when it’s 25 degrees celsius outside. 
What is Santa doing, sitting on the 
shelf, red-cheeked and already looking 
as if he’s eaten far too many mince 
pies, while I’m still buying shorts and 
suncream for a late trip to the Costa 
del Sol?

There are many dangers in adopting 
a business model and management 
techniques in gospel ministry. 
But whatever we may think of 
the multinational companies and 
marketing, they know what they’re 
doing when it comes to selling 
products. They know how to be sure 
not to miss out when it comes to 
cashing in on their biggest opportunity 
of the year. They’re always ready for 
Christmas. And that’s where we really 
do have something to learn when it 
comes to gospel ministry.

According to the Church of England, 
the Christmas period typically triples 
the ‘footfall’ in our churches. So there 
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we are, all year round, trying our 
best to train, equip and motivate the 
church family to tell their friends 
about Jesus, laying on high quality 
and low cringe guest events and guest 
services throughout the year. Putting 
huge time, effort, prayer and resources 
into our termly Christianity Explored 
courses. And by the grace of God, it’s 
worth it as we see people turning to 
Christ. But it’s a slog. 

By contrast, at Christmas, people 
stream in without us having to do very 
much. They come to carol services 
and Christingle events. They even 
turn up at church in their hundreds at 
Midnight on Christmas Eve – what is 
that about?!

Christmas presents us a with a 
unique opportunity. So how do we 
make the most of it?

START EARLY

Reading this in December is where you 
think that the stable door has blown 
off its hinges in the recent storms, and 
you can’t even find it, let alone shut it. 
Not that shutting it would do any good, 
because the horse has not only bolted, 
it’s galloped about 300 miles away!

Take heart. Because unless the Lord 
Jesus returns, there’s always next 
Christmas. And now is the time to 
begin preparing for next year.

Through every Christmas event 
in December, take notes. You think 
that next year you’ll remember what 
worked and how many people came, 
but you won’t. By the time you sit 

down to eat your Christmas lunch, 
you’ll be so exhausted by the demands 
of the season you’ll barely be able to 
remember the reason for the season. 
So take notes. Review as you go along. 

If you can bear it, between Christmas 
and New Year, write some thoughts 
about illustrations and ideas for next 
Christmas. It’s much easier while 
you’re in the festive mood than it is 
later in the year.

Email your mates who are in gospel 
ministry. Ask them what they did. Nick 
their ideas for next year! 

And then in the first week of January 
plan next year. Review December. 
Consider what you might do better 
next year. Get the diary out and set 
dates and services for next December.

PLAN AHEAD

That sounds like the same point again, 
but it’s slightly different. 

At Christ Church Fulwood, we have 
this quirky thing where on 25 June 

each year, we get a team together to 
begin to put everything in place for 
Christmas – from testing the mince 
pies (my favourite part of the planning) 
to getting publicity designed.

We have eight carols by candlelight 
services with over 3,000 guests 
through the door, not to mention all 
the other events we hold in the last 
few weeks of December, so we have to 
be super organised to pull it off. 

You may not need to plan that far 
ahead of time, but honestly, once 
September hits and the daily busyness 
of gospel ministry overwhelms you, 
Christmas will creep up on you and 
you’ll be wondering how that pesky 
horse got out of the stable again. 

Planning includes thinking of 
resources you might use. There are 
tons of tracts and booklets you could 
give away, but you won’t want to read 
them all in November – and they do 
need to be read. This is what you’re 
putting in the hands of unbelievers 
as they leave the church, and you 

At Christmas, people stream into 
church without us having to do very 
much. They come to carol services and 
Christingle events. They even turn up 
at church in their hundreds at Midnight 
on Christmas Eve – what is that about?! 
Christmas presents us a with a unique 
opportunity. So how do we make the 
most of it?
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may not see them again for another 
year. They may not survive another 
year. So giving the right thing away is 
crucial. Look for something faithful 
and engaging. Something you’d happily 
give your own unbelieving friend. That 
takes time.

Now’s the time to get your publicity 
designed and printed. Last Christmas, 
one of our church family was in 
another part of the country and went 
to a carol service where, at the end of 
the service, everyone was given a gift. 
It was an evangelistic Christmas book 
attractively wrapped up.

So this year we’re going to do the 
same, in the form of a Christmas bag 
containing an evangelistic book, a 
couple of chocolates (taken from a 
jumbo pack of celebrations) a tea-light, 
and an invitation to come back in the 
new year. We’ll be including details of 
our regular services, our January guest 
events, and of course details of our 
Christianity Explored courses. 

Giving the book means that the 
gospel is in people’s minds long after 
the sound of carols has disappeared.

ENGAGE THE CHURCH 
FAMILY

In the summer, we plan a timetable to 
get the church family informed and 
fired up for Christmas. In October we 
recruit the choir and musicians for 
carols by candlelight.

At the November prayer meeting, we 
get people praying about the events.

Half way through November, we 

THE GREATEST GIFT 
BOOKLET

Whether you love it or loathe it 
Christmas is certainly hard to 
ignore. But among all the wrappings 
and trimmings, the whisper of hope, 
joy and peace can be hard to hear, let 
alone understand.

In this short and readable book, 
Paul Williams peels off the sellotape 
and rips open the paper from 
the Christmas message. Discover 
the greatest gift at the heart of 
Christmas and how it can transform 
your Christmas this year.

The Greatest Gift is available from 
10ofthose.com at 99p per copy, and 
from Amazon as a Kindle edition 
(£2.99).

let the church family know when 
everything is happening and we put in 
their hands really attractive publicity 
and invitation cards. 

And this year, we are encouraging 
everyone in the church family to buy 
copies of an evangelistic Christmas 
book and suggesting they give them 
away with their Christmas cards to 
friends, neighbours, colleagues and 
family.

That’s another new idea for us this 
year, and that’s where the horse has 
not already bolted for you this year. 
Buy books in bulk (club together with 
another church or see if the publisher 
will give them to you on a sale or return 
basis) and you can get a bargain. We’re 
selling them at five for £5. Pile them 
high and encourage your church family 
to get as many evangelistic books into 
the hands of their unbelieving friends 
as they can. Give them out with their 
Christmas cards.

It seems we can learn something 
from the business model of the high 
street stores, without compromising 
on the gospel, even if festive packaging 
on toiletries in August is too much too 
soon. It’s about getting prepared and 
shutting the stable door before the 
pantomime horse has bolted!

Paul Williams is the Vicar of Christ 
Church Fulwood, Sheffield, and the 
author of The Greatest Gift
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Come & see,
care & serve,
go & tell
How do you mobilise a church 
to communicate the timeless 
message of Jesus’ loving sacrifice 
and resurrection in the town of 
Kempston, near Bedford? Jon Putt 
describes the church’s threefold 
approach, following the pattern 
of Acts chapter 16

Some questions in life have easy answers. For 
example: Would you like a second helping? (Yes please.) Or 
to quote Eddie Izzard: ‘Cake or death?’ (Cake, please.) Other 
riddles leave us scratching our heads. Hand me a sudoku 
puzzle and I’m stymied; I’m not a numbers guy.

In church life, I think one of our most significant 
challenges is working out how we, in our generation and 
place, in our culture and society, most fruitfully obey Jesus’ 
command to go and make disciples. How do we effectively 
communicate the timeless message of Jesus’ loving sacrifice 
and resurrection in our particular time, when the concepts 
in play are less familiar than perhaps they once were, and 
the story and identity of Jesus is known by increasingly few 
people?
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The riddle intensifies when we consider how to mobilise 
the church family as a whole for this ancient and sacred 
task. At Grace Community Church in Bedford, we have 
tried to think along two branches. We have searched the 
scriptures for models and guidance from which we can infer 
principles and frameworks for communicating the gospel. 
Secondly, we have tried to listen to those around us. What do 
people love or fear? What angers people or gives them joy? 
What are their understandings of justice, fairness, family? 
In what environments and with what sort of language are 
people comfortable and familiar?

Among the many passages that inform our approach, Acts 
chapter 16 looms large, thanks to a talk from Tim Keller back 
in 2000 at St Helen’s Bishopsgate. In the chapter, we find 
a narrative where the gospel is brought to three different 
people in three different contexts. The significance of the 
three people involved (a woman, a slave, and a gentile) jumps 
from the pages of Luke’s account when we remember the 
traditional Jewish prayer: ‘Blessed are you, Hashem, King 
of the Universe, that you did not make me a gentile... that 
you did not make me a slave... that you did not make me a 
woman.’

Make no mistake, we understand that each hears a verbal 
communication of the good news, but the ways in which 
those opportunities for verbal communication arise differ 
and are instructive for us today:

Lydia – the first to be reached, is a rich and religious woman. 
She is in a place to listen to the gospel proclaimed and 
subsequently God opens her heart. She comes to a place 
where she can see and hear the gospel message.

The slave girl – the second person reached, is neither rich 
nor religious. The means by which this woman hears the 
message is through the compassionate action on the part of 
Paul. Compassionate action that was time-intensive (verse 
18), and costly (verses 22-23). As she was cared for and served 
by these ambassadors of Christ, she was reached for Christ.

The gentile gaoler – hears the good news because there 
are Christians present when his worldview and courage is 

shattered by events. Paul and Silas, as they went out into the 
world, were able to tell their turnkey of the great liberation 
promised by the cross of Christ.

We, following Tim Keller, summarise these three approaches 
as ‘come and see’, ‘care and serve’, and ‘go and tell’. As pastors 
of Grace Community Church, we understand that we are 
meant to be gifts to the church to equip the members of 
the church family for works of service (Ephesians 4:11-13). 
Consequently, we want to encourage and facilitate the 
church family to be involved in these three approaches in 
reaching their friends, family, and community.

So what are the most appropriate ways to bring those 
methods to bear in our context? Bedford is a medium-
sized town (approximately 120,000 people) in a country 
where, according to FIEC leader John Stevens, 97% of the 
population claim no personal relationship with Jesus. 
Bedford itself is a post-industrial town, within the ring 
of the London commuter belt, but not dominated by it. It 
is a town which, according to some surveys, is the most 
ethnically diverse place per head of population in the UK.

Our church lies to the west of Bedford in the Kempston 
area, with roughly 20,000 people living in it. New housing 
is being built to the north, the west, and the south. 
Unlike some towns and cities in the UK, there are few 

We have tried to listen to 
those around us. What do 
people love or fear? What 
angers people or gives 
them joy? What are their 
understandings of justice, 
fairness, family?
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vast estates that dominate swathes of the town. Instead, 
there are pockets of social housing in different streets and 
neighbourhoods.

Many people who live in Kempston work in the trades, 
or work for the state in places such as the council, schools, 
or the NHS. Added to these, we have growing numbers of 
professionals who work in Bedford, or commute to the areas 
around Bedford including Milton Keynes, Luton, and of 
course London (just a 35 minute train journey away). There 
are also people who are long-term unemployed, and many 
battle isolation, mental health illnesses, and addiction.

Broadly speaking, our church family reflects this 
socio-economic mix, although we are under-represented 
proportionally by those from BAME backgrounds or by 
those in social housing situations. In equipping the church 
family as it is, to reach our neighbourhoods, our town, and 
our community as they are, we therefore seek to apply 
those biblical principles in ways that match both the church 
family, and the context in which we live and minister.

We organise evangelistic courses and one-off evangelistic 
events in order to give the church family opportunities to 
invite their friends to ‘come and see’. Additionally, every 
church service is orchestrated with an eye toward visitors, 
as they are always with us. We want to enable them to hear 
the gospel message as clearly as possible.

Home groups are often the vehicle by which we try to 
equip members to be confident in ‘going and telling’ others 
about Jesus through different courses and studies. In 
addition, there are periodic training series, ministry on 
Sundays, and one to one resources that help in this area.

As we organise and co-ordinate evangelistic activity 
in these two spheres, we do likewise in the area of ‘care 
and serve’. Our groups and courses provide us with 
opportunities to care for and serve people and, in time, as we 
build friendships with people, opportunities for evangelism 
too. These include:

The Net – a group that receives referrals from social services 
and the like for those experiencing isolation

The Well Woman Workshop – a course which focuses on 
helping women grow in confidence and health, including 
spiritual health

The Shed – a coffee and toast morning for men

Christians Against Poverty debt centre

A Trussell Trust foodbank

Each of these is chosen for its potential to tick a number 
of boxes: Does it care for and serve people in ways they 
need? Does it harness the gifts, passions, and availability of 
some of the members of the church family? Does it provide 
opportunities to befriend people? Does it form a link in 
a journey from knowing nothing about Jesus, to being a 
disciple of Jesus?

This last point is a particular touchstone for us, and 
one by which we constantly evaluate what we do. Few 
people will become Christians by coming to the Net alone, 
although a couple of people have. But the Net can often be 
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the starting point for someone as they progress from there 
to our Explore and Identity workshops, all the time being 
befriended by a growing circle of Christians.

There are of course risks in what we do. Is it possible we will 
lose sight of the ultimate importance of disciple-making? 
By remaining rigorous in our evaluation of what we do 
with that evangelistic measure in mind, we trust not. Do we 
compromise the resources we might spend on evangelistic 
activities? It seems that disproportionate resources are 
required if we’re to see conversions like that of the slave girl 
in Acts 16.

Perhaps most significantly: Do we risk confusing the 
gospel appeal? Do we communicate, ‘being Christian looks 
like this: being nice and doing good’, and thus provide an 
unintentional and inadvertent blockage to the very people 
we are trying to reach as they perhaps think, ‘I could never 
be good like those people, it’s not for me’? Here again, 
we trust that as people on the one hand develop true 
friendships, and on the other hand hear the explicit claims 
of the gospel, that the main blockages to belief in Jesus, will 
be those of the gospel itself.

As we consider the risks of what we do, it’s also worth 
remembering the risks of not engaging in care and serve 
ministries. If we fail to engage in care and serve ministries, 
we risk unnecessarily asking people to cross cultural 
boundaries in order to hear the claims of the gospel. When 
repentance is preached, it is not a turning from cultural or 
ethnic identity (for there will be people from recognisable 
peoples and tribes in the eschaton, according to Revelation 
7:9), but from sinful idolatry.

If we shrink from these avenues of outreach, we risk 
retreating into invisibility, absent from the life of our 
community, with a weak plausibility structure to match. 
Lesslie Newbigin called the church family the hermeneutic 
of the gospel, and this is one way we exercise that 
hermeneutic. We may also fail to love people as we have 
opportunity to love them. Harvie Conn argued decades ago 
that our service to others maximises the gospel, rather than 
undermining it. As JH Bavinck wrote: 

‘Abstract, disembodied and history-less sinners do not 
exist; only very concrete sinners exist, whose sinful life 
is determined and characterised by all sorts of cultural 
and historical factors; by poverty, hunger, superstition, 
traditions, chronic illness, tribal morality, and thousands of 
other things. I must bring the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus 
Christ to the whole man, in his concrete existence, in his 
everyday environment.’

Finally, in general terms, we dare not risk ignoring biblical 
instruction in the ways of evangelism. If we did, then for 
us at Grace, it would mean that people we know and love 
would not be worshipping with us, for we would never 
have met them in the first place. ‘Care and serve’ ministries 
help us cross social and cultural boundaries to reach people 
from backgrounds very different to our own. In the end, we 
believe that fear of what might go wrong should not prevent 
us from doing what we believe to be good.

Jon Putt is Assistant Minister of Grace Community Church, 
Kempston, Bedford, and studied at Oak Hill.

oakhill.ac.uk

Follow Jon’s story
See a short video following Jon Putt’s work at Grace 
Community Church in Kempston on the Oak Hill 
website.
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My car engine started making a curious 
and slightly worrying noise recently. 
So like any self-respecting bloke I lifted 
up the bonnet and looked inside. The 
only problem was I had no idea what 
I was looking at. I was presented with 
a series of pipes, chambers and leads, 
with no idea how it worked, and so 
with no clue where the problem might 
lie. I soon closed the bonnet, none the 
wiser. I think that’s an appropriate 
illustration of our culture and its 
understanding of what’s wrong with 
us.

Something has gone wrong with the 
human race. Most people will admit 
we’re not what we’re supposed to be, or 
at least that some people aren’t. There 
are all sorts of worrying noises coming 

STRANGERS TO 
OURSELVES

How can we understand the tangled 
mess of motivations and desires in our 
hearts? How can we get a better handle 
on how sin twists our thinking, feeling 
and willing? Graham Beynon explores a 
helpful idea of Blaise Pascal, that we are 
strangers to ourselves

only human’, implying that things go 
wrong with humans, but admitting we 
don’t know why. In practice, most of 
us no longer bother lifting the bonnet 
to have a look, because we’re so used 
to living with the rattling noise, it’s 
become normal.

So while society may point the 
finger at the more obvious moments 
of wrongdoing, and more reflective 
people might occasionally consider 
their own motivations, we don’t know 
what’s going on inside us. Blaise Pascal 
put his finger on the issue when he 
said we are ‘strangers to ourselves’.

Pascal was arguing that true religion 
should be able to explain the enigma 
of mankind: our greatness and our 
misery. That explanation, he said, 
comes from understanding how we 
were made by God but are fallen from 
God. He refers to original sin as a 
mystery, but says:

from the engine. Some noises are loud 
and obvious: think of the news stories 
of war, abuse and scandal. Some noises 
are quieter and subtle: think of the 
awareness of jealousy, selfishness and 
bitterness in our own hearts.

But when we lift up the bonnet and 
have a look inside, we’ve no idea what 
we’re looking for or what’s gone wrong. 
If the noises are coming from someone 
else, we simply say they’ve got a 
problem; if it looks bad enough we 
might ask, ‘What would make them do 
such a thing?’ And so we show that we 
have no idea what’s gone wrong.

If the worrying noise is within us, 
we might poke around ourselves for 
a moment, but we usually end up 
none the wiser. We might add, ‘We’re 
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So without understanding sin, says 
Pascal, we don’t understand ourselves.

Pascal was focusing on the 
explanation for the contradictory state 
of mankind. But we can extend his 
insight: if we want to know ourselves 
truly, we need to understand sin in 
its dynamics and workings. We need 
to know how the engine of our life 
was made to work and what has gone 
wrong with it. Not only what has gone 
wrong in general, but what commonly 
goes wrong on a daily basis.

‘Without admitting this 
incomprehensible mystery, we 
are utterly incomprehensible to 
ourselves. The knot of our present 
condition has all its turns interwoven 
in this abyss: insomuch, that man is 
more incomprehensible without this 
mystery, than the mystery itself is 
incomprehensible to man.’
Blaise Pascal
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Why do I get grumpy? Why do I 
want the last piece of cake? Why do I 
feel proud? Why are children abused, 
murders committed, and wars started? 
Where are these noises coming from?

The sobering truth is that self-
understanding requires understanding 
of sin. We need to comprehend the 
tangled mess of motivations and 
desires in our hearts. We need a better 
handle on sin and how it twists our 
thinking, feeling and willing. After all, 
Jesus said that all the various evils 
we see, from envy and slander, to 
arrogance and greed, to murder and 
adultery, come from our hearts. So we 
need to lift the bonnet and have a look 
inside.

Grappling with sin inside us is not 
popular, because it challenges our 
pretentions of niceness. In fact, it can 
be profoundly threatening because it 
says something has gone wrong with 
me. This is one reason we like to rank 
sins into different categories. Some 
are ‘so bad they’re evil’, whereas others 
are ‘not so bad, everyone does it’. In 
this analysis, some people have broken 
engines and need to go to the garage, 
but everyone else’s engine is working 
fine, and that includes me. That allows 
me to read of obvious evil in people’s 
lives and shake my head in disbelief, 
confident that I’d never do anything 
like that, because I’m not like them. 

Another common response is to point 
the finger for fault elsewhere, finding 
explanations for what has gone wrong 
that let people off the hook. Hence the 
turn to various medical explanations, 

be they genetic or psychological. That 
lets us label the bad people as ‘ill’ and 
so presume we’re perfectly healthy – 
and if we’re sometimes not, then it’s 
not really our fault.

By contrast, Pascal’s insight says 
we are simply showing that we are 
strangers to ourselves. This insight is 
profoundly useful. It has evangelistic 
potential because we can explain 
people to themselves. We can say, 
‘You don’t know why you are as you 
are, or do what you do, but here’s the 
explanation’.

We can be rightly wary of speaking 
about sin for fear of sounding 
condemning of people, but we 
should grasp the possibility of being 
‘explaining’ of people. We can say, ‘You 
are a stranger to yourself, so let me 
introduce you properly.’ That will be 
challenging in its own way for the 
reasons above, but has the potential for 
people to see, and feel, the relevance of 
the Christian message.

This has great potential within 
discipleship. It is ironic that within the 
church, where we accept the doctrine 
of sin, we often make little use of it, 
or even (I’m tempted to think) really 
believe it. If we believed the doctrine 
we would always be sad when we and 
others sin, but we’d never be surprised. 
And while our hearts remain murky 
places we’ll never fully understand, we 
will have some idea why we do such 
things. We wouldn’t be strangers to 
ourselves.

This is surely one reason why 
the idolatry motif has gained such 

popularity in recent years: it gives 
people a handle on themselves. It 
results in an ‘Ah-ha’ moment of self-
realisation: ‘That’s why I got so angry’. 
But idolatry isn’t the only paradigm of 
sin or explanation of sin in scripture. 
There are other tools in the tool box we 
can use on the engine.

Rightly used, such increased 
understanding will have at least two 
outcomes.

Firstly, it will help us fight sin better. 
We’ll be able to counter the dynamics 
of sin in our own hearts because we 
understand the enemy’s tactics, rather 
than stumbling around in the dark. 
The Puritan Thomas Brooks wrote 
Precious Remedies Against Satan’s 
Devices, which details all the ways in 
which Satan works to tempt people 
to sin, and he was able to write it with 
such insight and helpfulness precisely 
because of his understanding of how 
sin worked.

Secondly, we will appreciate Jesus 
more. If sin is the diagnosis of the 
problem, Jesus is the remedy. He is 
the solution to the penalty and power, 
and eventually the presence of sin. 
Knowing ourselves in all our sinfulness 
more clearly will lead to loving Jesus 
more deeply. 

Without the doctrine of sin we are 
strangers to ourselves. Let’s not be 
afraid to get to know ourselves better.

Graham Beynon is Director of 
Independent Ministry Training at 
Oak Hill
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Old gods 
in new code

A new religion, 
founded by a former 
Google engineer, 
hopes to develop a 
god based on artificial 
intelligence. Eric Ortlund 
reflects on this story from 21st 
century technology which 
would have been recognised 
by the prophet Isaiah

worship of the Godhead contribute to the betterment of 
society.’ Certainly not a goal lacking in ambition! 

A quick Google search shows there’s more being written 
about Levandowksi than by him, and others have not been 
slow either to express support for or fear about the prospect 
of what is termed the AI singularity—the hypothetical point 
at which artificial intelligence (AI) will supposedly surpass 
human intelligence and become self-sustaining.

The discussion frequently becomes theological in nature. 
For instance, Zoltan Istvan speaks supportively of AI because 
he prefers a computerized god to what he claims are the 
irrational and cruel aspects of the God of the Bible. Zoltan 
says that if an AI deity were invented, it would be a god which 
would ‘actually exist and hopefully... do things for us.’

A sense of urgency around this issue pervaded the 
article in the Guardian, raising questions which religion (it 
claimed) cannot ignore. It asserted that ‘new technologies 
and scientific discoveries have continually shaped religion, 
killing old gods and giving birth to new ones.’ Unless 
religion ‘keeps up with’ technological progress, it will 
become irrelevant, unable to speak meaningfully to modern 
life. Solon closes her article by writing that if ‘traditional 
religions don’t have the answer, AI – or at least the promise 
of AI – might be alluring.’

A recent article in the Guardian by Olivia Solon, a 
technology reporter, commented on a religious organization 
newly founded by a former Google engineer, Anthony 
Levandowski, called Way of the Future. Its mission is ‘to 
develop and promote the realization of a Godhead based 
on artificial intelligence and through understanding and 
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I’m in no way competent to comment on the plausibility 
of an actually self-conscious, hyper-intelligent machine. 
I suspect that human intelligence and self-awareness are 
more subtle qualities than can be replicated in a computer, 
and that the realism with which the question is treated 
owes more to modernity’s fascination with its technologies 
than the credibility of an AI singularity. But as an Old 
Testament specialist, certain aspects of the Guardian piece 
strike me as implausible or simply incorrect.

For instance, the assumption that technology is the real 
force guiding human life, shaping religion in such a way that 
religion must adapt or die, flounders before a multitude of 
counter-examples. The ancient world witnessed a number 
of technological innovations which may seem small to us, 
but were highly significant and consequential in their time 
(such as the chariot, or the use of iron). Some even continue 
to be used to this day (such as the alphabet, developed 
from proto-Canaanite scripts). But the religions of 
the ancient world continued without noticeable 
change through these technological 
advancements – and this despite at-time 
cataclysmic social changes in the 
ancient Near East. One such 
cataclysmic social change 
occurred in the violent 

transition from stable late bronze age internationalism to 
the collapse at the beginning of the iron age, and is well 
chronicled in Eric Cline’s fascinating 1177 BC: The Year 
Civilization Collapsed (2015). Other examples of a more 
complex relationship between technology and religion come 
readily to mind: the scientific advancements of the 16th 
century did not cause the Reformation; and Christianity, 
as well as the religions of the far East, have continued 
unchanged through the technological advances of the 
present century, as well as the last. 

But it’s more interesting to reflect on what is not said 
about the possibility of humans building 
their own god – namely, that this 
has all been done 
before. 

Whether we imagine a god 
inside a computer or one indwelling 

a stone statue, the Bible still ridicules the 
prospect of asking what your own hands have made 

to save you (Isaiah 44:9-20). The more things change, the 
more they stay the same!

For all the differences in the thing worshipped, the heart-
attitude of the worshipper is the same: this is a god that 
might actually do something for us. But Isaiah hammers 
away at the laughably obvious truth which the idolatrous 
human heart cannot imagine: a thing made by a human 
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covering-over of sin and shame. It’s 
actually a promise that’s been made, 

in different ways, for thousands of years, 
but its modern incarnation fails like the 

rest. One doesn’t have to look far to find studies 
which show that more time spent on social media 

contributes to depression and a sense of loneliness. 
The connection and intimacy which social media 

promises is empty, and the problems we hide online follow 
us everywhere.

This is why the last line of the Guardian piece – if 
traditional religion doesn’t have the answer, AI might be 
alluring – rings hollow. What exactly is the answer that’s 
being looked for? Given Levandowski’s mission statement, 
I assume a more just and peaceful society. But the God 
speaking through the Bible promises so much more: the 
complete forgiveness and covering-over of everything 
wrong with us, and the transformation of our lowly bodies 
into the image of the glory of the resurrected Christ in the 
life of the world to come.

Old gods in new code will pass away like the gods of 
Isaiah’s day, but the church will still be witnessing to the 
good news of the God who can actually save those who trust 
him.

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

and possibly create a god. (What 
happens when the computer gets a 

virus?) We needn’t take the Old Testament claim 
that human-made gods cannot save on pure faith. The 

religious way in which we interact with technology, and 
its failure to meet our deepest needs, enjoys abundant 
empirical evidence. Facebook and other social media are 
used in different ways, but to some, they promise a kind of 
redemption. They can cover over whatever they don’t like 
about themselves, presenting themselves in only attractive 
ways, and create an online persona which is recognized and 
admired by others. The promise is of the transformation 
of the self into a beautiful and worthy being, and the 

cannot save that human. The ancient idolater used half of 
a piece of wood to cook his food and then bowed 
low before the statue he carved from the 
other half; the modern idolater 
uses his laptop to pay bills, 
read the news... 
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In John chapter 9, a very curious thing 
happens: Jesus disappears. A character 
in verse 12 asks about Jesus, ‘Where is 
this man?’ and you realise you’re not 
sure. In fact, he doesn’t reappear in 
the narrative until verse 35. In a book 
devoted to his words and actions, Jesus 
steps off the stage for the best part of 
a chapter.

In his place, though, is the man born 
blind whose experience echoes the 
ministry of Jesus in this part of John. 

His identity is disputed, he is accused 
of being a sinner, and he experiences 
the hostility of the Pharisees. The 
parallels are striking. He even speaks 
of himself with his own ‘I am’ saying in 
verse 9. Faced with denials that he is 
the same man who was born blind, he 
answers simply: ‘I am’ (ego eimi).

There are other parallels, too, that 
help us make sense of what’s going 
on. Later in the Gospel, Jesus tells his 
disciples that he will be sending them 

WHAT DOES 
THE CHRISTIAN 
LIFE FEEL LIKE?

David Shaw opens up John 
chapter 9, where a blind man 
receives his sight, and asks: How 
does it feel to be a disciple of 
Jesus in a hostile world?
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into the world, just as the Father sent 
the Son. It starts to look like the healed 
man is a model of that – continuing the 
ministry of Jesus. That might explain 
why John draws attention to the man 
being sent to the pool called ‘Sent’ 
in verse 7. He is a prototype disciple, 
sent into the world. And the healed 
man seems to experience in advance 
the same opposition Jesus tells his 
disciples they will face. They will be 
thrown out of the synagogues (16:2) 
just as the healed man is thrown out 
(9:34, cf. 9:22). 

If this is right, then John 9 has some 
striking lessons for us about the nature 
of the Christian life. But we would be 
wrong to boil the point down to a few 
propositions, when John has devoted 
time and space to play this out. In fact 
he has composed seven separate scenes 
in this drama, each involving two 
speaking parts:

J 9:1-7 Jesus and his disciples
J 9:8-12 the healed man and his 

neighbours
J 9:13-17 the healed man and the 

Pharisees
J 9:18-23 the Pharisees and the healed 

man’s parents
J 9:24-34 the healed man and the 

Pharisees
J 9:35-39 the healed man and Jesus
J 9:40-41 Jesus and the Pharisees

I suspect the reason for such care and 
length is that John doesn’t just want to 
show us what a disciple does. It seems 
to me that he also wants us to know 

how it feels to be a disciple of Jesus in 
a hostile world. We can develop that 
thought in a few ways.

Feeling hated and exposed

First, to follow Christ is to feel hated 
and exposed. ‘If the world hates you, 
keep in mind that it hated me first. If 
you belonged to the world, it would 
love you as its own. As it is, you do not 
belong to the world, but I have chosen 

So following Christ feels like being 
hated, and it feels like being exposed. 
He becomes increasingly isolated 
through the long middle section 
of the chapter. His neighbours are 
talking about him more than to him. 
The Pharisees twice call him to the 
witness stand and cross-examine him 
in increasingly hostile terms. And in 
the fourth and central scene of the 
drama, his own parents expose him, 
confirming only the basic details, but 

John doesn’t just want to 
show us what a disciple does. 
It seems to me that he also 
wants us to know how it feels 
to be a disciple of Jesus in a 
hostile world

you out of the world. That is why the 
world hates you’ (John 15:18-19).

This is the healed man’s experience 
in John 9, and we are made to feel it. 
He proves that he does not belong, 
because he is unwilling to support the 
Pharisees’ agenda. And so they turn on 
him as they have turned on Nicodemus 
(7:50-52) and will turn on Lazarus (12:10-
11). In the end he is thrown out (9:34). 
If his disability had always kept him 
on the edges of that community, his 
healing has seen him cast out from it. 

otherwise cowed in fear of the Jews. 
The healed man is truly following in 
Jesus’ footsteps, and they are lonely 
footsteps.

Feeling sure of the truth

But they are also strikingly confident 
footsteps. In this chapter, to follow 
Christ is to feel sure of the truth in the 
face of blind unbelief.

The healed man’s physical sight is 
restored immediately as he washes 
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in the pool of Siloam. His spiritual 
sight comes more slowly. Ironically, he 
has the Pharisees to thank for it. As 
they keep pressing him to account for 
what happened to him and what must 
therefore be true of Jesus, he moves 
from speaking of Jesus as a man (9:11), 
to a prophet (9:17), to someone clearly 
sent by God and approved by him (9:31-
33), and finally someone to be believed 
in and worshipped (9:38). 

At this point, it is worth recalling 
John’s purpose in writing his gospel. 
He records signs, that we might believe 
Jesus is the Messiah, and by believing 
have life in his name (20:31). That being 
so, the healed man becomes an ideal 
reader. He is someone who reckons 
with the significance of a sign (his 
own healing!) and proceeds to a robust 
faith in Jesus. We might even say it is a 
rational faith, given that he is the only 
one in the chapter who has resolutely 
followed the evidence trail. 

Despite its usual portrayal, then, 
faith is by no means blind or 
irrational. In John 9 we are made to 
feel how rational faith is and how 
blindly irrational unbelief is. We see 
in the Pharisees the same kind of 
confirmation bias we are all prone to, 
when we are concerned to preserve 
and accumulate glory for ourselves 
(5:44).

In TS Eliot’s phrase, ‘the eternal 
struggle to think well of ourselves’ 
will lead people to close their eyes to 
the fact of their blindness. In light 
of this, God’s people will experience 
an irrational hatred. John’s portrayal 

of the healed man in John 9 helps us 
anticipate and feel the banging-your-
head-against-a-brick-wall frustration 
of that in advance. 

Confidence and humility

Perhaps what most strikes me about 
this chapter, however, is the way the 
healed man can know to his bones 
that he is right, and not resort to pride, 
resentment, or violence. That might 
be a concern when we speak about 
the possibility of being sure of the 
truth, and all too often those things do 
follow. But what is so intriguing here 
is that the healed man holds together 
confidence of truth and humility. He 
is sure that he is right and yet, (here’s 
the secret) he knows he holds this 
knowledge only because it has been 
granted to him.

John wants to make that clear. It 
is Jesus who has come to open blind 
eyes (9:39), and that is a work of new 
creation (9:6 seems to echo the creation 
of Adam in Genesis 2:7). When John 10 
provides commentary on John 9, we 
are taught to read it as a story of Jesus 
the Good Shepherd calling out one 
of his sheep. The Pharisees have cast 
out (exebalon, 9:34) the man, but from 
another perspective, Jesus has led him 
out (ekbalē, the same verb in 10:4).

There are mysteries here to be 
sure – how we reconcile a human 
decision with a divine call – but taken 
together they mean we have a best of 
both possible worlds scenario. To be 
a Christian means to feel sure of the 

truth and to experience that as a gift. 
Confidence and humility. 

By contrast, the unbelieving world 
has no confidence of the truth and yet 
a tendency towards violence and pride. 
We see that expressed perhaps most 
vividly in recent debates over marriage, 
sexuality, and gender. Beneath the 
surface there is a worst of all possible 
worlds scenario lurking: An orthodoxy 
which is shifting even over the space of 
a few years, but which is nevertheless 
enforced with extreme prejudice. 
That is a chilling reality under which 
to live. What was on the right side of 
history 10 years ago is now recast as 
prehistoric bigotry, and if you don’t 
keep up you will be cast out. 

In such a culture, one apologetic 
angle might be to explore what that 
feels like. To draw attention to the ugly 
violence and unstable subjectivity 
that characterises much of our public 
discourse.

People will certainly need to know 
that to become a Christian is to 
embrace the hatred of the world for 
the sake of Christ. But we can also 
offer them a confidence that they can 
know the truth, and that the truth 
has the power to set them free from 
that eternal struggle to think well 
of ourselves, with all the pride and 
violence that generates. That feels 
good, does it not?

David Shaw teaches New Testament 
Greek at Oak Hill, and is the 
Theological Adviser of the Fellowship 
of Independent Evangelical Churches
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The sin that 
dares not speak 
its name?
‘They were besotted with each 
other and no amount of counselling 
or seeking to bring conviction of 
sin could stop it.’ Ray Porter talks 
about the problem of pastoring 
people in adulterous relationships, 
and the compromise to Christian 
witness this sin involves
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‘This week I have visited three adulterers,’ was how 
I began a sermon in Indonesia in the 1970s. Statistically, it 
was not significant in a church community of 7,000, but the 
human and spiritual cost was huge.

When I began my ministry in a Baptist church in the late 
1960s I found that only one of the deacons was on the same 
evangelical wavelength as me. When he began an affair with 
one of his married students, my education in the difficulties 
of pastoring adulterers began.

They were besotted with each other and no amount of 
counselling or seeking to bring conviction of sin could 
stop it. Evangelical witness in the congregation was 
compromised. When I consulted an older Christian minister, 
he recounted how he had been unable to persuade his 
brother, an evangelical bishop, to break his liaison with a 
chorus girl.

Probably my experience is little different from that of 
other ministers, but at a time when human sexuality seems 
to dominate some Christians’ concerns, the sin of adultery 
seems rarely to be mentioned, despite the devastating affect 
it has on families and individuals. It is not as if the Bible 
had little to say on the subject. Unless you use a copy of the 
‘wicked Bible’, the seventh commandment is clear in the text 
of the Ten Commandments. The book of Proverbs has many 
warnings of the temptations a young man might face from 
an adultery-seeking wife whose husband is away on a long 
journey.

The accounts of the various personalities in the history 
of Israel have a chequered variety of sexual engagements, 
which serve as warnings to us. Adultery has a special 
category in the scriptures. There are many sexual sins, 
but adultery is also the breach of a covenant relationship 
and a direct attack on the well being (to say the least) of 
the cuckolded party. This is what makes it different to 
fornication or any of the other sexual sins we invent.
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Adultery is used as a fitting metaphor for Israel’s lack 
of faithfulness to her God, because it is the breach of a 
covenant. God is pictured as a loving husband who has 
brought an undeserving Israel into a relationship with 
himself. As the story of Hosea shows, YHWH’s love and care 
for Israel are not matched by a faithful, loving response. The 
wonder of the love of a gracious God is shown in his desire 
to bring her back into the marriage relationship even after 
multiple adulteries.

Marriage is established by promises: promises of lifelong 
faithfulness and the particularity of relationship. As the 
Prayer Book service puts it, we, ‘forsaking all others’, enter 
into a relationship with our one spouse. Marriage then 
becomes an illustration of the faithfulness of Christ, who 
has espoused his church to himself. As Christians live in 
faithful and loving relationships with their spouse, they are 
giving testimony not only to their own relationship with 
God, but also to the heart of the gospel. 

Marriage is not regarded as a sacrament in the Protestant 
church, but it can become a saving ordinance as others are 
drawn to the gospel by the example of a Christian marriage. 
In contrast with the situation I described at the beginning 
of this article, I often met Indonesian Muslims who were 
first attracted to Christ by seeing the beauty of Christian 
marriages. 

If then faithful marriage speaks so clearly of the covenant 
relationship of Christ with his church, and adultery is so 
condemned within scripture, why do we not emphasise this 
more in our teaching and preaching? Is it because we don’t 
want to appear to be partners in the discrimination against 
women that is evident in those societies where adultery is 
still a criminal offence?

Public action against adultery has nearly always fallen 
upon the woman, and men are allowed to be multiple 
adulterers. Even the book of Proverbs seems to perpetuate 
a one-sided view that women are the prime instigators 
of adultery. In British law until the 19th century, actions 
against adulterous women were often an assertion of male 
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rights over the females in their care, and were mixed up 
with questions of property and inheritance. 

But we have the story of the woman taken in adultery in 
John 8. It is almost universally regarded as a true dominical 
incident, even if its location within sacred scripture is 
debated. It is an account of the balanced view of the Saviour. 
The sin of the woman is not condoned (‘go and sin no more’), 
but the sinfulness and evil in the hearts of her accusers is 
revealed (‘let him who is without sin cast the first stone’). 
Jesus does not endorse the one-sided capital punishment 
they demanded. Adultery is a forgivable sin like any other. 
But it is a collection of sins against spouses, children, 
parents and many others, of which we must repent. 

If our toleration of adultery is in part a reaction to harsh 
attitudes to women in the past, there are other factors 
that make us play down the issue. British literature has 
for centuries presented a romantic view of adulterous 
relationships, from the story of Lancelot and Guinevere, 
through DH Lawrence, to the novels of Joanna Trollope, 
and magazine accounts of the lives of celebrities. We have 
been so attracted by the beauty of a new, loving relationship 
bringing sexual and social satisfaction that we have tended 
to see the breached marriage relationship as in some way 
tainted or inadequate.

Everything is centred on self-satisfaction and the 
prioritisation of personal gratification over responsibility, 
promise or duty. It is part of that pattern of personal 
relationships that is more concerned with what we can 
get rather than what we can give; with self-fulfilment and 
self-worth rather than self-denial and self-control. It is a 
long way from the pattern of love that Jesus taught and 
exemplified.

The romanticism of a new relationship is often coupled 
with a view of easy repentance and forgiveness. We may 
look for a quick restoration of the offender without them 
facing up to the enormity of their sin. There may be a 
desire to keep the sin private. But we have clear biblical 

principles of how we should address sin in a fellow believer. 
Matthew 18 has the pattern of a progressive involvement of 
the church community, starting with one person initially 
confronting the sinner.

In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul instructs the congregation to 
put out of their fellowship the man who was committing 
adultery with his father’s wife. That was what I had to do 
in respect of my adulterous deacon. Under the mercy of 
God, that was one of things that eventually brought him 
to repentance and the restoration of his marriage. But 
sadly, even if one congregation decides there is a sin that 
needs to be treated seriously, and church discipline to be 
enacted, there is very likely another local congregation that 
will welcome the couple and in due course give a blessing 
to a new marriage relationship. There needs to be more 
collegiality on this matter. 

We do not want to have to deal with adultery among 
the members of the congregation. We rather desire to see 
healthy marriages and sexual attitudes that safeguard 
fidelity in marriage. Paul advises in 1 Corinthians 7 that 
marriage should be safeguarded by ensuring there is a full 
sexual relationship, similar to the more graphic advice of 
Proverbs 5:18-19. There needs to be an understanding of 
the weakness of the flesh and a wariness in forming close 
relationships that could tip over into adultery.

The keeping of promises and the willingness to forgive 
faults commend our faith before the world. We need to 
recognise as Christians that adultery is a denial of the 
permanent covenant relationship that lies at the heart of 
the gospel. We cannot legislate for what the world thinks 
on these matters, but through fidelity to our spouse, we can 
strive to have consistent Christian witness. 

Ray Porter lectures in World Mission Studies at Oak Hill



THE
BEAUTIFUL
LIFE
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William Morris, the Victorian 
designer and social activist, worked 
to improve the society of his time 
through the revival of the traditional 
arts, and through education. But he 
failed to take into account human 
greed, says Kirsty Birkett

William Morris famously said, ‘Have 
nothing in your home but what you 
know to be useful or believe to be 
beautiful,’ and his own life was a 
passionately dedicated example of 
living out this maxim. Repelled by 
what he saw as Victorian ugliness 
– garish, cluttered and over-reliant 
on machine technologies that take 
products far from the honest crafts – 
he made his life a study in beauty.

He pioneered the Arts and Crafts 
movement, producing beautiful and 
useful textiles, furniture and other 
objects in his own factories, to improve 
the homes and lives of his Victorian 
contemporaries. He also made his own 
homes beautiful. The Red House, built 
for him and his new wife, was designed 
on his own principles to be a lovely 

fought to improve the lot of the poor, 
to enable them to have the education 
and quality of life – including art and 
beauty – that he had enjoyed. His 
politics were probably too utopian ever 
to be realised, but he certainly threw 
himself hard into achieving them, even 
to the exhausting of his own health. He 
didn’t succeed.

In some ways, though, Morris 
might be pleased to see our modern 
society. Free public education is now 
available. There is medical treatment, 
social housing, and food and income 
benefits through social welfare, in 
most Western countries. A standard 
of living probably unimaginable to the 
poor of the late 19th century is now 
the norm, and even taken as a basic 
right. Yet we don’t see the main part 
of Morris’s vision realised: the life of 
beauty and artisanship, handcrafts and 
art, featuring in every home. Why not? 
We could probably afford it. It’s still 
expensive, but with a bit of sacrifice, 

place to live. It was decorated with 
hand-embroidered tapestries, furniture 
painted with works of art, and rooms 
set out to celebrate beautiful living.

It is a wonderful philosophy of life. 
It is also incredibly expensive. William 
Morris was a personally wealthy 
man, whose own money propped 
up his highly idealistic company for 
years. When his work finally became 
profitable, it was because his goods and 
services were being purchased by the 
very rich. Beautiful hand-made goods, 
block-printed fabrics and handwoven 
tapestries are not cheap.

To his credit, Morris realised and 
regretted this; he wanted art and 
beauty to be available to all. This is 
why a large portion of his later life 
was devoted to socialist politics, as he 



most homes in Britain, at least, could 
manage a few beautiful things.

Or we could have a lot of cheap 
things. And let’s face it – the one with 
the most toys, wins. Not the most 
beautiful ones. More is what really 
matters.

Why pay over the odds for a beautiful 
handcarved wardrobe? Ikea does a 
nifty melamine version at a tenth of 
the price. It looks pretty good, too, at 
least when you first put it up. Sure, 
you can’t move it too many times, and 
it’s hard to get those flat-packed doors 
lined up, but for that money you can 
get something really big – and a big 
wardrobe is what we need, to hold all 
those cheap clothes we buy made by 
sweatshop slave children. 

That’s the other thing Morris didn’t 
foresee – that the improved lives of the 
Western lower classes, for which he 
fought so passionately, would come at 
the cost of the majority world poorest. 
Their subsistence labour, for all the 

Right: William Morris in 1887.
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social movements trying to protest, 
still funds Western greed, together 
with the greed of those in power in 
their own countries, of course. Greed 
and indifferent cruelty is not merely a 
Western capitalist problem.

There was another aspect of 
industrial progress that Morris didn’t 
live to see. The very technological 
revolution he despised would just keep 
going and going. Maybe he would, at 
least, have liked the possibilities that 
mechanisation promised, of labour-
saving devices and generally increased 
prosperity, if the time and money 
thus saved could be used to fund the 
expensive hand crafts he loved. What 
an opportunity to provide beauty for 
all, he might think.

How disappointed he would 
probably be to see the actual results 
of such progress. It did not, in fact, 
provide the leisure from drudgery to 
produce beautiful art. It did move the 
demographic of drudgery somewhat, 
and change its nature to some extent, 
but the drudgery of the poorest 
remains. What it did produce was 
a whole lot of new, cheap, and (no 
doubt he would think) ugly goods. 
William Morris already hated what he 

saw of the cheap goods of Victorian 
manufacture. What would he have 
thought of plastic?

There are good, lifesaving uses of 
plastic; in medical settings, for instance. 
Maybe Morris would approve of the 
social benefits thus gained; if only we 
restricted its use to such things. Yet 
we don’t. We use it to produce huge 
numbers of throw-away goods, most of 
them used only once; and the downside 
of this non-biodegradable, ocean-
poisoning, landfilling habit is vast.

Moreover, plastic makes it so easy 
not to have handcrafted beauty in our 
homes. How many kettles are shiny, 
decorative iron? Children’s cups in 
sturdy, non-breakable stainless steel? 
Toys of handcrafted wood? Plastic is 
cheap, convenient, and for a little while 
at least, pretty in its bright colours; 
and it’s everywhere. The plastic-free 
campaign is all very well, but have you 
ever gone grocery shopping avoiding 
plastic? The bag at the checkout is 
merely the tip of the iceberg. Try 
buying shampoo or conditioner, 
aspirin, or even dishwasher tablets, 
without any plastic. Not to mention 
the dishwashers or washing machines 
themselves, our computers, phones, 

cars and the rest of the technology 
that makes our lives easier.

It was a nice idea, William, but it was 
never going to happen. We just don’t 
want beauty enough, and we certainly 
don’t want to be content with it. We 
want more things, more easily, and 
cheaper. I’m sorry, William, but you 
didn’t count on human greed.

Except – was Morris’ vision really so 
different? His view certainly sounds 
more noble; about beauty, and honest 
craftsmanship and labours of love. 
However what Morris advocated was 
just as much a worship of material 
things, of the things of this age. It is 
not things that make life worth living. 
Materialism is still materialism, wanting 
more things, regardless of what those 
things are, and whatever their quality.

Greed, whether it is for a small number 
of expensive, beautiful things, or 
whether it is for a large number of cheap, 
mass-produced things, is still greed. We 
can lament the greed that has given us 
huge pollution problems and a careless, 
throw-away culture; yet changing the 
kind of things we are greedy for does not 
solve the problem. Only changing what 
we truly value can do that.

It is not that beauty is bad; on the 
contrary, beauty is good, and beautiful 
things are a gift from God for which we 
should be grateful. But beauty will not 
make us good; and so it will not solve 
our problems. God can change hearts. 
Things, even beautiful things, cannot.

Kirsty Birkett lectures in doctrine, 
philosophy and ethics at Oak Hill

We can lament the greed that has 
given us huge pollution problems and a 
careless, throw-away culture; yet changing 
the kind of things we are greedy for does 
not solve the problem.



THE GOLDILOCKS ZONE
BOOK LAUNCH

THURSDAY 18 JANUARY 2018
OAK HILL COLLEGE ACADEMIC CENTRE

We are celebrating the publication of a 
collection of Mike Ovey’s writings, The 
Goldilocks Zone, with a book launch at Oak 
Hill’s Academic Centre on Thursday 
18 January 2018.

The evening event, at 7.45pm for an 8pm start, 
will include short presentations by Chris Green 
(the book’s editor) and Dan Strange, both of 
whom have contributed to the book.

All are welcome, but places will be limited, 
so you must book to secure your place. First 
come first served. Visit our events page on 
the College website for further details and 
booking:

oakhill.ac.uk/events/

About The Goldilocks Zone: From Themelios 
articles, to Cambridge papers and GAFCON 
talks, the pieces in the book are stimulating 
and challenging, and above all show the 
breadth and depth of Mike Ovey’s intellect and 
originality.

The Goldilocks Zone: Collected writings of 

Michael J Ovey, is published by IVP
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‘We’ve never been more divided’ – is a common 
refrain in our current climate. Politics in the US is hyper-
partisan, Russia and the West face another standoff, 
and closer to home, Brexit (and Scottish independence) 
has erected stark, insurmountable dividing walls within 
communities and even through families. It is as if Western 
society has become tribal in a way we usually ascribe to parts 
of the world in the news for war and clan-based violence.

The writer and blogger Andrew Sullivan argued in a recent 
New York magazine article that while such a statement 
might make us extremely uncomfortable when we hear 
it, it’s not so far-fetched. Tribal loyalties have, he reminds 
us, wracked Iraq and Syria, shattered the Balkans through 
brutal sectarian and ethnic warfare, led to mass-scale 
bloodshed in Kenya following elections in recent years – and 
these are just a few examples. It’s not limited to developing 
countries, as the Troubles closer to home prove.

Has the West become the de facto new Syria, or Rwanda? 
Or is the absence of outright civil war an indication that 
we are safe from this kind of tribalism? Sullivan surveys 
the current US political landscape at length, and paints a 
disturbing picture of how loyalties to their respective tribes 

Divided tribes
Brexit and Trump are the most obvious 
examples, but our society is perhaps more 
divided and tribal now than at any time since the 
Second World War. Lourens du Plessis follows 
a cultural commentator who has been analysing 
our tribalism, and the solutions to it

are making it impossible for Democrats and Republicans 
to even be open to discussion of their defining ideological 
emblems.

He wrote: ‘By 2017, 41 percent of Republicans and 38 
percent of Democrats said they disagreed not just with their 
opponents’ political views but with their values and goals 
beyond politics as well. Nearly 60 percent of all Americans 
find it stressful even to talk about President Trump with 
someone who disagrees with them. A Monmouth poll, 
for good measure, recently found 61 percent of Trump 
supporters say there’s nothing he could do to make them 
change their minds about him; 57 percent of his opponents 
say the same thing. Nothing he could do.’

This is tribalist, zero-sum thinking. In this approach to 
politics (and life), I can only win by taking away from ‘my 
opponents’; I can only triumph by obliterating ‘my enemies’. 
(Closer to home, this often seems to be reflected in the 
rhetoric surrounding the Brexit negotiations too.)

Of course, at a base level, a highly polarised and even tribal 
political culture does not mean the Western public sphere 
approaches the open tribal warfare described above. And 
yet, the fundamental elements of the tribal mentality are 
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clearly there. ‘In all these places, the people involved have 
been full citizens of their respective nations, but their 
deepest loyalty is to something else.’

What interested me even more than the deep (and accurate) 
exegesis of the American political landscape, is Sullivan’s 
take on tribalism as it defines the human condition. For 
him, it is not part of the human experience, but the default 
human experience. Through the evolutionary arc of human 
existence, small, nomadic tribes which for millennia defined 
human life now just find expression in different ways.

‘We find a sense of belonging, of unconditional pride, in 
our neighbourhood and community; in our ethnic and social 
identities and their rituals; among our fellow enthusiasts. 
There are hip-hop and country-music tribes; bros; nerds; 
Wasps; Dead Heads and Packers fans; Facebook groups. (Yes, 
technology upends some tribes and enables new ones.)’

The ‘über-tribe’ is the nation-state, uniting a country 
‘around shared national rituals, symbols, music, history, 
mythology, and events, that forms the core unit of belonging 
that makes a national democracy possible.’

Evangelical Christians should 
realise that we’re also at risk 
of succumbing to the tribal 
instincts of the world around 
us, and especially so when 
we’re trying to do the right 
thing. Merely claiming the 
label of ‘evangelical’ doesn’t 
indemnify us from tribal 
group-think, nor from having 
ultimate values that trump 
our commitment to Christ.
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You don’t have to agree with the evolutionary history he 
traces to see that the Bible paints a very similar picture. 
From the days of the patriarchs, society functioned (and 
people’s identities were defined) to a large extent based 
on what group of people they belonged to – and how they 
did not belong to other groups. Israel’s existence as God’s 
people is based on him choosing that group of people and 
not another, and large parts of the law were designed to 
mark them out from other people, and to protect them from 
adopting the rituals, symbols, mythology and idols of those 
nations. Paul wrote the letter to the Galatians to counter the 
effects of destructive tribalism in the church there.

It would be one thing if the kind of tribalism we’re seeing 
in the political sphere was restricted to that area of life. But 
of course it isn’t. Sullivan says that among the ‘persistent 
concerns in the US, only 30% of white Evangelical Christians 
felt according to a 2011 survey that private immorality was 
not relevant to a political candidate’s public life. Having 
committed themselves overwhelmingly to the Donald 
Trump presidency in order to pursue admirable key 
objectives of this group (such as opposition to abortion), an 
astounding 72% now feel a politician’s private moral failures 
have no bearing on their fitness for office.’

Tribalism isn’t something out there. It is very much 
something that proceeds from and impacts our hearts. 
Realising this might present us with two warnings and some 
opportunities.

Firstly, evangelical Christians should realise that we’re also 
at risk of succumbing to the tribal instincts of the world 
around us, and especially so when we’re trying to do the 
right thing. Merely claiming the label of ‘evangelical’ doesn’t 
indemnify us from tribal group-think, nor from having 
ultimate values that trump our commitment to Christ.

Secondly, having an identity that doesn’t derive from the 
world, with a shared history, set of values and ultimate 
ideal, is an example of ‘good tribalism’. However, the nature 
of tribalism is always that it makes us ‘a deeply cooperative 
species – but primarily with our own kind.’ If Sullivan is 
correct that tribalism naturally turns our focus inward, 
and comes so naturally to us, we can do worse than actively 

turning our gaze outward from our large tribe of evangelical 
Christianity, and definitely from the various sub-tribes 
within this broad church. 

But it’s not all doom and gloom. Sullivan suggests a 
surprising list of factors which are driving the rising 
tribalism in the public sphere. Of course, globalization, 
social atomization and media polarization feature, but so 
does growing multiculturalism and secularization. ‘Nothing 
is more conducive to tribalism than a sea of disconnected, 
atomized individuals searching for some broader tribe 
to belong to,’ says Sullivan. The first answer to tribalism, 
he proposes, is therefore not more individualism, but 
individuality – ‘valuing the unique human being – distinct 
from any group identity, quirky, full of character and 
contradictions, skeptical, rebellious, immune to being 
labeled or bludgeoned into a broader tribal grouping.’ 

His second solution is mutual forgiveness. As Sullivan 
notes: ‘No tribal conflict has ever been unwound without 
magnanimity.’ It will hold equally true for heading off 
developing tribal animosities.

While he might well be correct in proposing these as 
solutions, it seems to me there is an inherent contradiction 
in expecting these solutions to work – while also listing 
secularization as a leading cause of tribalism. Perhaps 
secularization is just a natural consequence as the false 
gods of various tribes are shown up, leading to groups of 
people finding new ultimate values to define their tribes. 
And if tribalism is so inherent to the human condition as he 
proposes, are we able to produce the solution, when we are 
the problem?

It is knowing that God values each individual person, who 
bears his image, that enables us to do the same. It is God’s 
forgiveness for us in Christ that enables us to forgive others. 
Perhaps the rising tide of tribalism is an opportunity for the 
church which stands ready with a solution to one of the (not 
so new) defining problems of our time.

Lourens du Plessis is studying at Oak Hill on the Theological 
and Pastoral Studies stream
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Books
Chris Green has been reading two new 
novels, by John le Carré and Robert 
Harris, and finding that both novelists 
lock onto the very contemporary issue 
of how the present judges the values 
of the past

Students at the University of Glasgow 
have decided that a hall of residence 
should no longer carry the name of 
the Victorian prime minister, William 
Gladstone. His name is apparently 
connected to the slave trade. Instead, 
the hall will be named after the 
Channel 4 newsreader, Jon Snow.

Further south, Oxford students 
pressured (unsuccessfully) to remove a 
statue of Cecil Rhodes from Oriel. More 
recently, Phillip Schofield pronounced 
that views on gender which were 
mainstream a mere five years since, 
are ‘medieval’. And daily, MPs and 
broadcasters are being held to account 
for off-the-cuff, off-colour comments 
made decades ago, which then raised a 
nervous laugh but now raise concern.

The issue plays several ways: are the 
values of the past wrong because they 
were too limiting (Schofield’s point), or 
because they were too permissive (any 
number of knee-trembling MPs)? The 
sour faced moralism of the present is 

actually a Janus, facing both ways, but 
both times finds the past guilty, and 
irredeemable. 

What happens when the values of the 
past are held up to the moral scrutiny 
of the present? And vice versa? Which 
would win?

That is the question that two of our 
finest novelists have unerringly locked 
onto, raising questions to which we 
need to find our Christian answers. 
And we need to do so carefully, because 
although the current debate seemingly 
imprisons our Christian values into 
the past, in contrast to an allegedly 
secularist present, actually our values 
are not properly those of the past.

But to the books. 

To call John le Carré a spy writer is 
to misunderstand and trivialise the 
man and his legacy. Over 50 years, he 
has created an entire language and 
cast, which now define the shadows 
of espionage. The Circus and the 

A Legacy of Spies
John le Carré
Viking, 2017
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counter-story from another character’s 
perspective, opening up huge cracks 
in the earlier novel’s plot, and with an 
alarming contemporary ring. It is an 
astonishing fictional coup. The central 
act of Spy was a complicated operation 
in east Germany, in which an innocent, 
left-wing English woman was part 
of a trap which went badly wrong. 
Murderous, dangerous, times. Was she 
caught up accidentally, or was Smiley 
behind it?

Today’s Britain is not tolerant of 
entrapment or torture by security 
forces, and Legacy covers the forensic 
analysis of that operation by a 
contemporary parliamentary scrutiny 
committee. Le Carré is weaving loose 
ends from a novel written before I was 
born. It is remarkable that picking 
Spy up today, the hints of Legacy were 
always there. 

Now, though, the moral certainty 
during the ‘just’ Cold War has been 
replaced by simultaneous uncertainty 
and censoriousness, the moral Janus, 

and the cold warriors themselves are 
questioned and doubted. They thought 
they committed dubious deeds in 
the cause of a greater good. But did 
Smiley actually betray the Circus by 
what he did then? Or is the present 
Circus betraying him for what he did 
then, which he did loyally but not to 
our taste? Might Smiley have been 
innocent then, but be found guilty 
today? And if so, is it his ‘guilt’ or his 
‘innocence’ which is the truer verdict?

Le Carré has nailed a feeling which 
is not unique to Christians by any 
means (he espouses no faith position), 
but which we need to identify and 
navigate. And we should be able to 
explain it better, too. Christians operate 
by a set of certainties and conclusions 
that are not only not shared by our 
culture, but which are actively found 
horrific.

Right and wrong have had their 
labels changed, for us and for others. 
And le Carré is not convinced. Now 
without revealing the ending, I doubt 

Russia House sit as an alternate, highly 
plausible reality, observed, loved, 
scrutinised, but never controlled by 
George Smiley. In this world loyalty 
matters. Senior members at the Circus 
may have betrayed him, but he never 
thought of betraying the Circus.

In A Legacy of Spies, though, the 
question takes a new and disturbing 
form. And I’m going to have to review 
it without revealing the plot. Which is 
tricky, so I shall deliberately leave large 
parts of it to one side.

Smiley first emerged as a bit part 
in le Carré’s debut novel, A Murder of 
Quality, but he came blinking into The 
Spy Who Came in from the Cold. Over 
the years, le Carré has taken Smiley 
through the Cold War, the collapse 
the Berlin Wall, the rise of the Russian 
oligarchs and – now – Brexit. In a 
fictional sleight of hand, he appears 
in his seventies towards the end of 
Legacy.

Actually, the spy element is 
incidental, or at least it is in the same 
way that it has always been incidental, 
and in the same way it was incidental 
to Graham Greene. It is the individual, 
tortured by dilemma but forced to act, 
who is in le Carré’s focus, and spying 
– because it involves lies and betrayal 
– is a fitting way to chronicle our 
times. This time, the individual mostly 
in focus is Peter Guillam, Smiley’s 
right hand man. And it is a love story, 
extended across decades.

But think on this: Legacy is actually 
an extended reprise of The Spy Who 
Came in from the Cold, telling a 

What happens when the values of the 
past are held up to the moral scrutiny 
of the present? And vice versa? Which 
would win? That is the question 
that two of our finest novelists have 
unerringly locked onto, raising 
questions to which we need to find our 
Christian answers
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arc and perception of his fiction. But 
Harris is undeniably good. He made 
his mark with Fatherland, and if you 
haven’t read it yet you have in store the 
best counterfactual of our day.

He followed that with stunning 
fictionalised accounts of real events, 
often with a high moral concern. Some 
are well-written potboilers (save Ghost, 
Pompeii, and Conclave for the beach), 
but his Cicero series, and above all An 
Officer and a Spy, are deeply serious 
novels disguised as fast-paced thrillers.

His latest, Munich, is also a trip 
to the past from the present. It is a 
meticulously researched retelling of 
the few days in 1938 when the British 
prime minister Neville Chamberlain 
flew to meet Adolph Hitler to extract 
from him a concession. Chamberlain 
is usually mocked for his ill-chosen 
phrase claiming ‘peace for our time’ 
on his return to Heston aerodrome, 
and for failing to see that he couldn’t 
tame the beast, but Harris makes the 
plausible case that Chamberlain had 
been cleverly buying time for Britain to 

move from being woefully unready for 
war to being at least partly ready when 
the inevitable occurred.

Churchill benefitted from 
Chamberlain’s diplomatic wiliness, 
but would never share the credit. 
Churchill, of course, had been making 
the case for armament for several 
years at this point, and was thought a 
war-monger.

The plot, as always with Harris, purrs, 
and the deadline for decision moves 
inexorably closer. He knows what he’s 
doing. There are plausible back-stories 
to the main characters, and the tense 
atmosphere is suffocating. The reader 
is constantly aware that no character – 
not even Hitler – is aware of what the 
next seven years will hold. If you stand 
back from the book, you can see the 
working of the plot technique, but that 
is the case with any thriller. Harris is so 
good that he stops you looking.

Again, the contemporary reader 
is faced with a moral dilemma: was 
Chamberlain right or wrong to 
negotiate with the Reich, and allow 

you will find the ultimate ground for 
his certainty satisfactory, and it is hard 
not to see this as a well written piece 
of nostalgia – but we should remember 
that if it is, le Carré is nostalgic for a 
moral landscape, not a cultural one. 
He prefers the moral certainties and 
uncertainties of the past to their 
twisted twins today. And we should 
point out that despite the consistent 
absence of any Christianity from his 
books, Christianity shaped the moral 
world he misses.

Robert Harris is a second, very good 
novelist. I nearly wrote ‘great’ there, 
but removed it. I’ll let le Carré have 
that word because of the sustained 

How are we Christians going to survive – 
intellectually, morally, spiritually – over the 
next 30, 50, 100 years? When our culture sees 
us as at best, fools, and at worst, evil? Do we, 
like Smiley, dig deeper into our European, 
Christianised past, sure that in there, if not 
in the future, we find our validity?

Munich
Robert Harris
Hutchinson, 2017
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Hitler to annexe the Sudetenland? 
Into the mix, Harris throws a range 
of options, but there is no doubt 
where his heart lies. The Reich was so 
vile that it needed to be overthrown, 
but had Chamberlain gone to war 
then over Hitler’s demand for 
Czechoslovakia, Europe would have 
been lost. By delaying, and looking 
cowardly, Chamberlain has been made 
to look a fool, but he was actually 
shrewd. The moral views of the 
present need to be corrected by the 
moral vision of the past. 

When two fine novelists identify 
the same issue, it is worth paying 
attention. That they are both fine 
writers, and operating at the height 
of their powers, makes reading them 
a pleasure. Fortunately, reading these 
two has also become a useful duty. 
They are different, naturally. Harris 
writes good thrillers to keep the pages 
turning, but over the years, le Carré 
has developed a sustained note of 
intelligent melancholy Harris never 
gets near.

How are we Christians going to 
survive – intellectually, morally, 
spiritually – over the next 30, 50, 100 
years? When our culture sees us as 
at best, fools, and at worst, evil? Do 
we, like Smiley, dig deeper into our 
European, Christianised past, sure that 
in there, if not in the future, we find 
our validity? I think merely doing that 
would be very foolish. We are people of 
hope, not nostalgia. But we do have to 
find a way to change our self-identity.

We are used to thinking of ourselves 
culturally as central, and the more we 
know of Europe’s legacy, the more true 
we will see that to be. But we cannot 
live in the past, like Smiley lives in his 
library. We need to prepare for the long 
reshaping of Europe’s mind, towards 
the future.

There are people on the political left 
and right who are driven by nostalgia, 
and there are those in both places who 
are driven by progress. We are neither. 
Our values, though long-standing, do 
not derive their authority from their 
antiquity. They come from the living 
God, who says what he said, and means 
what he meant.

Both Chamberlain and Smiley were 
doing something morally ambiguous 
in the cause, they hoped, of a greater 
good. Before both of them lay the 
defence not just of democracy, but 
of Europe as an ideal, a civilisation, a 
culture. Totalitarianism was the enemy.

This is not the place to contrast a 
real moral choice with a fictional one, 
although Smiley’s sustained moral 
agony over 50 years is as good a 
description of an unquiet conscience as 
you will find. Nor do I want to open the 
old issue of ends and means. In a fallen 
world, every good act is a fallen one.

But this is the place to look carefully 
at the brightly lit scrutiny shining on 
Guillam and Smiley. Because if I read 
le Carré rightly, I think he has seen the 
new totalitarians.

Chris Green is the Vicar of St James, 
Muswell Hill, London
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