
VOLUME 25                MAY, 2007                NUMBER 2

CONTENTS

Editorials
Warm Fuzzy or Text of Terror.................................................... 3

A Suggestion for Trinity Sunday................................................. 5

Charles Wesley............................................................................ 6

Hymn
And Can It Be

Charles Wesley...................................................................... 7

Articles
Tell Me The Stories of Jesus: The Quest For the Real Goods

William Richards................................................................... 8

A Theological Significance Of the Quest for the Historical Jesus
Don Schweitzer.................................................................... 24

Unity,  Diversity  and  Truth  Telling:  Dietrich  Bonhöffer  and 
Ecumenical Theological Formation

Jane Barter Moulaison......................................................... 36

1



Sermon
God Crucified and the Cruciform Church

Harold Wells........................................................................ 47

Profile
George Darby

Peter Newbery......................................................................55

Reviews
Whispering The Word: Hearing Women’s Stories in 
the Old Testament

by Jacqueline Lapsley
Mary Hale.......................................................................65

The Humble Giant: Moses Coady, Rural Revolutionary
by Jim Lotz

Mike Jones......................................................................67

Paul in Fresh Perspective
by N.T. Wright

Daniel Fraikin.................................................................69

Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics
by Samuel Wells

Terry Anderson...............................................................70

Bound and Free: A Theologians Journey
by Douglas John Hall

Harold Wells...................................................................72

2



Editorial

WARM FUZZY OR TEXT OF TERROR

The phrase “Texts of Terror” has been appearing in books 
and articles over the  past  number  of  years.  It  is  employed in 
connection with shocking events recorded in the Old Testament, 
where God is implicated in the ordering or permitting of killing, 
destruction and rape. There is no doubt that the passages give 
trouble to both Jewish and Christian interpreters, and have done 
for centuries. 

But I want to make the case that one of the true texts of 
terror is never referred to in any of the books and articles that use 
such a  phrase.  I  mean chapter  13  of  Paul’s  first  letter  to  the 
Corinthians. I am referring to the famous “hymn of love” that is 
so often chosen to be used at weddings. Whenever I am present 
at such weddings I don’t know whether to laugh or cry during 
the  reading,  for  it  should  be  causing  everybody  present, 
including the bride and groom, to be looking for the exits.

In the passage leading up to chapter 13 Paul is discussing 
the  situation  in  the  congregation  at  Corinth,  where  some 
members have been filled with the Spirit to a degree that they are 
“speaking in tongues” — which means some form of ecstatic 
utterance. They are apparently so convinced of the importance of 
this gift that they question the authenticity of the faith of those 
who don’t have it. In response Paul talks about the “variety of 
gifts” that might be displayed in a congregation, and how every 
gift comes from the “same Spirit”, and how important each gift, 
including  the  gift  of  “tongues”,  is  to  the  general  life  of  the 
church. 

But then he breaks off. It’s almost as if he said to himself, 
“This isn’t going to work. I must make the case in a different 
fashion.”  The  evidence  for  saying  that  it  was  a  momentary 
breaking off is to be found in the fact that immediately following 
chapter 13 he goes right back to the vexing issue of “speaking in 
tongues”. In any case, he indicates in this famous chapter that he 
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will  show them “a more excellent  way”.  And he shows them 
with these words:

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels [a reference back to the 
“speaking in tongues” issue that he has been discussing], but do not have 
love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic 
powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and I have all 
faith, so as to move mountains [a reference to words Jesus used about 
faith being able to move mountains], but do not have love, I am nothing. 
If  I  give away all  my possessions, and if  I  hand over my body to be 
burned, but do not have love, I gain nothing.

He then carries on, indicating the character of the love he is 
referring to: it is patient and kind, it is not envious or boastful or 
arrogant or rude. We remember how it goes. But I can’t get any 
further.  Those  first  few  lines  so  convict  me  that  I  am 
immobilized. Imagine: if I was so committed that I gave away 
everything I had, and submitted to martyrdom, and yet had no 
love, I would gain nothing! And clearly I am not that committed. 
I hold back. I keep myself safe and secure. My faith is weak. 
And my heart is cold. It is not full of love. I don’t bear all things, 
or believe all things, or hope all things, or endure all things. 

We  think  of  1  Corinthians  13  as  a  lovely  warm  fuzzy 
passage. But it is truly a text of terror. And it goes along with 
those  terrifying  words  of  Jesus  in  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount 
where he says that we should take no thought for tomorrow — 
what we should eat or wear — and telling us that if someone 
takes our coat we should give them our cloak as well. It goes 
along with the words to the “Rich Young Ruler”, where Jesus 
tells him to sell all he has and give the money to the poor. It goes 
along with the words in John’s Gospel where Jesus says, “Love 
one another as I have loved you”. As he has loved us!! We know 
what that kind of love led to and leads to.

It’s only when we face these texts head on that we get some 
sense of what might be involved in Jesus being the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world.  Only then do we get  a 
glimpse of how amazing the good news is that “God so loved the 
world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes 
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in him might not perish, but have eternal life.” God is dealing 
with unfaithful and loveless people like you and me. He finds a 
way that can reach out to us lost souls and bring us into the circle 
of his beloved children. But it’s not an easy way. It’s the hardest 
way. It leads for God to incarnation in flesh and blood. It leads to 
the bitterness and the horror of the cross. But its intention is to 
bring about both forgiveness and renovation. For in Jesus Christ 
we see the one in whom love is indeed patient and kind. In him 
we see the one who bears all things, believes all things, hopes all 
things,  endures all  things.  And that’s  what  the  Spirit  is  to  be 
working in us. It is only the Holy Spirit that can warm our hearts 
so that they reflect the heart of Jesus Christ. As he reached out in 
love we are being inspired to reach out. The goal is to fulfil the 
prophecy: “I will  put my law within them, and I will  write it 
upon their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my 
people” (Jer. 31:33).   — A.M.W.

A SUGGESTION FOR TRINITY SUNDAY
Two of the three historic creeds have been included in the 

worship books of our denomination. The Apostle’s Creed was 
printed in the blue Hymnary of 1930, and both it and the Nicene 
Creed were to be found in our Book of Common Order of 1932. 
They appeared in both the minister’s edition and the pew edition 
of the Service Book of 1969, and in the red HymnBook of 1971. 
They  are  printed  in  Voices  United  (1996),  and  in  Celebrate  
God’s  Presence (2000).  But  the  third  creed  that  arose  in  the 
western wing of the church has never appeared in United Church 
liturgical  books.  It’s  called  the  Athanasian  Creed.  Though  it 
bears the name of the person who played such a significant role 
in the adoption and defense of the creed that came out of the 
council of Nicea in 325, the Athanasian creed was prepared by 
an anonymous person after Athanasius’ death, indeed after the 
work of Augustine (354-430), whose trinitarian formulations it 
reflects. 

It’s understandable that our books haven’t carried it, since it 
includes dire warnings that we would find offensive, and it does 
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seem to go on interminably. In the Middle Ages, nevertheless, it 
played a role in the education of priests in the western church, 
for  it  contains  matters  that  are  foundational  for  Christian 
believers. I offer the adaptation I have made of it as an option for 
Trinity Sunday.

Now this is Christian faith. 
We worship one God in Trinity, 

and the Trinity in unity. 
For the Father is one person, 

the Son is another, 
and the Spirit is another. 

But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of Holy Spirit is all one, 
The glory equal, the majesty co-eternal. 

We also believe our Lord Jesus Christ became flesh, 
who is the Father’s only begotten, equally both God and human. 

He is God, 
begotten before all worlds from the being of the Father, 

And he is human, 
born in the world from the being of his mother. 

He suffered death for our salvation, 
descended into hell, 
rose again from the dead, 
ascended into heaven, 
and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 

He will come again to make things right with the living and the dead. 
This is Christian faith. Thanks be to God!    — A.M.W.

CHARLES WESLEY
It is 300 hundred years ago this year that Charles Wesley 

was born. Since we carried a Profile of Charles not long ago, and 
have had a number of articles on both the Wesleys in the journal 
over  time,  we  are  not  providing  yet  another  piece  to 
commemorate the tricentenary.  Even so,  it  seemed too bad to 
have  the  year  go  by  without  any  reference  to  such  a  great 
ancestor.

Therefore, over the page readers will find one of Charles’ 
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greatest hymns. I have set it  to a tune that is not used in any 
hymn book that I know of, but which I think possesses a similar 
verve to the one found in the text. Muriel Cross, with her neat 
musical software and her computer skills, has got text and tune 
properly fitted together.  I'm grateful to her.  Feel  free to make 
copies,  from  here  or  from  our  web  site  at 
http://touchstonejournal.ca/. — A.M.W.
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TELL ME THE STORIES OF JESUS: The Quest 
for the Real Goods
by William Richards

Introduction

It is impossible that the Gospels be either more or less in number that they 
are.  For  there  are  four  zones of  the  world in  which we live,  and four 
principal winds. Since the church too has been scattered throughout all the 
world, and the “pillar and ground” of the church is the gospel and the 
spirit  of life,  it  is  fitting then that  the church should have four  pillars, 
breathing incorruptibility on every side, and reviving humanity afresh. For 
the  Word,  the Architect  of  all  things,  who rests on the Cherubim, and 
holds together all things, when he was revealed to humanity, gave us the 
gospel under four forms but bound together by one Spirit.

— Irenaeus, Against Heresy 3.2.2ff

When the late second-century Christian, Irenaeus, described 
the  writings  that  his  faith  community  particularly  valued,  the 
question  of  a  canon  of  early  Christian  writings  was  only 
beginning  to  take  shape.  In  fact,  Irenaeus  had  to  set  out  a 
rationale for Christians reading not just one story of their Lord’s 
life but four. Typical of Christian apologists of his time, Irenaeus 
was as likely to argue from nature as from scripture — as he 
does  on  this  point.  Since  we  live  in  a  world  of  four  global 
quadrants, and four principal winds, Irenaeus says, we have to 
have four gospels as well.1

Although Irenaeus’ argument may strike us as “quaint”, it 
does have a certain plausibility: Christians gatherings by his time 
are scattered across the four corners of the world (at least the 
world as known to him and his readers);  at  the same time he 
knows those gatherings display an inevitable variety to the one 
breath/wind inspiring their life and work as church in that four-
cornered world. Hence, for Irenaeus their movement needs four 
gospels:

1 Which Irenaeus will elsewhere enumerate as Matthew, Mark, Luke and 
John.
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four, rather than one (Marcion’s Luke, for example), to reflect the variety 
of the church;
four, rather than  five, six  or  seven, say (a Gospel of Peter, of Philip, of 
Mary), because four is sufficient for constructing a complete picture of 
Jesus, as “God’s Word and Wisdom”.

If Irenaeus’ argument from nature as an explanation for the 
sufficient complementarity of the four gospels may have carried 
persuasive power for the  ancient  reader, his emphasis on their 
necessary variety is also suggestive for the contemporary reader 
of  the  four  distinct  writings  gathered as  Christianity’s  Gospel 
codex. For do they, in fact, tell the same story?

Narrative Patterns in the Canonical Gospels
Although the four now-canonical gospels show similarities 

at  the  level  of  both  form  and  content,  similarities  that  even 
suggest an historical and literary dependence of some on others, 
careful attention to how each tells its story of Jesus of Nazareth 
shows that their respective narrative patterns are actually quite 
different. Here I have found the work of the Canadian literary 
critic  Northrop  Frye  useful  in  appreciating  each  one’s 
distinctiveness.

Frye’s studies  focussed on English literature;  but  he was 
also  drawing  on  narrative  traditions  found  in  Greco-Roman 
classics  and  Hebrew  Bible.  In  the  telling  of  tales,  Frye 
distinguished four principal narrative patterns or  mythoi. These 
patterns appear in ancient Greek drama; in Anglo-Saxon saga; in 
the  writings  of  Dante,  Shakespeare,  Milton,  and  Blake;  and 
continue to play out in contemporary literature.2 Frye labelled the 
patterns:

Comedy
Tragedy
Romance
Irony 
In Frye’s understanding, these four patterns actually form a 

cycle of literary and story-telling possibility. There can be hybrid 

2 See Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, (Princeton: University, 1967).
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patterns — ironic comedy, say, or tragic romance — but some 
patterns are mutually exclusive: they simply don’t work well as a 
way to tell a tale.

Story-tellers  usually  set  their  account  in  motion  by 
describing  a  perhaps  unexpected  appearance  of  conflict,  “the 
crisis”.  They then  take  their  hearers  on a  journey of  ups  and 
downs,  resting  points  and  reversals,  exposed  to  tension  and 
suspense of varying degrees along the way. Penultimately, their 
story comes to climax and, ultimately, to resolution. Such is the 
rough  scaffolding  on  which  story-tellers  hang  their  particular 
tales.

The  initial  crisis  in  a  Comedy usually  stems  from  a 
breakdown of relationships. The rest of the drama then focuses 
on  how the  breakdown will  be  resolved  — happily  in  some 
sense, at least for the greatest number of characters in the story. 
Most frequently we meet examples of  Comedy today in the TV 
sitcom; but perhaps Shakespeare’s Midsummer’s Night’s Dream 
is  the  classic  example.  In  the  Dream  the  initial  crisis  turns 
around  several  pairs  of  lovers,  the  tension  in  one  caused  by 
unrequited  love,  in  another  by  affection  that  has  become 
lethargic.  The  magic  potion  that  is  supposed  to  cure  all  ills, 
however, only complicates the web of misplaced passion even 
further. It is only when the fairy king Oberon rests a heavy hand 
on his messenger Puck that the several lovers are finally guided 
back to their rightly beloveds. Every  Comedy leads its cast of 
characters  through  a  sorting  out,  or  overcoming,  of  a  crisis 
within the circle of relationship, back toward a restoration and 
renewal of community.

Tragedy is  the pattern opposite  Comedy.  It  too may start 
with a crisis;  however, the resolution toward which its cast is 
moving,  though  not  necessarily  un-happy,  is  one  driven  by 
forces  beyond the  control  of  any  one character  in  the  drama. 
Here the classic example from Shakespeare is King Lear — the 
king  who,  in  pressing  his  three  daughters  to  articulate  which 
loves him most, misreads every one of them, fatally. The story 
ends with the king, beggared by the false daughters, holding in 
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his arms the lifeless body of the one daughter who had been true. 
Tragedy, as a narrative pattern, is drama driven by destiny, by 
fate,  by the inexorable laws of human nature with all  its fatal 
flaws, in a universe where truth will out. Along the way some of 
the cast  are  crushed,  some survive.  Yet  even those characters 
who do survive can take no credit for enduring. Their survival is 
simply what was ordained.

Romance is  the  pattern  for  story-telling  built  around 
adventure  and  quest.  The  crisis  in  the  romantic  narrative 
provides the heroic cast with the chance to test their skill, their 
talent, their wit, their mettle. Nor does a  Romance  usually turn 
around just one such test. Daunting task after daunting task face 
the heroes, with hurdles to overcome, bridges to cross, barriers to 
tear  down,  elves  to  outwit,  or  spiders  to  outrun  (you  may 
recognize the pattern in Tolkien’s Hobbit). The outcome may not 
always be happy, for it is risk that the story-teller is portraying, 
not  happy  ending.  For  even  in  comic  romance,  though  the 
immediate  story  may  come  to  successful  conclusion,  the 
attentive  listener  will  be  able  to  hear  in  the  final  strains  the 
preparations already underway for a sequel: further risks, further 
quests, further adventures — Lord of the Rings, Part Two!

At the opposite pole to Romance is Irony, a story told fully 
conscious  of  its  own  ambiguity.  Even,  and  especially,  to  the 
drama’s own characters,  the significance of what  is  unfolding 
may not be clear — but it may, just as often, be unclear to the 
audience as well. Take Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice as 
an  example.  Has  the  company  of  young  friends,  having 
successfully foiled Shylock the money-lender’s plan to take his 
revenge, really achieved a renewal of community? Or do these 
friends more ominously represent forces of perverse destiny that 
inevitably deny such social outcasts as Shylock the justice they 
deserve, shutting out such others as his kind from their oh-so-
clever society?

Comedy,  Tragedy,  Romance and  Irony  are  patterns,  Frye 
says, for framing any story — including, I would suggest, the 
story of Jesus, as Irenaeus appreciated when he pointed to the 
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necessary  and  sufficient  four-fold  nature  of  the  news  his 
Christian community had to share.

As the basic  conflict  in its  narrative,  the Gospel  of  John 
points to the fact that not just Jesus’ own people, the Judeans, but 
even his own world, the cosmos itself, seems determined to shut 
him out. Yet out of this basic conflict John traces the emergence 
of a new community around Jesus, gathering wherever he goes. 
He  finds  friends  in  unexpected  places  —  among  Pharisees, 
Samaritans, Greeks, indeed even within Jerusalem’s Sanhedrin, 
and the Roman governor’s residence. The string of sympathizers 
stretches  from  the  wondering  Baptist’s  recognition  by  the 
Jordan,  to  the  discouraged  fishers’  recovery  on  the  shores  of 
Galilee.  Even if  his  own world has  not  accepted  him,  John’s 
Comedy shows a new circle being traced in the journeys back 
and forth between Jerusalem and Galilee, with food and drink 
aplenty even in desert places. And, as good Comedy requires, the 
story ends in banquet as the hungry, luckless fisher-folk receive 
the hero-host’s happy invitation, “come and have breakfast”.

From the very beginning the Gospel of Matthew knows the 
real danger of the conflict in which Jesus is caught, even as an 
infant. Yet, also from the very beginning, this gospel knows that 
such conflict with the powers is this one’s destiny. The ancient 
prophets have foretold it; and the ancient law will be fulfilled in 
it. Matthew’s telling, then, is the pattern of  Tragedy — not that 
the  ending  is  unhappy;  for  on  the  third  day,  in  spite  of  his 
enemies’ best-laid plans, his tomb is empty, and the hero himself 
again stands boldly among his understanding followers, with the 
commission  that  brings  the  law  and  the  prophets  to  their 
completion.  But  even  this  resurrection  for  Matthew’s  Jesus 
happens  because  it  had  to.  Who  he  is  is  who  he  has  been 
destined to be.

Luke’s is the gospel of risk, of adventure, of quest. Here are 
tales  of  an  older  couple’s  fulfilment  in  the  birth  of  a  special 
child, a young woman’s assent to bear another child of grace, a 
precocious youth stumping the sages of his time, a mysterious 
stranger  turning  fishermen’s  luck  for  them,  a  kind  healer 
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welcoming  an  outcast  woman  to  his  table,  a  willing  teacher 
himself accepting a place at the table of an outcast man. Here 
there are barriers to pull down, hurdles to overcome, bridges to 
cross, again and again and again. And so the Gospel of Luke tells 
the Jesus-story under the pattern of Romance — a romance that 
his  followers  themselves  will  be  invited to  extend — for this 
romance too has its sequel (The Acts of the Apostles ).

The  ambiguity  of  who  Jesus  is,  as  Mark  tells  it,  is  so 
pronounced that even his own disciples rarely grasp it. Fed twice 
among great multitudes, they still do not understand what he is 
able to offer them, or how they can trust their lives to him. And 
though  one  or  another  of  his  “men”  may  occasionally  get  a 
christological  title  right,  as  a  group  they  still  don’t  get  it, 
however many times he explains what lies ahead for this “Child 
of the Earth”. Even the women, who took such pains to mark his 
place of burial, are so mystified by the young man at the tomb-
now-empty that, in spite of his direction to tell the other disciples 
to  go  and  meet  Jesus  in  Galilee,  they  flee  saying  nothing  to 
anyone “for they were afraid”. Which brings us to the ultimate 
Irony in  Mark’s  telling  of  the  tale  for,  if  there  is  to  be  any 
witness to this resurrection, it will have to come from the reader 
— the one ready and willing to pick up from where the women 
left off, and finish the Jesus-story in their own lives.

John - Comedy
(“recognition of a newborn society rising in triumph”)

   Luke-Acts - Romance Mark - Irony
         (“a sequence of (“confusion and 
     marvellous adventures”)  anarchy reign”)

Matthew - Tragedy
(“whether in triumph or defeat ... leads up to an epiphany of law”)

The  different  narrative  patterns  —  Comedy,  Tragedy, 
Romance, and  Irony3 — of the four gospels remind us that the 

3 Quotations in the diagram are from Frye, op.cit.
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distinctiveness of each of their tellings of the Jesus-story is more 
than just  what  sources  each  one had,  or  how much time  had 
elapsed since the events each one recorded, or the angle from 
which  they  happen  to  have  had  information  about  Jesus 
reflected,  or  refracted,  to  them.  The  difference  of  perspective 
here is more about how each one sees the whole world and its 
history, and how each is able to tell its story of Jesus within that 
world. Clearly, we no longer have the luxury of a “simply the 
facts ma’am” reading of these texts. But, as Irenaeus understood 
1800 years ago, this isn’t a new issue.

The Historical Quest of the Historical Jesus
While  it  is  commonly  thought  that  the  “Quest  of  the 

Historical Jesus” has been a post-enlightenment project, in fact, 
its roots stretch back to almost the beginning of the church. By 
the time of Irenaeus’s rationale for four gospels, the very first 
quest was, in fact, well under way. In fact, it started with Luke’s 
proposal a hundred years earlier to re-write the telling of a tale 
that  “many  had  undertaken”  already,  in  order  to  provide  his 
benefactor,  Theophilus,  with  the  definitive,  “more  orderly 
account”. Among the previous “disorderly” works that Luke was 
likely tidying up were the  Sayings Source [Q],  the Gospel  of 
Mark and the Gospel of John. 

Within half a century, Marcion picked up on Luke as the 
one Christian Gospel. While the majority of the second-century 
Jesus-movement  did  not  share  Marcion’s  single-minded 
preference,  another  Christian  writer  of  the  time,  Tatian, 
incorporated the top four gospels (and details from perhaps a few 
others) into one harmonious narrative of Jesus life, “omitting the 
parallels  and  harmonizing  the  discrepancies”.4 A  measure  of 
Tatian’s  success  with  this  re-writing  project  was  that  his 
Diatessaron (“Through  the  Four”)  served  as  the  gospel 
lectionary in the influential Syriac-speaking church for the next 
two to three centuries.

4 W.G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament (London: SCM, 1972): 
343.
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The desire to know the life of Christ was also a feature of 
the high middle ages. In the twelfth century it was informing the 
piety  of  reform movements  within  Christianity  such  as  those 
founded by Francis of Asissi and Peter Waldo. With Thomas à 
Kempis’  The  Imitation  of  Christ this  desire  found  literary 
expression: “Let our chief endeavour be, to meditate upon the 
life of Jesus Christ ... and to conform [our] life wholly to the life 
of Christ.” While in no sense a biography,  The Imitation does 
base itself on recovering, and imitating, an historical portrait of 
the Jesus beloved in medieval piety.

It  was  the  early  20th century  biblical  scholar  Albert 
Schweitzer who portrayed  The Quest of the Historical Jesus as 
primarily  a  project  of  post-enlightenment  rationalism. 
Schweitzer’s work outlines the writing of such “Lives” in the 
previous 150 years: from H. S. Reimarus’ The Aims of Jesus and 
his  Disciples,  published posthumously in  1778,  through D.  F. 
Strauss’s Life of Jesus, first edition: 1835, up to W. Wrede’s The 
Messianic Secret in the Gospels, published in 1901. Schweitzer’s 
main critique of these 19th century “Lives” was their failure to 
reckon with the radical eschatology of the figure at the centre of 
their portraits — a figure who really did expect to see the cosmos 
come to cataclysmic fulfillment within his own lifetime. Jesus, 
according  to  Schweitzer,  fully  expected  to  see  human history 
come to an end, and his words and actions were together a bold 
anticipation of that event, an event that our own time, Schweitzer 
said, simply cannot comprehend. Our current understanding of 
our selves, our societies,  and our cosmos make the writing of 
Jesus’ life impossible. For we simply can no longer make the 
expectations  of  this  first-century  Jewish  apocalyptic  prophet 
intelligible.

Other developments in the early 20th century contributed to 
this sense of the impossibility of writing a biography of Jesus. 
One was a literary development, with the recognition that much 
of the material incorporated in early Christian writings had been 
shaped by the social settings of the people who had preserved 
and  transmitted  them.  The  form-critical  studies  of  Martin 
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Dibelius  and  Rudolf  Bultmann  on  the  synoptic  gospels,  in 
particular,  understood  that  much  of  what  we  were  reading 
reflected the aims, locations and needs, not of Jesus himself, but 
of  early  Christians  passing  sayings  on,  but  in  the  process 
applying them to their own situation. 

Parallel with this formal literary work were new theological 
developments  beginning  with  Martin  Kähler,  writing  slightly 
earlier  than  Schweitzer,  and  Karl  Barth,  writing  shortly  after. 
Their approach, which came to bear the label “neo-orthodoxy”, 
underscored  the  proclamation  function  of  speech  about  Jesus, 
extending what form-criticism recognized as a key element in 
early  Christian writings, to what  contemporary  speaking about 
Jesus must also be. Thus by 1920, on both literary-historical and 
theological grounds, the quest of the historical Jesus, at least in 
continental Europe, was declared to be over.

By the second half of the 20th century, however, a “new 
quest” was underway, propelled, in part, by the discovery in the 
late 1940s of two caches of ancient texts: 

• the Dead Sea Scroll collection affording new and various 
windows onto Judaism at the turn of the common era and
• the Nag Hammadi library allowing a listening for voices 
within  second  and  third  century  Christianity  that  had 
previously only been known through their detractors. 

The new quest since the mid-1950s has also been aided by 
more nuanced reading tools:

•  a  better  understanding  of  how  texts  and  traditions  are 
written,  re-written,  over-written,  or  redacted into  new 
structures,
• an awareness of how a text’s structuring contributes to, or 
hinders, its meaning and
• an attentiveness to the gaps in a text which can sometimes 
give voice to those first readers who may or may not have 
been persuaded by the text’s explicit rhetoric.
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Two  scholars,  in  particular,  were  key  to  re-opening  the 
question of what we could say, historically, about Jesus: Ernst 
Käsemann and James M. Robinson.  The new quest,  however, 
has followed very different lines in different places. In the North 
American book market, for example, much of what has appeared 
about Jesus is simply a continuation of that old, 19th century style 
of portraiture.5 In that portraiture Jesus is a hero admirable in his 
individuality,  utterly  unique  psychologically,  more-or-less 
counter-cultural,  of  occasionally  sardonic  reasonableness,  and 
completely  different  from  the  portrayals  that  his  followers 
produced, as we have them in the canon. The problem with this 
approach, however, is that it plucks the historical Jesus out of the 
environment which shaped him, the multi-faceted Judaism of the 
first  century,  and the  community of  followers  which wrestled 
with  understanding  who  they  were  really  meeting  when  they 
encountered this Jesus. Any new quest to write Jesus’ story has 
to be willing to locate him along that trajectory running from 
“the  eschatological  preaching  of  John  [the  Baptist  ]  to  the 
eschatological  speech  of  Matthew’s  [imagery  of  the  final 
judgement]”.6

Rules of Evidence in Attempting a Biography
With that caveat,  how should we proceed in a reading of 

early Christian writings about Jesus, recognizing that in none of 
them, either as we have them or as we reconstruct them, is there 
a clear oldest core from which we can simply read the details of 
Jesus’ life, circumstance and motivations? How do we read these 
texts for the real goods on Jesus?

Students of early Christian writings are used to identifying 
three rules of evidence:

1. Multiple Attestation
2. Coherence

5 As Robinson was to anticipate in the title paper of his collection of essays: 
James M. Robinson, A New Quest of the Historical Jesus (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1983).

6 Helmut Koester, History And Literature of Early Christianity (Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2000) p. 79.
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3. Dissimilarity
Multiple Attestation refers to those historical details about 

Jesus that appear in several  independent witnesses. Of course, 
where one text  is  dependent on another — where Matthew is 
using Mark, say, in his account of the feeding of the crowds in 
the wilderness — it means we have one witness not two. On the 
other hand, where the same detail appears under two different 
literary  forms,  we do have independent  witnesses — as  when 
both Mark,  in  prose  form,  and Ode  of  Solomon 24,  an  early 
Christian poem, mention the dove at Jesus’ baptism.

Coherence may be best understood as the ability to locate 
details about Jesus’ life along the eschatological trajectory that 
Robinson and Koester mention stretching from John the Baptist 
to the Jesus-followers of Matthew’s time — the various similes 
for “God’s rule”, for example, ripe with the same expectancy as 
both the Baptist before Jesus and Paul afterwards.

Dissimilarity is  a  rule  of  evidence  that  needs  some care. 
Sometimes called the “criterion of embarrassment”, it refers to 
those  awkward  details  about  Jesus’  life  recorded  in  early 
Christian writings in spite of the fact that it  would have been 
more convenient to forget, or to ignore, that they had occurred; 
but such incidents or sayings couldn’t be denied even at the time 
of writing because too many people knew they were true. The 
classic example of such a detail is the evidence, also multiply 
attested, that Jesus’ family, at least at the beginning of his career, 
thought  that  he  was  insane.  John,  admittedly,  shows  us  a 
reconciliation at the foot of the cross, but the very fact that John 
needs to record it is evidence that Jesus’ own family, initially, 
were not on side.

With these as guiding principles for a very limited kind of 
reading of early Christian texts, what might we say then about 
the historical Jesus?

Towards the Historical Jesus
From our reading of the early Christian texts, we can begin 

by  saying  that  Jesus  was  born  sometime  during  the  reign  of 
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Augustus (27 BCE - 14 CE),  the first  emperor of  the Roman 
federation.  We  cannot  specify  the  date  much  more  precisely 
because two key texts give conflicting evidence: Matthew places 
his birth before the death of the Judean king Herod, in 4 BCE; 
Luke  places  it  during  a  census  administered  by  the  Syrian 
governor Quirinius who only took up his position 12 years later, 
in 8 CE.

Jesus’ parents were named Mary and Joseph, and our texts 
mention a number of siblings with typically Jewish names, Jacob 
(=James),  Joseph,  Judah,  and  Simon.  There  was  some 
irregularity  about  Jesus’  birth,  a  charge  of  illegitimacy  that 
Matthew felt compelled to answer, both with the genealogy he 
supplied for Jesus, and the account of how Jesus’ birth father 
overcame any misgivings about accepting him as his own son. 
His  own family,  however,  did  not  support  his  later  travelling 
activities through the region as a healer, exorcist and teacher. His 
behaviour, Mark suggests, worried them.

Jesus’ parental home was Nazareth in Galilee, though later 
he seems to have had his own house in Capernaum. His original 
trade was the same as his father Joseph’s — a  tekton, usually, 
and adequately, translated “carpenter”.

Though  early  Christian  writings  were  in  Greek,  they 
occasionally quote Jesus, particularly where the phrase seems to 
have had healing power, in Aramaic. Galilee and the surrounding 
regions,  however,  were  multilingual  areas  —  areas  through 
which Jesus did travel, and so it is likely that he himself spoke 
Greek as well as Aramaic. He is also portrayed in a number of 
places as literate and, specifically in Luke, as able to read the 
Hebrew scripture scrolls used in synagogue worship.

Of his religious life, we can say that our writings show him 
attending the gatherings at synagogue; his quotation of scripture 
leans especially heavily on Isaiah and the Psalms of David; and a 
key  stage  in  his  devotional  life,  again  on  the  strength  of 
independent witnesses, was an association with John the Baptist, 
during  which  time  he  found  his  own  vocation  in  preparing 
people for entry into “God’s rule”. The sign evoking this  call 
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was a dove descending at a critical moment during one of John’s 
washing rituals.

The sense of vocation awakened during his time with John 
led Jesus  to take up an itinerant  life.  He travelled throughout 
Palestine:  through  rural  Galilee,  to  the  coastal  towns  of 
Phoenicia, to the Decapolis, across the Jordan to Perea, through 
Samaria,  and  finally  to  the  Judean  capital  Jerusalem.  On  his 
travels he worked as an exorcist, a healer and a teacher, though 
without  pay.  He  was  remembered  for  sharing  food  with  the 
hungry, and for eating with social outcasts as well as with the 
more influential members of his society. He also commissioned 
friends to share both his itinerant life, and his work of teaching, 
healing and exorcism. For some, he was a prophet (like Elijah?, 
or Moses?); for some he was a sage (“not like the scribes”); for 
some he would have been king.

He died on a Friday in Jerusalem when Pontius Pilate was 
governor  of  Judea,  26-36  CE.  Again,  because  of  conflicting 
evidence — whether his death occurred on the day of Passover 
(Mark) or the day before (John) — we cannot be more specific 
about the year. He was put to death by crucifixion, the manner of 
execution reserved, from Persian times, for crimes of sedition. 
Capital  punishment  was  the  prerogative  of  the  Roman 
authorities,  though multiple  attestation would suggest  that  the 
Judean leadership had an active role in arranging the execution. 
The charge of sedition may have arisen more generally because 
of  popular  acclamation of  Jesus  as  king,  in  opposition  to  the 
pretensions  of  various  members  of  the  Herodian royal  family 
looking  for  a  restoration  of  the  monarchy  in  Judea.  More 
specifically,  the  charge  may  have  been  sparked  by  an 
interruption  of  the  temple  sacrifice  on  behalf  of  the  emperor 
when Jesus and his followers seized and held the temple briefly, 
upon his arrival in the capital city.

Though  Jesus’  immediate  followers  had  scattered  at  the 
point of his arrest, after his execution, here and there, gatherings 
of his friends, particularly at meal-times, remembered not only 
stories of  his  impact  upon them, but  also began celebrating a 
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conviction that he was again alive among them. For them, the 
new age Jesus had spoken about had, in fact, begun, and they 
looked for his return to complete the renewal of the earth.

Jesus’ Teaching
Key to both Jesus’ teaching and activity was his sense of the 

imminent “Rule of God” — so nearly present that he interpreted 
his own work as healer and exorcist as signs that God’s rule had 
practically arrived. The new  eon,  “age/world”, for which John 
had  asked  people  to  prepare  could,  Jesus  declared,  be 
anticipated.  The  grip  of  the  “ruler  of  this  age”  (Satan)  was 
already being broken — greed and pride of place had lost their 
power  among  those  willing  to  see  God  bring  health  and 
wholeness to a sick creation. In his teaching, Jesus pictured that 
imminent  rule  of  God  in  the  literary  form  of  parable, 
“comparison”, as well as speaking directly to those who would 
benefit most by this coming “change of ages”, as well as to those 
in the present age for whom it would offer the greatest challenge. 
And he invited his hearers to live as if this new eon were already 
present, a new time and place where:

• the power of the demons has been broken
• the debts of the impoverished have been cancelled
• the sick are healed
• the hungry are fed
• the outcast have been restored to community
Jesus understood his announcement of God’s imminent rule 

as  an  occasion  for  joy,  thanksgiving,  and  preparation,  “not 
motivated  by  the  threat  of  coming  judgement,  but  by  the 
invitation to participate”.7 As such the imminence of God’s rule 
is cause, not for fasting, but for celebration. No longer is there 
need to keep a running score of wrongs endured; for this “Son of 
Adam”, this  “Child of  the Earth”,  declares all  debts  forgiven. 
The  reign,  in  the  present  age,  of  all  other  authorities,  both 
political and religious, has come to an end; it is time for even the 
Temple in Jerusalem to be turned over for direct rule by the God 

7 Koester, op.cit.: 85.
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whose  house  it  truly  is  —  and  it  was  probably  out  of  this 
conviction that Jesus took the action which, finally, precipitated 
his arrest and execution. For he taught not only by proverb and 
parable, but also by prophetic example.

Closing Comments
Early  Christian  documents  reflect  a  variety  of 

understandings of Jesus, rather than a single coherent vision, for 
each stream was sifting through inherited religious traditions in 
trying  to  understand  who  they  had  been  meeting  in  Jesus  of 
Nazareth. Was he:

• a new Moses, Elijah, or David? 
• the heavenly Melchizedek? 
• the Wisdom who time and again has tried to call foolish 
humanity to understanding?
• the Word who “in the beginning” called all  things into 
being? 
As we read through early Christian writings, the point is not 

to  establish  which  one  is  telling  the  Jesus  story  the  way  it 
“really” was, for these documents inevitably reflect a variety of 
Christian  communities, immersed  in  a  mix  of  social  and 
historical circumstance, with only particular resources available 
to them. From their particular time and place they told the Jesus 
story as best they could, for the hearers they had. The variety 
preserved for us in that corpus, therefore, invites us to listen in 
on  a  rich  conversation.  To  listen  to  that  conversation  with  a 
trained ear is to attend,  not to the most convincing story-teller, 
but to the conversation as a whole, for who Jesus has been able 
to be for these followers of his.

The same careful listening needs to be taken as we locate 
Jesus among the various faith communities of his day. The point 
is not to establish that Jesus was better than the Pharisees, or the 
Sadducees, or the Zealots, or the Essenes. Similarly, it is  not to 
establish how, in comparison to them, he was absolutely unique. 
For  what  is  most  important  about  Jesus,  historically  and 
existentially, is not what is unique about him, but what is real.
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And what is real about Jesus? What is real about him, and 
about us, lies somewhere in the middle of all the tales we tell on 
ourselves – be they tales of tragedy,  comedy,  romance or irony, 
of destiny and high drama, of endings we have had to make for 
ourselves, and endings tumbling out from some point of grace 
we never expected to reach. In word and action, Jesus challenged 
those “with ears to hear” to listen for the full story of a world in 
the process of unfolding.

Jesus’ metaphor shatters the familiar world of us all ... thus 
freeing the attentive listener ...  for God’s reign — the strange 
new world that is not a world out in the sky somewhere that is 
about  to  come,  has  been  delayed  in  coming,  will  nonetheless 
come at some predicted moment, or the like, but [the one] that is 
our [own] shattered, familiar world returned to us anew.8

8 Robinson, op.cit.: 8.
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A THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE QUEST 
FOR THE HISTORICAL JESUS 
by Don Schweitzer

The  quest  for  the  historical  Jesus  is  a  major  academic 
enterprise frequently engaging the attention of many Canadians. 
To  some  it  is  welcome  for  the  way  it  seems  to  undermine 
traditional understandings of Jesus and offer alternatives. Others 
regard it  with suspicion and hostility for  the same reasons.  A 
third  position  sees  the  quest  in  a  different  way  —  not  as 
foundational to Christian faith, but as functioning to inform it, 
and  thus  as  having  a  real  yet  only  relative  theological 
importance.1 Versions of the first two positions have been around 
for well over a hundred years. The third is slightly more recent, 
dating from the 1940s.2 All three have been argued, critiqued and 
re-stated, as the quest for the historical Jesus has become an on-
going  feature  of  Western  intellectual  life.  What  follows  will 
examine why the quest has become such a fixture. It will also 
argue for the third position. The quest  for the historical Jesus 
cannot determine whether or not Jesus is the Christ; yet it has a 
real  theological  significance.  While  not  everyone  needs  to 
engage in  it,  at  present  the  church as  a whole  has  a  stake in 
pursuing it. 

What Has Given Rise to the Quest?
In his history of the development of modern thought, Hans 

Blumenberg argues that there is no one set of perennial questions 
that  people  repeatedly  tackle.3 Instead,  these  may  alter  partly 

1 For sketches of  each of  these positions,  see  Elizabeth Johnson,  “The 
Word Was Made Flesh and Dwelt Among Us: Jesus Research and Christian 
Faith,”  in  Jesus: A Colloquium in the Holy Land edited by Doris Donnelly 
(New  York:  Continuum,  2001)  pp.148-149.  This  third  position  is  not 
necessarily the same as the “third quest” for the historical Jesus. 

2 D.M. Baillie,  God Was In Christ (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 
1948) pp.28, 52.

3 Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age (Cambridge, MA: 
The MIT Press, 1983) pp.65-66.
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because of changes in the circumstances in which people live. As 
Blumenberg  shows,  the  spread  of  Christianity  throughout  the 
ancient Western world had an impact of this kind. It presented 
new concerns and questions that Western thought subsequently 
had to deal with for centuries afterward. 

The  Enlightenment  in  the  1700s  had  a  similar  effect  on 
Western Christian theology. In giving rise to modern historical 
inquiry  it  produced  questions  and  concerns  that  Western 
Christianity  has  had  to  take  up  because  of  the  nature  of  the 
Christian  message.  The  Gospels  make  historical  claims  about 
Jesus: that he lived in Galilee, carried out a public ministry and 
died upon a Roman cross. Divergences among the Gospels in 
their presentations of Jesus and other aspects of their accounts 
indicate that  they are theological interpretations of the history 
they proclaim.  Modern historical  inquiry inevitably  asks  what 
can  be  known  about  the  history  that  lies  behind  their 
proclamation. So the quest for the historical Jesus arose.4 It will 
likely continue as long as Christianity has a public presence in 
Western society and as  long as  interested Christians  have the 
means to pursue it. 

One could argue that there is a fateful side to this, in that the 
quest for the historical Jesus can undermine Christian faith. The 
quest  is  part  of  the  on-going  explosion  of  knowledge 
characteristic of modern Western societies. Academics in various 
fields have long noted that this explosion has made it impossible 
for any individual to keep up on all the scholarly research going 
on,  even in  one discipline  like  New Testament studies.5 As a 
result, the increase in the total amount of knowledge available 
also creates an increase in relative ignorance. At present societies 
as  a  whole  have  more knowledge  about  many aspects  of  the 
world than societies of the past. But because no individual can 

4 For a brief history of the quest that unfortunately leaves out the Jesus 
Seminar, see James Keating, “Epistemology and the Theological Application of 
Jesus Research”, in  Christology: Memory, Inquiry, Practice edited by Anne 
Clifford and Anthony Godzieba (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003) pp.19-21.

5 Ernst  Kasemann,  New Testament  Questions  of  Today (London:  SCM 
Press Ltd., 1969) p.2.
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keep up on the continual increase of knowledge in all areas, it 
also causes an increase of every individual’s relative ignorance.6 
Different  people  are  ignorant  of  different  things,  but  all  are 
ignorant of some important areas of knowledge. There is simply 
more that can be known than any one person has time to learn. 

The quest for the historical Jesus is part of this increase in 
knowledge, and the dynamic noted above means that it can cause 
problems  for  Christian  faith.  As  the  quest  continues  to  be 
pursued, it  has broadened to include a quest for  the historical 
Galilee  and  for  the  historical  Judaism(s)  of  Jesus’  time.  A 
statement about Jesus today is always open to challenge on the 
grounds  that  it  is  based  on  an  erroneous  understanding  of 
movements  within  Judaism  in  Jesus’  time,  or  of  the  social 
realities of Palestine of his day, according to the latest article or 
book on this  that  has  just  rolled off  the  press.  In  addition to 
broadening in this way, the quest has produced various images of 
the historical Jesus, and has been criticized in terms of whose 
interests it serves and what it is really about.7 This proliferation 
of  images  of  Jesus  produced  by  the  quest  can  lead  some  to 
declare that little can be known about the historical Jesus with 
any certainty. Few have the time and ability to sift through and 
judge the validity of all the positions and counter-positions put 
forth in these debates.  This means that many Christians today 
find themselves having to live their faith in the face of a field of 
inquiry  that  remains  beyond  their  expertise  and  that  touches 
rather directly upon what they believe. 

But simply to see the quest in negative terms would be to 
overlook the gains in knowledge about Jesus and his day that it 
and associated endeavours have produced. That Christian faith 
today must be lived in the face of the debate, diverse findings, 
and contrary claims typical of a field of research, even if it does 
touch directly upon the object of Christian faith, is not really a 
new problem. The number of images of Jesus produced by the 

6 Karl  Rahner,  Theological Investigations Volume XVI (New York: The 
Seabury Press, 1979) p.7.

7 William Arnal,  The Symbolic Jesus (Oakville, CT: Equinox Publishing 
Ltd., 2005).
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quest is also no reason to disparage it in principle. Most fields of 
inquiry  tend  to  produce  opposing  viewpoints.  Debate,  diverse 
points  of  view  and  contrary  claims  have  been  typical  of  the 
Christian faith since its inception. No one should demand that 
the quest produce a uniformity of opinion or certainty of results 
that go beyond what is expected of any other discipline. If there 
were no debate occurring within the quest, we would not have 
any new historical knowledge about Jesus. Moreover, one source 
of the diverse images of Jesus produced by the quest may lie in 
“the life of the historical Jesus itself”,8 which may have made 
varying impressions on different social groups, thus giving rise 
to diverse impressions and images of Jesus.9 The basis of faith 
cannot be insulated from other forms of knowledge, the debates 
going on within them and the new findings they produce. So the 
theological question remains — how should the results of this 
kind of inquiry be related to Christian faith?

The Relative Importance of the Quest
Over a century ago, Martin Kahler argued that it was wrong 

to  make  the  quest  for  the  historical  Jesus  foundational  for 
Christian faith, as this would lead to the authority of “the alleged 
results” of  an empirical  science replacing that  of  the Bible as 
Scripture.10 Part  of  Kahler’s argument  was his  conviction that 
faith  in  Jesus  Christ  is  never  based  solely  on  an  external 
authority, be it that of the Bible or historical research, but more 

8 Michael  Welker,  “Who  is  Jesus  Christ  For  Us  Today?”  Harvard 
Theological Review 95:2 (2002) p.140.

9 As Welker  notes,  “we  must  consider  the  likelihood  that  Jesus  had  a 
different impact on the rural population of Galilee than he did on the urban 
population of Jerusalem … that those who wished to hold high the Mosaic law 
or  the  Temple  cult  in  the  face  of  the  Roman  occupation  perceived  Jesus 
differently than did those who wanted to embrace Roman culture ... that the 
testimony of those whom Jesus met with healing and acceptance must differ 
from the testimony of those whose main impression of Jesus was drawn from 
his conflicts with Rome and Jerusalem.” Ibid.

10 Martin Kahler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic Biblical  
Christ.  Translated,  edited,  and  with  an  Introduction  by  Carl  Braaten 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964) pp. 61-62.
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centrally  on  the  response  that  the  New  Testament’s  message 
about  Jesus  evokes  within  us.11 In  arguing  that  making  faith 
dependent upon the results of historical inquiry would destroy 
the  possibility  of  having  assurance  of  salvation,  Kahler  was 
reiterating a theme of Luther’s, that knowledge of God depends 
ultimately  on  God’s  grace,  not  human  activity  or  authority.12 
Kahler’s position was taken up by Paul Tillich,13 who managed 
to write one of the more important theologies of the 20th century 
without much attention to the quest.

As Kahler, Tillich, and others have pointed out, the quest 
cannot provide a foundation for Christian faith by proving that 
Jesus is the Christ. Belief in Jesus Christ is always a judgement 
of faith, which takes up the data that historical study provides, 
but goes beyond it.14 Coming at this from another angle, Rowan 
Williams notes that “the embodiment of divine sonship is not a 
feature of the life of Jesus among others, an additional piece of 
straightforwardly verifiable fact about this human being’s human 
life,” and that “the confession of Jesus as the incarnate Son of 
God  does  not  of  itself  specify  any  particular  biographical 
facts”.15 For  instance,  even  if  one  could  prove  beyond  the 
shadow of a doubt that Jesus performed the miracles recorded in 
the gospels, this would not demonstrate conclusively that he was 
the Christ. These could be taken simply as striking examples of 
the  paranormal.  The  miracles  Jesus  performed  witness  to  his 
being  the  Christ,  but  cannot  prove  it,  because  faith  in  Jesus 
Christ  lies  on  a  different  plane  of  understanding.  The 
understanding of Jesus’ miracles in the gospel of John, which are 
presented there as “signs”, suggests the same. While these signs 
point to Jesus being the Christ, true faith is not based on them 

11 Ibid., p.87.
12 Martin Luther,  Lectures on Genesis Chapters 26-30: Luther’s Works  

Volume 5 edited by Jaroslav Pelikan (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1968) pp.43-44.

13 Paul Tillich,  Systematic  Theology Volume II (Chicago: University  of 
Chicago Press, 1957) pp.101-107.

14 Ibid., p.117.
15 Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 

Ltd., 2000) pp.25-26.
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and cannot be directly produced by them, because this comes as 
a  gift  from God.16 This  difference  between what  is  knowable 
through empirical  inquiry and what  is  perceived through faith 
means that  the quest  can inform Christian faith,  but  it  cannot 
provide a basis for it. For this reason, it can only have a relative 
importance for Christian faith. 

Unfortunately, affirming this can tempt people to dispense 
with the quest and ignore its findings. But the church as a whole 
cannot simply dismiss these and still claim to bear witness to the 
truth that embraces all things. The contextual nature of Christian 
thought requires that it take up questions posed by the cultures in 
which it is done.  

Theology  is  a  cultural  artifact;  therefore,  once  a  culture  becomes 
permeated with a historical-critical approach, as has Western culture from 
the  Enlightenment  onwards,  theology can  operate  in  and  speak to  that 
culture  with  credibility  only if  it  absorbs a  historical  approach into  its 
methodology.17

While the quest can be exploited in various ways and its 
findings are always ideologically influenced, this does not mean 
it should be ignored, or that its results are always pre-determined 
by  the  outlook  of  those  engaged  in  it.18 The  quest  for  the 
historical Jesus needs to be critically evaluated in terms of whose 
interests it serves, but it should not be abandoned,19 for reasons 

16 John  Painter,  The  Quest  for  the  Messiah,  2nd  edition  (Nashville, 
Abingdon Press, 1993) pp.411-416.

17 John  Meier,  “The  Historical  Jesus:  Rethinking  Some  Concepts,” 
Theological Studies 51 (1990) p.22.

18 Stephen  Westerholm,  “The  Christ  of  Faith:  Context”,  in  Whose 
Historical Jesus? edited by William Arnal and Michel Desjardins (Waterloo, 
ON: Canadian Corporation for the Study of Religion/Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, 1997) pp.238-239.

19 Elisabeth  Schussler  Fiorenza,  “Jesus  of  Nazareth  in  Historical 
Research”, in  Thinking of Christ: Proclamation, Explanation, Meaning edited 
by  Tatha  Wiley  (New  York:  Continuum,  2003)  p.41.  See  also  Elisabeth 
Schussler  Fiorenza,  Jesus  and  the  Politics  of  Interpretation (New  York: 
Continuum, 2001), pp.21-25.
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internal to Christian faith. The gospels proclaim the crucified and 
risen  Christ,  not  the  historical  Jesus.  Nonetheless,  they  and 
churches  that  accept  them as  authoritative  have an interest  in 
historical knowledge about Jesus. 

A Theological Significance of the Quest
The  gospels  were  written  to  inform  faith  as  well  as  to 

proclaim  Jesus  Christ.  Then,  as  now,  the  risen  Christ  easily 
becomes an abstraction on which people are tempted to project 
their  narrow  self-interests.  As  Calvin  noted,  human  minds, 
including  those  of  people  in  the  church,  have  a  tendency  to 
produce idols.20 In order to help prevent this, the gospel writers 
reached back to remembrances of Jesus’ sayings and actions in 
the belief that as the risen Christ is continuous with Jesus who 
was  crucified,  these  remembrances  could  provide  concrete 
criteria for discerning the Spirit in the present.21 They did this so 
that the risen Christ would not become an empty abstraction that 
could be filled with idolatrous content. The risen Christ becomes 
concrete  through  remembering  the  ministry  of  Jesus,  how he 
came forward amidst the conflicts of his day in the name of God, 
and how this led to his death on a Roman cross. The way in 
which the gospels relate the proclamation of the risen Christ to 
Jesus  who  was  crucified  demonstrates  that  the  “function  of 
recalling the historical Jesus is thus, within the framework of the 
Gospel,  a  permanent  necessity”.22 In  order  for  the  church  to 
determine  the  legitimacy  of  the  place  it  occupies  within  the 
conflicts of the present in terms of its faith in Jesus Christ,  it 
must continually reach back to these memories of Jesus’ ministry 
and  reflect  upon  them.  As  Jesus  has  become  a  “highly 
ambivalent  cultural  icon”,23 the  cultural  memories  of  churches 
and societies need to be continually tested by historical inquiry 

20 John Calvin,  Institutes of the Christian Religion Vol. 1, translated by 
Ford Lewis Battles, edited by John T. McNeill (Philadelphia: The Westminster 
Press, n.d.) p.65. 

21 Kasemann, New Testament Questions of Today, p.63. 
22 Ibid., p.64.
23 Welker, “Who is Jesus Christ For Us Today?” p.136.
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as  part  of  determining  the  legitimacy  of  the  way  Jesus  is 
remembered therein. In doing this, the quest serves the church in 
two ways. 

First,  it  is  only  as  the  salvation  that  Jesus  brings  is 
concretely revealed in his ministry, death and resurrection that 
his  being  the  Christ  becomes  meaningful  in  relation  to  the 
particularities of people’s lives. People live in societies divided 
and conflicted along lines such as race, class, gender, or cultural 
heritage. These lines of division may shift and give rise to new 
ones.24 The  concreteness  of  Jesus’  public  ministry,  which  the 
gospels narrate and the quest studies, is needed to give content to 
Jesus as the Christ in relation to these conflicts. It was in part 
failure to attend to this concreteness that enabled slaveholding 
Christians to overlook the contradiction between the brutality of 
their  slaveholding  and  the  claims  of  the  gospel.25 Similarly, 
failure  to  attend  to  the  presence  of  women  in  the  movement 
around  Jesus26 enabled  later  teaching  to  relegate  them  to  a 
subordinate place in the church, in contradiction to what can be 
discerned historically about Jesus’ own practice.27 The concrete 
aspects  of  Jesus’  life  must  be  remembered  and  related  to  the 
alienations and conflicts of the present if he is to bring healing 
and hope into them.28 The quest for the historical Jesus seeks to 
uncover these. This is one reason why the church has an interest 
in it. As Eberhard Juengel argues,

24 Iris Marion Young, Intersecting Voices (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1997) p.31.

25 Kelly Brown Douglas, The Black Christ (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1994) pp.18-19.

26 Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet 
(New York: Continuum, 1995) p. 93.

27 I owe this insight to a student, Julie Bergen. For an extended study of 
this,  see  Elisabeth  Schussler  Fiorenza,  In  Memory  of  Her (New  York: 
Crossroard, 1994).

28Tillich acknowledged that without “the concreteness of the New Being, 
its newness would be empty”. Tillich,  Systematic Theology Volume II, p.114. 
He was criticized for not taking up the results of the quest for the historical 
Jesus to help determine this concreteness. 
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If God has made this human being – and not just any human being – to be 
the Christ, as faith confesses, then faith must be interested to know what 
can be known about this person: but not in order to ground faith in Jesus 
Christ  historically,  but  rather  to  guard  it  from  a  docetic  self-
misunderstanding.29

Second, people never perceive the truth absolutely in a way 
that puts what they believe beyond question or need of critique. 
Rather, even in the case of religious truth, we always live with 
relative insights that are continually in need of revision and on-
going testing.30 The concrete aspects of Jesus’ life and work can 
never be determined once and for all. Christians must repeatedly 
ask  themselves,  how well  have  we  understood  Jesus?  Whose 
interests  do  our  images  of  Jesus  serve?  What  exclusionist 
tendencies may they harbour? Within the Reformed theological 
tradition’s understanding of the church as reformed and always 
in need of reform, the quest can help in the church’s on-going 
task of continually rethinking its understanding of the Christian 
faith in light of the witness of Scripture and the witness of the 
Spirit in the present. By gathering historical knowledge of Jesus, 
it helps the church in its constant task of testing the continuity of 
its witness with the person and work of Jesus Christ.31 As the 
quest for the historical Jesus serves these two purposes, it has a 
genuine theological significance. 

A Few Insights From the Quest Over the Past 20 Years. 
What has been determined through the quest over the past 

20 years? Here only a few insights can be mentioned and one has 
to enter into ongoing debates. A major divide exists at present 
between those who see Jesus as an eschatological prophet within 

29 Eberhard  Juengel,  Theological  Essays  Volume  II (Edinburgh:  T&T 
Clark,  1995)  p.87.  See  also  Keating.  “Epistemology  and  the  Theological 
Application of Jesus Research”, p.22.

30 Ingolf Dalferth,  Die Wirklichkeit  des Moeglichen (Tuebingen: J.C.B. 
Mohr, 2003) p.430.

31 Ernst  Kasemann,  Essays  on  New Testament  Themes (London:  SCM 
Press Ltd., 1964) p.46.
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Judaism acting in the expectation of a dramatic new action on 
God’s  part,32 and  others  who  interpret  eschatology differently 
and see the apocalyptic elements in the gospels as later additions 
to the traditions that grew up about Jesus after his death.33 The 
debate is partly about the diversity within Judaism in Jesus’ time 
and his location within this. Both sides have emphasized Jesus’ 
Jewishness and helped produce better understandings of Judaism 
in his day, so that deprecating the Pharisees and other Jewish 
leaders mentioned in the gospels as legalistic  or superficial in 
their religious beliefs is no longer credible. Some have argued 
that  understandings  of  Jesus  as  an  eschatological  prophet  are 
determined by religiously conservative ideologies attempting to 
resist the current effects of globalization and post-modernism on 
religious traditions.34 But regardless of how one evaluates these 
contemporary  realities,  “the  wholesale  elimination  of  future 
eschatology  from  Jesus’  message  flies  in  the  face  of  its 
widespread  attestation  in  many  different  gospel  sources  and 
literary forms.”35 Acknowledging this inclines one to see Jesus as 
an eschatological prophet within Judaism. 

While Jesus can only be understood as a figure within the 
Judaism of his day, still he was distinctive within this, as was 
John  the  Baptist.  Both  were  creatively  interpreting  Jewish 
traditions and in doing so were radically critical of other Jewish 
religious  movements  and  institutions.  Yet  Jesus  was  also  in 
dialogue with other Jewish religious leaders. He learned Jewish 
scriptures and traditions from others, but he presented himself as 
giving the correct interpretation of these. He was one in a series 
of  Jewish  messianic  figures  who  attracted  followings  mostly 
from the peasant population and who died violently as Roman 

32 E.P. Sanders,  Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1985) 
p.319.  This  understanding  is  typical  of  scholars  participating  in  what  is 
frequently called the ‘third quest’ for the historical Jesus. 

33 John  Dominic  Crossan,  The  Historical  Jesus (New  York: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1991) pp.238, 243-260.

34 Arnal, The Symbolic Jesus, pp.41-72.
35 John Meier, “The Present State of the ‘Third Quest’ for the Historical 

Jesus: Loss and Gain”, Biblica 80:4 (1999) p.460.
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authorities  attempted  to  crush  them.36 Only  the  movements 
around Jesus  and John appear  to  have  survived  their  leader’s 
death. 

Recent work has also shown how the community gathered 
around  Jesus,  comprised  of  various  kinds  of  followers,37 was 
crucial  to  his  ministry.  This  resonates  with  several  recent 
Christologies,  which  have  emphasized  the  importance  of  the 
people  gathered  around  Jesus  to  his  being  the  Christ,  seeing 
Jesus as a catalytic agent in a movement, like leaven in rising 
dough.38 Jesus’  ability  to  function  in  this  way  by  “creating 
identity badges, embryonic structures, and support systems for 
his movement within 1st century Judaism”,39 probably helped this 
movement to survive his death and his memory to continue to 
enliven it afterwards. 

The quest  has also demonstrated that Jesus’ ministry was 
frequently directed to the marginalized and destitute,40 indicating 
that  he  exercised  a  preferential  option  for  the  poor.  Recent 
studies  have  pursued  this  further  by  unearthing  political 
dimensions  of  Jesus’  public  ministry.  As  there  were  political 
aspects to Jesus’ baptism by John and Jesus’ own death, the two 
events that stand at the beginning and end of Jesus’ ministry, it 
follows that there was a political dimension to his ministry which 
came in-between.41 Even Jesus’ exorcisms are now understood to 
have  seemed  “threatening  to  the  governing  elite  and  their 

36 Martin Jaffee,  Early Judaism (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 
1997) p.114.

37 John Meier, A Marginal Jew Volume III: Companions and Competitors 
(New York: Doubleday, 2001) pp.626-632.

38 Mark Kline  Taylor,  Remembering Esperanza (Maryknoll,  NY: Orbis 
Books, 1990) p.172.

39 Meier, A Marginal Jew Volume III, p.632.
40 Crossan, The Historical Jesus, pp.266-276; John Meier, A Marginal Jew 

Volume  II:  Rethinking  the  Historical  Jesus (New  York:  Doubleday,  1994) 
p.161.

41 Gerd Theissen, “The Political Dimension of Jesus’ Activities”, in  The 
Social Setting of Jesus and the Gospels, edited by Wolfgang Stegemann, Bruce 
Malina and Gerd Theissen (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002) p.230.
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retainers”42 in  his  time.But  as  Jesus  is  understood  as  an 
eschatological prophet within Judaism, he cannot be reduced to a 
political  reformer  or  cultural  critic.  While  the  political 
dimensions  of  his  person  and  ministry  cannot  be  slighted,  as 
these  led  to  his  death,  the  reign  of  God  that  he  proclaimed 
reached  beyond  what  is  achievable  in  politics.  His  message 
entailed a kind of universalism, extending even to those judged 
as wicked, without discounting their sin or the misery it caused.43 
There was a transmoral dimension to Jesus’ ministry, based on 
his belief that God’s care extends to all God’s creation.44 This 
was partly what made him scandalous. Jesus, a source of hope 
for the marginalized and oppressed, also brings hope for their 
oppressors. 

The Quest Continues.
One  of  the  church’s  perennial  tasks,  as  it  seeks  to  be 

responsible in its witness, is to ask about its own identity and 
calling in the time and place where it finds itself.45 In order to do 
this,  the  church  must  frequently  ask  the  same  or  similar 
questions over and over again in each new age. The quest for the 
historical Jesus is a part of this. It continues because the church 
continues, and always needs to seek clarity about the person of 
Jesus who it claims to follow, in order to have clarity about its 
own  positions  in  the  conflicts  of  its  day,  recognizing  the 
differences  between  this  and  Jesus’  time.  The  quest  for  the 
historical Jesus is just one part of this. But it is a real part of it, 
and some in the church must take it up. 

42 Santiago  Guijarro,  “The  Politics  of  Exorcism”,  in  Stegemann,  The 
Social Setting of Jesus and the Gospels, p.172.

43 Sean Freyne, Jesus: A Jewish Galilean (New York: T & T Clark, 2004) 
p.88.

44 Ibid., p.169.
45 Rowan  Williams,  Arius:  Heresy  and  Tradition (London:  Darton, 

Longman and Todd, 1987) pp. 235-238.
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UNITY, DIVERSITY AND TRUTH 
TELLING: Dietrich Bonhöffer and 
Ecumenical Theological Formation

by Jane Barter Moulaison

Last summer I led a special course marking the 
100th anniversary  of  Dietrich  Bonhöffer’s  birth, 
hosted by the Faculty of Theology at the University 
of Winnipeg. The seminar included students from a 
variety  of  traditions:  Mennonite,  United  Church, 
Anglican, Roman Catholic and Lutheran. It was an 
intensive course, meaning we met all day each day 
for a week. As with all classes within the Winnipeg 
Theological  Co-operative  (WTC),  of  which  the 
Faculty  of  Theology is  a  member,  students came 
with considerable life experience — most of them 
are studying theology after spending many years in 
the work place or after raising their families. Their 
knowledge of the Christian faith is evident in their 
embodied  and  self-giving  practices.  Hence,  their 
engagement  with  the  texts  was  not  abstracted 
from their own life histories. They already knew a 
great deal about the “cost of discipleship”.

However, the WTC may have represented their 
first  direct  involvement  in  Christian  community 
that is ecumenical in nature. As a result, there was 
often  a  certain  tenuousness  about  their  speech. 
They  dared  not  speak  too  confidently  lest  they 
offend.  They  hesitated  to  expose  their  own 
questions or misgivings, in case they represented 
their traditions poorly. Somehow, the writings of a 
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young, imprisoned Lutheran pastor on his way to 
the  gallows  gave  students,  who  had  been 
disempowered  by  their  own fear  of  offending,  a 
voice.  One student,  a  Roman Catholic  aboriginal 
woman, said: “I did not come to this class looking 
for a hero. I have many heroes, but I found one in 
this German pastor.” Another student, an Anglican 
priest, reflected upon his experience thus: “One of 
the gifts that Bonhöffer has given us is a resource 
that  we can  turn  to  again  and again....  My own 
parishioners have come to agree with me that his 
writing  is  important  to  the  Christian  community 
and that he has much to offer. If that means that it 
will  take  some  work  on  our  part  to  unpack  his 
wisdom and guidance, that is time we are willing 
to spend.” 

In  this  essay,  I  wish  to  reflect  upon  the 
transformational  experience  that  many  of  us 
named  after  our  involvement  in  the  Bonhöffer 
course. I propose to do this in two ways: one, by 
exploring briefly  the manner  in  which Bonhöffer 
himself  was  an  ecumenist;  and  secondly,  by 
offering some suggestions about what those of us 
involved in ecumenical situations might learn from 
him as we struggle to offer theological formation 
to people in our own troubled times.

An Ecumenical Classroom
We commenced our daily classes with morning 

prayer,  a  practice  that  we  patterned  after 
Bonhöffer’s seminary, and as described in his book 
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on Christian community,  Life Together.1 As in our 
context,  that  seminary  community  was  an 
ecumenical one. Unlike our own situation, that one 
was drawn together as an underground movement, 
a school of the persecuted church, threatened to 
the point of dissolution and death by the Nazis and 
their  so-called  Christian  allies,  the  Reichskirche. 
For those of us involved in ecumenical theological 
education,  Bonhöffer’s  example  is  especially 
poignant.  If  our  desire  for  a  kind  of  ecumenical 
tolerance outstrips our adherence to the truth of 
the gospel, we fail to offer our students the kind of 
formation  necessary  to  combat  the  principalities 
and powers of our time. Put differently, the goods 
of  unity  and  respect  for  diversity  across 
ecumenical  divides  can  only  take  place  once  we 
have  articulated  their  theological  justification  — 
that  is,  once  we  have  come  to  a  common 
confession in the One who is the source and centre 
of all our theological goods.

1 In 1935, Bonhöffer was charged with the task of leading 
an  underground  seminary  of  young  students  from  the 
Confessing Church, those who resisted the German Church’s 
co-optation  by  the  Nazis.  This  close  circle  of  young 
seminarians  gathered  illegally  in  Finkenwalde,  where  the 
students  lived,  worshiped  and  studied  together  in  a  closed 
community.  Bonhöffer  described  the  summer  of  1935  in 
Finkenwalde  as  “the  fullest  time  of  my  life,  both  from the 
professional  and  from the  human  point  of  view.”  Eberhard 
Bethge,  Dietrich  Bonhöffer:  Theologian,  Christian 
Contemporary, trans. Eric Mosabacher, Peter and Betty Ross, 
Frank Clarke, and William Glen-Doepel, ed. Edwin Robertson 
(London: Collins, 1970) p. 340. Bonhöffer’s 1935 lectures on 
the  nature  of  community,  drawn  from  the  experiment  of 
Finkenwalde, were published under the title, Life Together.
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The Modern Ecumenist: The Good of Unity

Bonhöffer’s  work  within  the  ecumenical 
movement in the 1930s,  both through the World 
Alliance  and  the  Universal  Christian  Council,  is 
testimony  to  his  commitment  to  the  goal  of  a 
united  Christian  voice  through  official 
international and interdenominational movements. 
His involvement within the World Alliance brought 
him into contact with official ecclesial leaders who 
would  be  decisive  in  his  struggle  against  the 
Nazification of the Church in Germany.2 Yet church 
unity  was  not  the  sine  qua  non of  ecumenical 
engagement for  Bonhöffer.  For him,  the struggle 
for church unity was urgent because of the rise of 
Hitler.  For  him,  the  drive  toward  ecumenical 
consensus was not a kind of utopian return to a 
primordial state of church unity, but was rather the 
direct result of the particular circumstances of his 
time. And yet it was not spurred by mere political 
expediency.  Bonhöffer’s  involvement  within 
ecumenical  relations,  both  through  official 
ecumenical  networks  and  within  the  Confessing 
Church, was always thoroughly theological. There 
was  no  bifurcation  between  theological  and 
political  engagement.  Because he judged Hitler’s 
ascendancy to be a direct threat to the sovereignty 
of God and the welfare of the Jews, God’s chosen 

2 Keith  Clements,  “Ecumenical  Witness  for  Peace,”  The 
Cambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhöffer, ed. John W. de 
Gruchy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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people,3 Bonhoeffer  engaged  in  ecumenical 
coalition-building,  particularly  those  aimed  at 
peace.4 However, the peace that he would advocate 
there was not without the sword of truth. Indeed, 
his  challenges  to  the  international  ecumenical 
movement  often  became  contentious,  for  he 
vociferously  urged  his  international  partners  to 
accept  only  the  Confessing  Church  as  the 
legitimate  Christian  Church  in  Nazi  Germany. 
Unity, in other words, would at times need to be 
sacrificed for the sake of the gospel. 

Bonhöffer’s challenge to the World Alliance in 
Fanö  in  1934  placed  him  at  the  centre  of 
controversy  and  immediate  political  danger.  His 
appeal  to  his  international  partners  to  deny  the 
legitimacy  of  the  Reich  Church  rested  on  his 
theological  explorations  on  the  nature  of  the 
church and its total allegiance to Christ as Lord. As 
he wrote to Bishop Ammundsen, then Chair of the 
World Alliance:

3Bonhöffer was one of  the  first  to  name the theological 
significance of the Nazis’ increasing vitriol against the Jews. 
In addition to his public denouncement, “The Church and the 
Jewish  Question,”  Bonhöffer’s  seminarians  were  thoroughly 
challenged in their supercessionism. As Bethge writes: “In the 
circular  he  sent  to  the Finkenwaldians  [a  few  days  after 
Kristallnacht] he wrote: ‘I have lately been thinking a great 
deal about Psalm 74, Zech. 2:8 and Rom. 9:4 f and 11: 11-15. 
That  leads  us  into  very  earnest  prayer.’  So  he  urged  the 
brethren to look the passages up and to heed the words: ‘He 
who touches you touches the apple of his eye.’ It may have 
been at that time that he impressed on his students: ‘Only he 
who  cries  out  for  the  Jews  may  sing  Gregorian  chants.’” 
Eberhard  Bethge,  Dietrich  Bonhöffer:  Theologian,  Christian 
Contemporary, p. 512.

4 Ibid., p. 301. 
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A lot of people who have been doing ecumenical work for 
quite  a  long  time,  still  seem  incapable  of  realizing  or 
believing that  we are really  working together  purely  as 
Christians. … And it is particularly here, in our attitude 
towards the State, that we must speak out with absolute 
sincerity for the sake of Jesus Christ and for the sake of 
the ecumenical cause. …In my opinion a resolution ought 
to be taken — no good can come of evasion… The only 
thing that can help us now is complete truth and complete 
truthfulness.5

Bonhöffer, in short, challenged the ecumenical 
movement to acknowledge that there was no unity 
to be had without Christ, and that any substitution 
of  Christ  for  grand  principles  such  as 
reconciliation would issue in the church’s captivity 
to alien powers. As he writes:

If  evil  appears in  the form of light,  beneficence, loyalty 
and renewal, if it conforms with historical necessity and 
social  justice,  then  this,  if  it  is  understood 
straightforwardly, is a clear additional proof of its abysmal 
wickedness. But the moral theorist is blinded by it. With 
the concepts he [sic] already has in mind he is unable to 
grasp what is real and still less able to come seriously to 
grips  with  that  of  which  the  essence  and  power  are 
entirely unknown to him.6

The Postmodern Ecumenist: The Good of 
Diversity

To a degree, postmodern students understand 
the  thrust  of  Bonhöffer’s  argument  already.  For 
they  have  inculcated  enough  cultural  theory  to 

5 Ibid., p. 306.
6 Dietrich  Bonhöffer,  Ethics  (New  York:  Simon  and 

Schuster, 1955) p. 67.
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understand  that  projects  aimed  at  reconciliation 
can  have  the  effect  of  obscuring,  or  even doing 
violence to, the vicissitudes of experience. At the 
same time,  contemporary  students are,  by habit, 
wary of  the claims of  a universal  sort.  Far more 
familiar  and  comfortable  are  the  affirmations  of 
pluralism,  the  local  and  the  particular.  In  a 
postmodern  culture,  diversity  itself  is  no  longer 
viewed as a scandal within the church, but a thing 
to  be  celebrated.  We  would  misunderstand 
Bonhöffer, however, if we were to conflate our own 
rejection of universal principles with his own. For 
him the truth was not relative, but was firmly and 
deeply  rooted  in  the  saving  narrative  of  Jesus 
Christ. It is to Christ’s life, death and resurrection 
that  Christians  look  to  conform  their  actions. 
Bonhöffer was most wary of the movement toward 
reconciliation  without  robust  dialogue.7 Upon 
visiting the United States for a period in the early 
1930s, he was taken aback by the American ethos 
of bland toleration. While one would think that the 
drive  toward  tolerance  would  afford  a  greater 
opportunity  for  dialogue  among  ecumenical 
partners, such dialogue is, in fact, thwarted by its 
unwillingness  to  risk  rigour  or  offense.  As 
Bonhöffer writes:

7 As  Bonhöffer’s  friend  and  biographer,  Eberhard 
Bethge,  writes  on  Bonhöffer’s  time  in  the  World 
Alliance: “The work of trying to reach understanding as 
carried out by the World Alliance had no meaning for 
Bonhöffer  unless  it  led  to  a  ‘great  common 
proclamation.’  Meetings  that  did  not  search  for  this 
‘wasted  their  time  in  idle  talk’;  true  and  genuine 
reconciliation and understanding could come about only 
from  truly  contemporary  proclamation  and  theology.” 
Dietrich  Bonhoeffer:  Theologian,  Christian, 
Contemporary, p. 184.
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Precisely  here,  where  the  question  of  truth  is  not  the 
criterion  of  church  communion  and  church  division, 
disintegration is  greater  than anywhere else.  That  is  to 
say, precisely where the struggle for the right creed is not 
the  factor  which  governs  everything,  the  unity  of  the 
church is more distant than where the creed alone unites 
and divides the church.8

Telling the truth, as Stanley Hauerwas recently 
argued,  was  for  Bonhöffer,  a  skill,  a  discipline 
learned within our own embodied experiences and 
encounter  with  the  other.  Truthfulness  was,  for 
him,  not an abstract  matching of  principles with 
speech, but a practice, a virtue to be cultivated as 
our  lives  become  conformed  to  Christ.  As 
Hauerwas writes:

In  order  to  expose  the  small  as  well  as  the  big  lies  a 
community must exist that has learned to speak truthfully 
to one another. That community, moreover, must know that 
to speak truthfully requires the time granted through the 
work  of  forgiveness.  Such  patient  timefulness  is  a  gift 
from the God the community believes has given us all the 
time  we  need  to  care  for  the  words  we  speak  to  one 
another.9

Learning to Speak Together and Apart
During  our  week-long  seminar  at  the 

University of Winnipeg, students took the time to 

8 Dietrich Bonhöffer, No Rusty Swords, trans. Edwin 
Robertson and John Bowden (New York: Harper & Row, 
1965) p. 59.

9 Stanley  Hauerwas,  “Bonhöffer  on  Truth  and 
Politics,”  Performing  the  Faith:  Bonhöffer  and  the 
Practice of Nonviolence (Grand Rapids:  Brazos,  2004) 
pp. 70-71.
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argue with Bonhöffer and with one another. While 
this might not sound like much of an endorsement 
for  a  course,  it  was  actually  its  saving  grace. 
Conversations  between  just  war  theorists  and 
pacifists  would  have  been  an  impossible  task 
without  willingness  to  risk  offending  and  risk 
offense. With Bonhöffer, we were confronted with 
the  impossible  situation  of  a  committed  pacifist 
who was nevertheless involved in the Abwehr plot 
to  assassinate Hitler.  There were no easy or pat 
resolutions to his dilemma. There was no text to be 
lifted up where we could force reconciliation upon 
the angularities of this great man or his horrible 
church  struggle.  Bonhöffer,  therefore,  instructed 
us  in  the  patience  of  listening  to  different  and 
conflicting views without either the easy solution 
of  reconciling  differences,  or  the  equally  easy 
option of passing over them in silence. The stakes 
were  too  high  for  that  —  the  truth  of  his  time 
demanded clear thinking and articulate response, 
and  by  entering  into  his  writings  we  came  to 
realize  that  our  own  time  might  also  call  for 
decision. We learned in our short while together to 
begin to speak together, that is with the one voice 
of our common confession, while we also dared to 
speak  apart  (that  is  in  discordant  voices);  never 
allowing  ourselves  the  glib  comfort  that  our 
differences did not matter, that our diversity was 
anything but of great importance. We learned from 
Bonhöffer  that  Christian  community  was  not 
exempt  from  division;  it  too  was  embedded  in 
strife, tension and sin:

Innumerable  times  a  whole  Christian  community  has 
broken down because it had sprung from a wish dream. …
By sheer grace, God will not permit us to live even for a 
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brief period in a dream world. He does not abandon us to 
those rapturous experiences of lofty moods that come over 
us like a dream. God is not a God of the emotions but the 
God of truth. …The man who fashions a visionary ideal of 
community demands that it be realized by God, by others, 
and by himself.10

And so we learned to consider our goals such 
as  diversity,  unity  and  community  in  ways  that 
were tempered by the saving Christian narrative. 
Neither diversity nor unity for their own sakes, but 
only a diversity that was grounded in the oneness 
of Jesus Christ, and only a unity that was able to 
protect  and  preserve  the  most  vulnerable  of  its 
members.  I  Corinthians 12:  23 would do for  the 
difficult  talk  that  we  were  engaging.  While  I 
cannot claim that we succeeded in the realistic, yet 
gifted,  community  that  Bonhöffer  presents,  we 
nevertheless  experienced  intimations  of  such  a 
place,  precisely  because  we  risked  offensive 
speaking,  while  we  also  confessed  our  common 
faith in Christ’s sovereignty over all our speech.

A Challenge to Theological Educators
Liberal Christianity has been all too influenced 

by  models  of  community  that  have  avoided  the 
risky business of truthful speaking in order to get 
along. It has evaded the highly charged language 
of Christian confession in order to curtail or even 
preempt  doctrinal  disagreements.  It  has 
celebrated its diversity, at times perhaps, without 
finding  adequate  warrant  or  restraint  for  its 
celebration.  Theological  educators  will  need 

10 Dietrich Bonhöffer, Life Together: A Discussion of 
Christian  Fellowship  (San  Francisco:  Harper  San 
Francisco, 1954) p. 27.
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profound theological fluency for the task that lies 
ahead, for what is at stake is nothing less than the 
hearts and minds of a generation of scholars and 
ministers  who  seek  something  far  more  robust 
than either diversity or unity (for their own sake) 
to  inform  and  sustain  their  practices.  And  this 
exercise will be best undertaken not through the 
positing of new standards or through conforming 
to new principles, but in the difficult practices of 
confession,  renunciation  and  patience.  The  last 
word  on  this  matter  will  be  that  of  Bonhöffer, 
whose own experience of the difficult task of life 
together was always, for him, even to the end, the 
occasion for great hope and even joy:

This renunciation of our own ability is precisely 
the  prerequisite  and  the  sanction  for  the 
redeeming help that only the Word of God can 
give  to  the  brother  [sic].  Our  brother’s  ways 
are not in our hands; we cannot hold together 
what is breaking; we cannot keep life in what is 
determined  to  die.  But  God  binds  elements 
together in the breaking, creates community in 
the  separation,  grants  grace  through 
judgment.11

11Life Together, p. 108.
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Sermon

GOD CRUCIFIED AND THE CRUCIFORM 
CHURCH
by Harold Wells1

At three o’clock, Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Eloi,  
eloi, lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34)

How does one dare to speak of Jesus’ cry of forsakenness? 
Isn’t it better to maintain a reverent silence in the face of such 
deep suffering? Yet this is surely one of the most profound texts 
in the whole of the Bible, and demands our attention, especially 
as we move toward Good Friday.

Such  a  cry  of  abandonment  is  not  uncommon in  human 
experience. Jesus is one of countless thousands down through the 
ages,  and  still  in  our  own  time,  who  have  been  unjustly 
imprisoned and abused, tortured, and brutally executed. This cry 
of protest: “My God, why have you forsaken me?” surely rises 
up daily from hundreds of ghastly prisons all over the world. The 
cruelty  of  human  beings  to  each  other  has  to  be  the  darkest 
reality of our dark world, though cries of forsakenness can be 
heard  also  in  hospital  wards,  nursing  homes,  the  cites  of 
hurricanes and earthquakes.

We live in a world of deep sorrow and great suffering. The 
cry  of  forsakenness  tells  us  that  Jesus  drank  deeply  of  the 
bitterness of the human condition. The text shows us that he did 
not go calmly to his death, as, for example, Socrates did, but, as 
Hebrews tells us, he died “with loud cries and tears”. This was a 
man of passion, experiencing utter desolation.

I promise I shall not attempt to offer a full theodicy today, 

1 This sermon was preached in the chapel of Emmanuel College, Toronto, 
April 12, 2006, on the occasion of Harold Wells’ retirement as professor of 
systematic theology.
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even if such a “defence of God” were possible. But we may ask, 
how can this text be gospel? Can the cry of forsakenness be part 
of the good news — that a sensitive, vulnerable human being 
such as Jesus could meet such a fate?

Here was a compassionate man, utterly dedicated to God, 
who gave himself completely to people on the margins of society 
—  lepers,  the  poor,  lame  and  blind;  outcast  women,  tax 
collectors.  Jesus  was  hated  by  the  powerful,  because  he 
confronted  and  challenged  them  on  behalf  of  those  on  the 
margins.  That’s  why he  ended up  on  the  very  margin  of  the 
margins, crucified outside the city wall. The ultimate outsider. 
The ultimate loser. The defender of the rejected had become the 
despised and rejected one. “He was despised and rejected, and 
we  esteemed  him  not....”  That  a  man  of  such  kindness  and 
courage  should  die  in  this  way  might  well  lead  us  to  pure 
nihilism — to despair or cynicism about this world, and about 
God.

But the New Testament finds grace in the crucifixion, when 
it tells us, over and over again, that Jesus “died for us”. Does this 
mean that God is an angry Father, who demanded to be paid in 
the blood of his own Son, so that our sins could be forgiven? 
Much of the Christian tradition has told us that this hideous act 
of crucifixion was the direct will and intention of the holy God 
of Israel. So did God get “paid off” by this cruel event?

By no means! What we must see is the unity, the oneness, 
of  Jesus  with  God,  and  of  God  with  Jesus.  John’s  Gospel 
expresses the intimacy of Jesus with God by placing these words 
on his lips: “I and the Father are one”.... “The Father is in me and 
I am in the Father”.... “He who has seen me has seen the Father.”

We cannot think of God as the Almighty Spectator, looking 
down with satisfaction  upon the  scene from the  safety  of  his 
heaven. No, surely the  Abba of Jesus, to whom he cries out, is 
torn with grief and sorrow over the pain of this beloved child. 
And  surely  the  Holy  Spirit,  who  always  accompanied  and 
inspired Jesus, who was in him and one with him, was poured 
out in agony, with him and for him. So it is God, Godself, who is 
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crucified. God crucified, God on the cross, cries out in protest 
against the cruelty and injustice of this world! Here is a strange 
doctrine of  God. Luther said it  well  500 years ago: “It  is  not 
sufficient for anyone, and it does [us] no good to recognize God 
in glory and majesty, unless [we] recognize God in the shame 
and glory of [the] cross....”

The “shame and glory of the cross”! How could the cross 
become glorious? Of course, Jesus’  love is glorious. His total 
self-giving.  His  compassion  and  courage.  But  that  glory  is 
visible  to  us  only  in  light  of  the  resurrection  that  followed. 
Christians have always made these extravagant statements about 
Jesus, God, and the Spirit, only in light of Easter. Only in light of 
his rising do we see the crucified One as the one over whom 
death has  no  more dominion  — as  the  one who entered  into 
despair and death in order to overcome it from within. 

And in light of the resurrection, Jesus’ oneness with God, 
and God’s utter oneness with him, is disclosed. We can see, then, 
that in Christ, God lived a human life, knew all our sorrow and 
pain, and died a human death. Christ’s suffering, then, is God’s 
own suffering, and Christ’s love, God’s own love. No, God did 
not get “paid off” by the crucifixion. On the contrary, God, in 
Christ,  bore  the  cost  of  reconciliation.  God reaches  out  to  us 
from the cross with passionate, inexhaustible love.

Let us consider for a moment, then, what it means for us to 
follow a crucified Lord, and to worship a crucified God. Are we 
not called to be a people of the cross, a church under the cross, 
— a “cruciform” church — a church formed by the cross, in its 
very being, and in the whole of its mission?

One  could  say  many  things  positively  about  being  a 
cruciform church. But there’s one thing a people of the cross is 
NOT — a proud, triumphant people, who worship power, status 
and success. It is not a glorious, imperial institution that imposes 
its  will  and  its  religion  upon  others.  It  makes  us  blush  to 
remember that the Christian church has a long history of seeking 
its own glory and power.

But in our time we don’t have much choice about that. In 
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our secularizing, pluralistic society, we have become, like Jesus, 
rather marginalized. Those of you who are graduating and going 
out to begin new ministries — you know very well that you are 
not going to work in a powerful, glorious, rich institution. You 
will not be members of a high status profession. As leaders of 
the church you are going to work for an institution that has been, 
to a large degree, pushed to the margins of society.

Your  situation,  as  graduates,  contrasts  sharply  with  the 
situation into which I entered ministry 40 years ago. Yes, exactly 
40 years ago this month, April, 1966, I attended my last chapel 
service in this room, prior to ordination. Three of my classmates 
are here today — McTavish, Tenpenny and McElhinney — old-
pro pastors, with whom I graduated here 40 years ago. We were 
31 men, almost all young men of 25 or so, and just two women. 
Things have changed, haven’t they?

We entered ministry just at the end of the post-War church 
boom.  After  the  war,  for  whatever  reason,  the  churches  in 
Canada  became  more  fashionable  and  successful  than  ever. 
People were flocking in large numbers to the church, and new 
church  buildings  were  opening  every  week  right  across  the 
country.  Together  with  the  post-war  baby  boom,  church 
membership and Sunday Schools were growing rapidly. It was 
all part of the optimism and expansionism of the time. 

The  United  Church  of  Canada  was  perhaps  the  most 
successful  of  the  expanding  churches.  We  were  mainstream, 
white Anglo-Saxon Protestantism, par excellence. We were the 
dominant  culture.  We were  “Mr.  and Mrs.  Canada” and their 
kids. To be clergy in those days was to have status and influence 
in the community. In the late 40s and 50s, no Prime Minister 
could  fail  to  meet  with  and  listen  to  the  Moderators  and 
archbishops of the major churches.

Our class of  ‘66 was turned loose upon the church.  And 
promptly the church went bust! Well, I’m exaggerating a little. 
We  were  already  aware  as  students  that  the  church  as  an 
“establishment” institution was beginning to crack. But it  was 
right  about  that  time  that  church  statistics,  in  all  the  major 
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churches,  entered  a  sharp,  downward  curve.  Church 
membership,  for  the  first  time,  declined  in  absolute  terms. 
Sunday Schools shrank rapidly; youth groups and confirmation 
classes dramatically diminished. 

Now personally I  refuse to take responsibility for  this.  It 
was not my fault if, the moment I was ordained, the church went 
into sharp decline! But in the late 60s and early 70s, no matter 
what you did, no matter how good a preacher or pastor you were, 
no matter  how “with it”  your theology,  or  how contemporary 
your worship or music, your church got smaller. There were a 
few exceptions. But that was what was happening on the broad 
scene.  Several  of  our  classmates  got  the  picture  and  left  the 
ministry quite soon; large numbers of ministers dropped out in 
those years and went into teaching or social work.

Enrollment in theology also dropped sharply in the late 60s. 
Most  especially  it  was  the  young  men  who  disappeared,  no 
longer  able  to  imagine  a  prestigious  career  in  an  influential 
church.  Thank God for  the  women who came  along  in  good 
numbers by the mid-70s!

Harvey Cox, at Harvard Divinity School, wrote about the 
“Secular City”, and pronounced the collapse of religion in our 
time.  (He  changed  his  mind  later;  the  reality  was  more 
complicated  than  that.)  But  in  the  mid-70s,  theologians  like 
Douglas Hall began to speak of the post-Christendom, or post-
Constantinian church — even the “cruciform church”, the church 
under the cross... in other words, the church on the margins of 
society and culture. We began to see that there was something 
ridiculous about a faith community, following a crucified Lord, 
but aspiring to be a powerful, rich, and prestigious institution. 
We  were  becoming  once  again  a  minority,  a  church  of  the 
margins. No longer identified with the powers-that-be, we had 
the opportunity to become a “cruciform” church. Such a church 
is  still  in  the making.  Perhaps your generation will  carry that 
project forward decisively. 

But don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not talking about a sad, 
gloomy church.  No,  even on Good Friday there is  always an 
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undertow of joy in the church, because we can never forget that 
Christ  is  risen.  Even  in  hard  circumstances,  even  under 
persecution, and especially on the margins, the church will be a 
cheerful, hopeful, people. 

And I’m not talking about a ghetto church either, not a kind 
of enclave, withdrawn from society. No, the marginal church has 
the capacity to be deeply engaged with society — not merely 
accommodating  to  its  dominant  values,  but  challenging  it.  A 
smaller, cruciform church can still be light, and salt, and leaven 
for the members of a high status profession. As leaders of the 
church you are going to work for an institution that has been, to a 
large degree, pushed to the margins of society.

Your  situation,  as  graduates,  contrasts  sharply  with  the 
situation into which I entered ministry 40 years ago. Yes, exactly 
40 years ago this month, April, 1966, I attended my last chapel 
service in this room, prior to ordination. Three of my classmates 
are here today — McTavish, Tenpenny and McElhinney — old-
pro pastors, with whom I graduated here 40 years ago. We were 
31 men, almost all young men of 25 or so, and just two women. 
Things have changed, haven’t they?

We entered ministry just at the end of the post-War church 
boom.  After  the  war,  for  whatever  reason,  the  churches  in 
Canada  became  more  fashionable  and  successful  than  ever. 
People were flocking in large numbers to the church, and new 
church  buildings  were  opening  every  week  right  across  the 
country.  Together  with  the  post-war  baby  boom,  church 
membership and Sunday Schools were growing rapidly. It was 
all part of the optimism and expansionism of the time. 

The  United  Church  of  Canada  was  perhaps  the  most 
successful  of  the  expanding  churches.  We  were  mainstream, 
white Anglo-Saxon Protestantism, par excellence. We were the 
dominant  culture.  We were  “Mr.  and Mrs.  Canada” and their 
kids. To be clergy in those days was to have status and influence 
in the community. In the late 40s and 50s, no Prime Minister 
could  fail  to  meet  with  and  listen  to  the  Moderators  and 
archbishops of the major churches.
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Our class of  ‘66 was turned loose upon the church.  And 
promptly the church went bust! Well, I’m exaggerating a little. 
We  were  already  aware  as  students  that  the  church  as  an 
“establishment” institution was beginning to crack. But it  was 
right  about  that  time  that  church  statistics,  in  all  the  major 
churches,  entered  a  sharp,  downward  curve.  Church 
membership,  for  the  first  time,  declined  in  absolute  terms. 
Sunday Schools shrank rapidly; youth groups and confirmation 
classes dramatically diminished. 

Now personally I  refuse to take responsibility for  this.  It 
was not my fault if, the moment I was ordained, the church went 
into sharp decline! But in the late 60s and early 70s, no matter 
what  world, and may do that more effectively from the margins 
than  from  the  centres  of  power.  We’ve  seen  signs  of  this 
developing in the last decade or two. Churches on the margins 
are in a position to reach out to all kinds of marginalized people 
— not only to reach out to them, but to welcome and include 
them.

We do  this  in  a  great  variety  of  ways,  which  liberation 
theology sums up as the “option for the poor”, or the option for 
the “underside”.  I  think of  congregations that  provide support 
and care for refugees; who support free trade coffee; who engage 
in anti-war demonstrations; social justice advocacy; support for 
indigenous  people,  for  same-sex  couples,  for  disabled  people; 
and  defense  of  the  environment,  opposition  to  child  poverty, 
opposition to  the  privatization of  water  — to name a  few. A 
cruciform church will be more deeply engaged with these things, 
and  many  congregations,  or  committees  of  congregations  are 
already working on these kinds of things. Those of you who are 
going out to new ministries must know that you are going to be 
doing exciting, challenging, important work. 

Of course it goes well beyond social action. You will also 
be nurturing people in spiritual life. A spirituality of the cross 
will also offer people an alternative to the trivialization of life, 
and to the diminishment of our lives in mere consumerism. 

More than that,  as  people of  the cross we will  know, as 
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Christians, that we are not particularly good people. There are 
lots  of  good people  in  the  world.  Lots  of  people  are  morally 
better  than  we  are.  We  know  that  we  stand  in  need  of 
forgiveness, and that we are totally dependent on grace. By grace 
I mean that inexhaustible love that reaches out to us with such 
passion and pain, from the cross of Jesus.

Yes,  the  cry of  forsakenness  is  indeed part  of  the  “good 
news”. The cross of the risen Christ tells us that God would stop 
at nothing to reach out to us, that God would go this far.... In the 
dying cry of Jesus, we sense the presence of deity. In the cross, 
we find a holy God that we can worship, love and trust,  who 
evokes  our  ultimate  loyalty,  who  gives  our  lives  direction, 
meaning and hope. 

Thanks be to God! Amen!

54



Profile

DR. GEORGE ELIAS DARBY (October 27, 1889 – 
September 1st, 1962): “I Loved The Work”

The period between the end of the 
19th and early 20th centuries was a time 
of  great  missionary  activity  for 
Canadian  churches.  Foreign  missions 
were calling many capable young men 
and women into service. It  was also a 
time when the medical mission work of 
the  Methodist  and  Presbyterian 
churches was expanding to address the 
needs of rural and isolated communities 
across Canada. Hospitals were built and 

medical work started by a remarkable group of men and women 
whose names are still associated with the work of the church. 
Archer  and  Young  of  Lamont,  Alberta,  and  Horace  Wrinch, 
Edward  Bolton,  R.W.  Large,  Ted  Whiting  and  others  on  the 
West  Coast  established  and  maintained  outstanding  medical 
services for native and non- native people alike.1 One of the most 
outstanding of these missionary physicians was Dr. George Elias 
Darby. 

Anyone who has travelled the rugged west coast of Canada, 
knows of its mystery and magnetism. There is something about 
the majesty of  the mountains,  the stunning beauty of its  deep 
inlets, and the life of ocean and forest, that is compelling and 
often breathtaking. It  connects with the creator. That his work 
took  place  in  this  setting  undoubtedly  played  a  part  in  Dr. 
Darby’s long service (over 45 years) as a missionary physician 
on the west central coast, particularly to the community of Bella 
Bella  and  the  surrounding  area  of  villages,  canneries,  light 
houses  and  logging  camps.  But  to  Darby,  by  far  the  most 

1  Healing In The Wilderness, Bob Burrows, Harbour Publishing Co. Ltd., 
Madeira Park, B.C.  2004
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important element of  his long service was the fact  that,  as he 
said, he “liked the people, and loved his work”.2

Darby was born into a family both devout and practical. His 
father was a veterinarian and farmer, and his mother a strong 
Methodist who made sure her children were well instructed and 
imbued with a sense of Christian service. The ground was well 
prepared. When Darby, as a teenager, attended a presentation by 
a visiting missionary in his home town in upper New York State, 
he was so moved that he left the presentation convinced that his 
calling was to be a missionary. That meeting was a turning point 
for him. Another turning point occurred when his father retired 
to  Vancouver  in  the  year  George  entered  medical  school.  He 
became a neighbor of the famous Methodist missionary Thomas 
Crosby. Over evening talks about his life and work on the coast, 
George got to know Crosby well as Crosby expressed his deep 
concerns for the health and welfare of the native people of the 
coast. The word took root. 

Darby  had  an  adventurous  spirit,  a  sparkling,  inquiring 
intellect and calm, unflappable approach to even the most urgent 
and challenging events. Just before his final year as a medical 
student he was asked to fill in for a physician who had to leave 
the  church’s  work  because  of  ill  health.  The  church  had  no 
physician  replacement,  but  Darby,  responding  to  the  church’s 
request, as he would do so often, went as an assistant to Bella 
Bella’s summer branch hospital at River’s Inlet. Here, over 200 
miles north of Vancouver, there were great numbers of men and 
women  needing  medical  attention  during  the  busy  summer 
fishing season. He was only in the position for a week when his 
supervising  physician  suddenly  fell  ill,  and  he  found  himself 
catapulted from medical student-assistant to being in sole charge 
of the hospital. He seems to have risen very well to the challenge 
– only the first of many. A short time later, toward the end of the 
summer it was his responsibility to pack up the little hospital’s 
records and equipment and organize the staff for a return by boat 
to  the  main  hospital  in  Bella  Bella.  Lesser  men  might  have 

2 Darby of Bella Bella,  H.W. McKervill, Ryerson Press, Toronto, 1964.
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quailed  under  this  huge  responsibility,  but  for  Darby  it  only 
served  to  stress  the  need  on  the  coast  for  good,  consistent 
medical service. He determined that this was the community, and 
these were the people that he was meant to serve. He remained 
faithful to this calling to his last breath.

No Radios and No Phones
Following  his  unique  summer  experience  as  a  medical 

student  he  returned  to  complete  his  medical  training,  and 
graduated from the University of Toronto as Silver Medalist in 
1913. He interned at Vancouver General Hospital, married his 
university sweetheart Edna Matthews on June 23, 1914, and after 
their honeymoon, went almost immediately up the coast to begin 
work once more at the Rivers Inlet hospital. There was no radio, 
and there were no phones. Mail arrived once a week. War was 
declared in August. 

All young medical graduates face serious tests  in starting 
practice.The  challenge  of  gaining  patients’  trust,  developing 
judgment and learning how to balance science, compassion and 
an understanding of patients’ life situations were among the big 
hurdles of the first few years. Darby had the added challenge of 
demonstrating his care and capability in the face of suspicion and 
opposition. On one occasion he was asked to attend to a badly 
injured young man who had received the attentions of  a local 
medicine  man.  The  lad  had  developed  a  serious  systemic 
infection and required an operation to remove a bullet which had 
lodged in his back. The medicine man was not happy to see the 
boy go to the hospital, and resisted the new medicine. But with 
Darby’s  care  the  patient  pulled  through.3 He  didn’t  have 
experienced staff to work with, either. For his first operation in 
Bella Bella he had to teach a young nurse how to administer the 
anesthetic, and also had to instruct his wife as his assistant. She 
was not a nurse and it was her first time in the operating room.

His remarkable career involved hours of medical work in 
the office, operating room, homes, and on several boats that the 

3 McKervill pgs 52-57.
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hospital and the church used to serve the coast from Kitimat in 
the north to Rivers Inlet in the south. Beyond medicine, at which 
he  excelled,  he  had  to  turn  his  practical  skills  to  plumbing, 
roofing,  fixing  stoves,  milking  the  cow,  establishing  water 
services for Bella Bella and the hospital, building and repairing 
x-ray equipment, and mastering the developing radio telephone 
communication that was used on the coast. 

Darby worked 16 to 18 hour days regularly — even more 
during the desperate times of influenza and smallpox epidemics. 
He constantly fought the scourge of TB among native people on 
the coast. His medicine, which he updated regularly by reading 
journals and through infrequent periods of furlough for study and 
refresher,  was outstanding. Dr. Adam Waldie, in an article on 
Darby in the United Church Observer (February, 1948) writes, 

in addition to doing a better than average job of general  medicine and 
surgery,  Dr.  Darby  does  virtually  specialist  work  in  the  treatment  of 
tuberculosis, eye conditions and acute surgical cases. Last year he even 
lifted the  depressed fracture  of  the  skull  in  a little  Indian girl.  He has 
installed the  plumbing in  the mission house,  set  up the  hospital  phone 
system;  trouble  shoots  the  radio telephone  and the  x-ray.  He  does not 
flaunt  his  religion.  He  holds  prayer  over  the  sick  bed  or  before  an 
operation, and preaches on occasion. His theology is very simple, and for 
that, seems to be the more potent and vital. 

In the early years in Bella Bella, George and Edna had three 
children and perhaps the  greatest  challenge for him in all  his 
time on the coast came when his children were of school age. 
The first thought was to send them to live with grandparents in 
Vancouver, but that experiment proved too difficult, so for many 
long  years  Edna  lived  in  Vancouver  with  the  children.  They 
joined him during the summer holidays, and he would try to get 
to them for Christmas, not always with success. George carried 
on his work in Bella Bella. It led to further sacrifice as well. Not 
needing the house for his family any longer, he moved into his 
office  or  anywhere  in  the  hospital  that  would do,  so that  the 
house could be used by his assistant physician and his family. 
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The separation only allowed Darby to work longer and harder 
and to get even more involved in the necessary activity f repairs 
and improvements in the hospital and in his work. But he didn’t 
forget his children, and would write to them regularly, making 
up stories featuring animals and moral messages to try to connect 
with them.4

Through all of this remarkable service, Darby was humble 
and  matter-of-fact,  apparently  never  seeing  his  work  as 
particularly unusual. After a 13 day trip by boat to villages, light 
houses and logging camps, he writes “we arrived back in Bella 
Bella  having  called  in  at  20  places  and  three  villages,  and 
covered in the neighborhood of 650 miles. I hope and pray that 
the services rendered by each of us on the boat will have been a 
help not only physically but spiritually, to those with whom we 
came in contact.”5

Putting Indian People at Risk
He was upset by the fact that proximity to white people and 

so called “development” was putting Indian people at risk and he 
maintained, in one address he delivered, that “the best Indians 
are the ones furthest from white communities.” As he battled the 
problems of disease and social breakdown, he was frustrated by 
the complaints of white people who saw native people giving in 
to the temptation to drink, and in a firm response to those who 
complained, he pointed out that native people were only in the 
third  generation  of  Christian  growth  and  influence.  Then  he 
rounded impatiently on the suppliers of  alcohol  to ask “What 
about  the  spineless  white  Christians,  who  allow  the  liquor 
interests to flourish with so little opposition?”6 It  seems every 
frontier physician has faced criticism from the very people they 
have chosen to serve. Darby was no exception. He himself was 
accused by the occasional patient of simply going to this isolated 
area to practice on the people of the coast until he was ready to 

4 McKervill, pg 134.
5 The Western Recorder,  April 1938, pg 4.
6 The Western Recorder,  October 1938,  pg 6
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go to the city and make a lot of money. He also faced the old 
charge,  “If  you  were  any good as  a  doctor,  you wouldn’t  be 
working here.” He seems to have faced these moments by calmly 
going about his work and in the process, proving not only that he 
was  committed  to  the  people  of  the  coast,  but  that  putting 
together a personal fortune was the furthest thing from his mind. 
In fact, one writer says “it is known that Dr. Darby has on many 
occasions refused well paying positions in larger hospitals in the 
cities because of his devotion to the care of the people on the 
coast”.7

Over the years, his wisdom and his care for the people of 
Bella Bella and the coast were recognized and he was made a 
Justice  of  the  Peace,  became  an  ordained  minister  and  was 
awarded a Doctor of Divinity by Union Theological College in 
Vancouver. 

His  inquiring mind was not  satisfied simply to apply the 
skill  and  knowledge  he  learned  from  others.  Asking  and 
researching questions came naturally to him. In one instance, his 
quick  thinking  led  to  the  recognition  of  a  particularly  deadly 
strain  of  botulism,  which  received  recognition  in  the  medical 
literature.  For his  research work on the  blood types  of  native 
people and his writing and research on the “mongolian spot”, a 
type of  birthmark in  the  natal  cleft  of  many children of  First 
Nation and Asian origin, he was awarded fellowship in the Royal 
Anthropological Society of Great Britain.

In a tribute to Darby, a dinner was held in his honor in Bella 
Bella.  Not  only  the  people  of  Bella  Bella,  but  church 
representatives and others were present to honor his significant 
contribution.  It  is  reported that  “through the years  he labored 
patiently and devotedly with one purpose, to make (the people of 
the coast) a strong people physically, and rid them of conditions 
which cause disease and death.”8 The following week he was, by 
Chief Moody Humchitt, made a chief of the Bella Bella people, 
and given the name Chief Wo-ya-la, meaning “the highest”.

7 The Western Recorder,  January 1944, pg 11
8 The Western Recorder, January 1945,  pg 13
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He  was  always  very  low  key  and  matter  of  fact  in  the 
reports  of  his  work.  In  one instance,  travelling to  Bella Bella 
from Rivers Inlet by boat, he found it was getting dark, and so 
put into Namu for the night. Shortly after tying up, he received a 
message that an engineer on a tug had badly injured his hand, 
and was being taken to Bella Bella for attention. Believing that 
his assistant in Bella Bella (he had one by this time) would not 
be prepared to deal with so serious an injury, Darby left Namu 
and set out for the Bella Bella hospital, travelling for hours in the 
pitch black. On the coast this can be a very serious undertaking 
without the benefit of radar,  depth sounders,  GPS, and all  the 
modern aids of navigation. The hazards of rocks and partially 
submerged logs were a real danger facing travel at night by boat. 
In  another  context,  Darby  once  joked  that  he  knew  of  the 
position  of  every  rock  on  the  central  coast,  because  he  had 
probably hit three quarters of them at one time or another. At any 
rate, he arrived in Bella Bella to attend to the injured tug boat 
engineer,  performing an amputation of three fingers,  and after 
this remarkable adventure, reports simply, “the patient made a 
very good recovery”.

In a similar vein, he writes “another man was brought to us 
on the eighth day after having been mauled by a grizzly bear. He 
had some bad flesh wounds and one arm was broken. In spite of 
these wounds he had made his way out of the woods,  drifted 
down a river in his  little  dugout canoe to where some people 
lived who brought him up to the hospital.” Again, Darby reports 
simply “he made a good recovery”, leaving out any reference to 
the long and delicate work it would have taken to give such a 
good result.

Flat Feet
There  were  moments  when  the  pressures  of  work  and 

perhaps impatience with the lack of progress would come to the 
foreground and he would appear cranky and out of sorts. In fact, 
some report that he developed a bit of a reputation for being “a 
cranky bugger”.  He  made personal  judgments  at  times which 
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were disappointing and sometimes not appropriate. For instance, 
a young person asked his advice about the possibility of training 
to be a nurse. His abrupt response was that anyone with flat feet 
(the interested party had flat feet) would not last as a nurse and it 
would not be worthwhile to take up the training.

Consider, however, that some of the same health care issues 
faced him then that face us now, but for him there was the added 
burden of greater isolation and less assistance. His commitment 
to the health of the people of the central coast was as solid as it 
was  profound,  and  yet  he  could  only  elicit  lukewarm interest 
from  others.  He  dealt  with  epidemics  of  disease,  influenza, 
smallpox and TB, and in the face of this challenging workload 
appealed  for  more  staff  and  better  funds  and  equipment.  His 
appeals were met with only limited response from the church and 
both provincial and federal governments. There must have been 
huge frustrations,  but he offers few hints that  it  ever got  him 
down. 

He maintained an active social concern for all in his care, 
and in this respect, as in others, was ahead of his time. He was 
profoundly offended at the treatment of Japanese Canadians at 
the time of the Second World War. The Canadian government 
believed that they posed a security risk at this time of war. Their 
boats and houses were seized, and they themselves uprooted and 
placed  in  internment  camps  far  from the  coast.  Before  being 
dispossessed they had, in their usual careful way, prepared for 
the winter by cutting firewood to heat their homes and for use in 
their cook stoves. Darby forbade any of his staff to use the wood 
his Japanese patients had laboriously cut. The wood was the only 
thing left of their work, and Darby believed it belonged to them 
and no one should else should use it. 

Prayer was direct and simple conversation with God, and 
was as natural to Darby as breathing. He would pray before and 
after operations asking for guidance and support for himself and 
healing for his patients. As a Justice of the Peace he would end 
those  sessions  when  he  dispensed  justice  with  a  prayer, 
introducing God to each of the parties in the dispute, inviting 
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God to approve the practical solution proposed to the dispute, 
and  offering  support  for  the  parties  as  they  accepted  the 
judgment rendered. 

It seems clear from what little we have of his writing that 
what motivated Darby was a straightforward, deep faith. He truly 
felt called to this place on the coast and to the people of Bella 
Bella. In this, as in so many other ways, he was supported by his 
wife Edna, who reminded him from time to time that there were 
few others,  if  any, who would give the skill  and care that  he 
could give in this remote part  of Canada. He believed he was 
offering important insight and practical care and that in sharing 
his faith he was making life better for many. This belief was not 
arrogant or pretentious, but sincere, informed and humble. It was 
a belief that carried him beyond a focus on the conversion of 
souls. In a note to provide guidance for workers in First Nation 
communities, he gives a hint of the breadth of his concern when 
he writes “…while all of our efforts are primarily to so teach, 
preach and live the Gospel of our Saviour, that the people will 
accept  Him  as  their  Saviour  and  friend  too,  we  have  the 
responsibility  of  helping  them to  become  real  citizens  of  our 
Canada.”9

After his devoted service, he retired to Vancouver, but once 
again responded to the request of the church, this time to become 
the co-ordinator of the United Church’s western hospitals. It was 
on a visit to one of these hospitals that he realized that symptoms 
he had been experiencing were really  indications of  a serious 
physical  problem  and  he  returned  to  Vancouver  where  a 
diagnosis of widely metastasized bowel cancer was made. His 
response was consistent with his life. He continued to work, even 
in the face of continuing and difficult chemotherapy. In letters he 
wrote during the final  months of his  life,  letters having to do 
with his  medical  responsibilities,  he  would begin with a  brief 
note of apology for not having written sooner, saying that the 
chemotherapy had made him ill for a few days, and then would 

9 Undated note entitled “Some Guidance for Indian Workers”, George 
Darby files, United Church Archives, Vancouver.

63



write  “but  that’s  enough  of  my  troubles”  and  get  down  to 
business. 

His medical colleagues admired him for his skill, astuteness 
and capability.  The church honoured and admired him for his 
faith and commitment. The people of Bella Bella and the central 
coast were deeply grateful for his  many years of service. The 
combination  of  Christian  service,  practical  medical  work,  and 
devotion to the people of Bella Bella and the coast was a perfect 
fit  for  him.  Upon  his  death,  the  flag  in  front  of  R.W.  Large 
Memorial  Hospital  in  Bella  Bella  flew at  half  mast.  He  was 
honoured at the time of Canada’s Centennial in 1967 by being 
one of eight physicians chosen to represent British Columbia and 
its progress in medical care over the century.  

As  the  United  Church  carries  on  its  medical  work  in 
Lamont,  Hazelton,  Bella  Coola  and  Bella  Bella,  founding 
physicians like George Darby are a constant example to us of 
commitment  and  dedication  to  the  delivery  of  outstanding 
medical care to people in rural and isolated communities. While 
there are many aspects of Darby’s life that we cannot and would 
not emulate (such as his long separation from his family), we 
continue  to  follow his  example  — high  standards  of  medical 
care, commitment and dedication to the populations we serve, 
research  to  expand  our  knowledge  of  medicine,  and  the 
populations  with  which  we  work,  and  teaching  the  next 
generation of physicians and nurses. 

George Darby, and his medical missionary colleagues, were 
outstanding leaders in every sense.
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Reviews

WHISPERING THE 
WORD: Hearing 
Women’s Stories in the Old 
Testament 
by Jacqueline Lapsley 
(Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2006). Pp. 154. $22.62.

This book is deeply theological 
in  its  intent  and  approach. 
Lapsley’s  purpose is  to  present  a 
theological  reading  guide  on  “… 
how  to  read  women’s  stories…
faithfully, as a word from God to 
us”.  But  it  is  clear  that  she  also 
intends  this  as  a  theological 
response  to  feminist  biblical 
criticism  that  either  does  not 
completely address the theological 
issues  raised  by  an  feminist 
exegesis,  or  that  embraces  a 
hermeneutic  of  suspicion  so 
tightly that it has exacerbated “…
the  church’s  confused  and 
alienated  attitude  toward  the  Old 
Testament”. 

Lapsley  suggests  that  the 
reader  adopt  a  “hermeneutic  of 
informed trust” in order to be free 
to  “encounter  God  in  Scripture”. 
By  this  she  is  asserting  that  the 
theological wisdom of the Hebrew 
Scriptures is best gleaned when we 
assume a mutuality of respect and 
desire for communication between 
ourselves  and  the  divine.  This 

communication  is  further 
enhanced when we understand that 
God  is  often  covert  within  the 
stories and trying to connect with 
us in a variety of subtle ways. 

She  explores  several  of  these 
approaches  in  the  body  of  the 
work: women’s speech as witness 
and  protest;  the  ways  in  which 
narrative  can  be crafted  to  shape 
reader  response;  and  the 
possibility  that  text  embodies 
values  and  the  extent  to  which 
those values can be understood as 
being  associated  with  women  in 
particular.  She  is  deft  in  her 
application  of  all  three  of  these 
approaches and, if her conclusions 
seem at  times  to  be  forced,  they 
are no more so than any exegete 
attempting to honour the Hebrew 
Scripture’s  contexts  while  trying 
to  extract  theological  analysis 
relevant  to  the  current 
human/societal condition. 

It is in the exegesis and in the 
history  that  Lapsly’s  conclusions 
at  times  appear  contrived,  rather 
than  naturally  rising  from  her 
methods.  Take,  for  example,  her 
intimation  that  the  compilers  of 
the text were drawing the parallels 
between  the  violence  perpetrated 
on  women and  the  disintegration 
of Israel. To be sure, the editors of 
the  Hebrew  texts  did  have 
agendas, but it is difficult to credit 
that it was violence against women 
in particular rather than a flagrant 
disobedience of the law in general 
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that  was  at  issue.  Lapsley’s 
conclusion does not follow easily 
from  what  we  know  from  the 
history  or  the  theology  of  the 
texts’ compilers. Creative exegesis 
is not irresponsible, but the limbs 
out  on which Lapsley chooses to 
step at times get in the way of her 
veracity and weaken the argument. 

On the positive side, Lapsley’s 
sources  are  refreshingly  wide-
ranging  and  include  the  Jewish 
feminist  scholar  Ilana Pardes  and 
Jon  D.  Levenson,  from  the 
Harvard  Divinity  School,  among 
others.  The  inclusion  of  Jewish 
scholars  is  an  important  addition 
to the book, as it gives the reader a 
complex  understanding  of  the 
rhetoric surrounding the texts. The 
discussions  also  benefit  greatly 
from  the  work  of  Wayne  Booth 
and  Martha  Nussbaum  on 
narrative ethics.

  This  inclusive  approach  to 
sources  highlights  a  contradiction 
that  weakens  Lapsley’s  work  — 
the  use  of  the  term  “Old 
Testament”  rather  than  “Hebrew 
Bible”.  The  semantics  are 
important  in  this  instance  for 
several  reasons,  one  of  which  is 
that  Lapsley  is  indebted  to 
feminist  ideology,  although  she 
does  not  place  her  methodology 
squarely  in  that  realm.  One 
hallmark of a feminist approach is 
to  be  egalitarian  and  non-
hierarchical.  “Old  Testament”  is 
patently  and  purposefully  non-

egalitarian  and  hierarchical  —  a 
deliberate  delineation  used  to 
designate  the  perceived 
incompleteness  of  the  Hebrew 
Bible  in  light  of  the  New 
Testament’s  revelation.  Feminist 
ideology used with integrity, must 
model  that  ideology  in  a 
constructive way.  Perpetuation of 
supercession ideology does not fit 
the paradigm. In fact,  by inviting 
us to view the Hebrew Bible as the 
“Old  Testament”  Lapsley  belies 
her  own  hermeneutic  of  trust  by 
not  trusting the  texts  to  stand on 
their  own  as  historically  Hebrew 
works  by  and  for  a  Jewish 
community. She risks tapping into 
a  supercessionist  ideology  that 
encourages  not  empathy  but  a 
disconnect  between  text  and 
reader.  The  very  perpetuation  of 
the  Hebrew  Bible  as  the  “Old 
Testament”  is  a  stumbling  block 
for  the  church  in  embracing  and 
“making friends with” the Hebrew 
Bible. 

The  sometimes  contrived 
exegetical  conclusions  and  the 
dissonance  created  by  the  use  of 
“Old  Testament”  in  Whispering 
are real weaknesses and should not 
be  discounted  as  peripheral. 
However,  the  book  does  make 
some  important  contributions  — 
Lapsley’s  suggestion  of  a 
hermeneutics  of  trust  rather  than 
of suspicion is enormously helpful 
to  those  trying  to  understand  the 
Hebrew Scriptures from a feminist 
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and  theological  stance. 
Whispering would  be  a  good 
choice as a group study book for 
students already familiar with the 
Hebrew Bible and with a cursory 
understanding of feminist biblical 
scholarship. It is, if nothing else, a 
thought-provoking read. 

— Mary Hale

THE HUMBLE GIANT: 
Moses Coady, Rural 
Revolutionary
by Jim Lotz Ottawa: 
Novalis, 2005 $19.95 

It  seems  that  every  time  we 
turn around, we hear about another 
crisis  in  critical  industries  like 
agriculture and the fisheries. With 
the  overwhelming  amount  of 
information we receive every day, 
it’s  all  too  easy  to  push  these 
stories  to  the  margins  of  our 
consciousness. We simply change 
the channel or find another site on 
the Internet. 

It seems all too easy to forget 
the people living in areas affected 
by economic crisis.  All too often 
distant  interests  siphon  off  the 
wealth these individuals generate. 
This  leaves  little  behind  for  the 
economic  benefit  of  the  local 
population. This process is nothing 
new.  This  is  something  the  Rev. 

Dr. Moses Coady observed in the 
early years of the 20th century. 

Dr.  Coady is  the subject  of a 
recently  published  book  by  Jim 
Lotz.  In  The Humble  Giant  Lotz 
reviews  the  life  and  thinking  of 
this  economic  and  cultural 
reformer.  He  surveys  the  effects 
this one person has had on lives, 
institutions,  and  communities 
throughout  North  America  and 
around the world. 

Coady was one of the founders 
of the Antigonish Movement. The 
overarching  goal  of  this 
organization  is  to  reduce  poverty 
and  help  people  improve  their 
lives. The movement’s main tools 
are  adult  education,  co-operative 
ventures, and small study groups. 
Its base of operations began out of 
the Extensions Department of  St. 
Francis  Xavier  University  in 
Antigonish, Nova Scotia. Its work 
continues today through the efforts 
of the Coady Institute. 

Coady  is  known  for  many 
accomplishments.  One  of  his 
primary  challenges  was  to  help 
people  think  and  find  out  more 
about themselves. As Coady went 
about  his  work,  it  soon  became 
obvious  that  the  gifts  of  the 
average person were being wasted. 
One  of  his  maxims  was,  “The 
people can do ten times what they 
think they can do.” 

Coady  believed  that  there  is 
always something new for people 
to  learn  and  discover.  He  would 
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hand  someone  a  book,  for 
example,  and  challenge  them  to 
draw their own conclusions about 
topics  that  touch  their  lives  and 
their work. This is one of the ways 
in which Coady was ahead of his 
time. Much of this work was done 
in small study groups developed in 
people’s homes and in many other 
locations, including a jail.  

Coady  had  a  big  vision  that 
could be  captured in  four  words: 
Listen,  study,  discuss,  and  act. 
While  his  vision  may  have  been 
too big for people to digest, it gave 
the Antigonish Movement a clear 
sense of direction for its work. His 
work  helped  people  build  co-
operative  stores,  educate 
themselves, and survive the Great 
Depression. He was committed to 
keeping financial resources in the 
hands  of  the  individuals  and 
communities that generated them, 
and helping people improve their 
lives. 

In developing his thoughts on 
adult  education,  Coady  was 
willing to learn from any source of 
information.  Perhaps  his  most 
important  sources  of  information 
were the people on the docks,  in 
the union halls, and in the fields. 
He would listen to  the  stories  of 
people working at the grass roots. 
These stories helped him 

understand what was going on in 
people’s  lives  and  what  they 
needed. 
Lotz  has  written  a  concise, 
balanced,  and  accessible  book 
examining  many  positive  aspects 
of  Coady’s  life  and  work.  He 
analyzes the influences of relatives 
and  mentors  on  Coady,  and 
Coady’s  views  on  political 
involvement  and  methods  of 
bringing  economic  renewal  and 
reform.  He  also  explores  some 
important questions and mysteries. 
He wonders why Coady had never 
encouraged  people  to  run  for 
public  office.  He  also  questions 
the effect of Coady’s work on both 
church and society. 

This book is an important read 
for  anyone  living  and  serving  in 
rural and resource communities. It 
is also valuable for leaders serving 
communities and congregations in 
other  contexts.  While  the 
Antigonish  movement  itself 
peaked during the 1930s, many of 
the  principals  held  up  by  Coady 
can  be  used  in  almost  any 
community today. God has blessed 
us with many gifts and it is critical 
we put these gifts to good use to 
help people and communities. The 
Humble  Giant  helps  us  do  just 
that. 

—  Mike Jones
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PAUL IN FRESH
PERSPECTIVE
by N.T. Wright 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2005). Pp.xii + 195. $21.45.

Compared  to  his  monumental 
three-volume  series  Christian 
Origins and the Question of God, 
which  dealt  with  the  historical 
Jesus in great detail, N.T. Wright’s 
exposition on Paul is a picture of 
the  apostle  painted  in  large 
strokes. The book originated in his 
Hulsean  Lectures  in  Cambridge 
University, an occasion for him to 
bring  together  much  of  his 
previous  research  on  the  Apostle 
and place himself in the spectrum 
of Pauline scholarship. 

The  book is  divided into two 
parts:  Themes  and  Structures.  In 
the  first  section,  after  briefly 
locating  himself  in  the  new 
perspective on Paul,  giving much 
credit  to  Richard  Hays  on  the 
importance  of  underlying 
narratives,  he  frames  Paul’s 
thought  within  three  major 
themes:  Creation  and  Covenant; 
Messiah  and  Apocalyptic;Gospel 
and Empire. Wright returns in the 
first to his previous studies on the 
importance  of  Creation  and 
Covenant  (The  Climax  of  the  
Covenant) in the understanding of 
both Jesus and Paul. He argues for 
the centrality of this double theme 
from Col  1:15-20,  1  Cor  15  and 
Romans  1-11.  On  the  theme  of 

Apocalyptic  he  returns  to  his 
understanding  of  Jewish 
Apocalyptic  elaborated  in  his 
Jesus  trilogy,  and  shows  how 
messianic  expectations  fit  into  it. 
The  theme  Gospel  and  Empire 
finds  Wright  endorsing  recent 
developments  in  New  Testament 
studies on the political dimensions 
of both Jesus’ and Paul’s messages 
and  activities,  a  point  not  often 
developed  in  general  surveys  on 
Paul.

This  presentation  of  Paul’s 
theology, like his previous one on 
Jesus,  is  resolutely  theocentric. 
The  gospel  is  about  God.  The 
second  part  of  the  book,  entitled 
Structures,  shows  how  Israel’s 
monotheism is  rethought  in  view 
of the faith in Christ (“Rethinking 
God”),  how Israel’s  vision  of  its 
election  as  God’s  people  is 
reshaped  around  Jesus  and 
reworked  around  the  Spirit 
(“Reworking God’s People”), and 
how  God’s  future  is  similarly 
reimagined in a messianic context 
(“reimagining  God’s  Future”).  In 
the final chapter: “Jesus, Paul and 
the  Task  of  the  Church”,  Wright 
shows  how  he  understands  the 
relation  between  Paul  and  Jesus 
(both  thought  they  were  at  the 
climax of the Covenant), and what 
was  central  to  Paul’s  activity  as 
servant (building up the church as 
the  reworked  chosen  people  of 
God,  to  which  unity  was 
essential).  In  conclusion,Wright 
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turns to practical consequences of 
his view: Paul has a vital role to 
play  in  the  present  — 
reconstruction  of  the  self  “in 
Christ”, reconstruction of knowing 
in love, and reconstruction of the 
great  story,  a  grand  narrative  he 
thinks the modern world is sorely 
lacking.

The jacket  of  the  book offers 
“Paul” as the title. The title page 
adds:  “A fresh perspective”.  It  is 
fresh  in  the  sense  that  Paul  is 
rarely  presented  as  a  completely 
Jewish theologian making sense of 
his messianic experience. Here is a 
presentation of Paul organized not 
on traditional Christian theological 
motifs of systematic theology, nor 
from  the  limited  perspective  of 
justification by faith issuing from 
the  famous  battles  of  the 
Reformation, but from Paul’s own 
base,  the  dominant  convictions 
and  expectations  of  his  people. 
One  may,  of  course,  challenge 
Wright’s  choice  on  what 
constituted  the  center  of  Israel’s 
faith at the time. He has for years 
argued  that  creation,  covenant, 
election,  and  eschatology  as  part 
of God’s redemptive purpose over 
the whole world was the center of 
Israel’s identity, not the Law. The 
later  focus  on  the  Law  as  the 
center  of  Judaism  is  just  as 
historically limited as the focus on 
personal  justification  by  faith 
among  Christians  much  later. 
Wright’s  option  provides  a 

perspective  on  Paul  that  allows 
him  to  reshuffle  the  traditional 
themes  of  Pauline  theology  in  a 
fresh way. 

The  readership  of  this  book 
will have to be a learned one, for 
the  scope  of  the  work  does  not 
allow detailed arguments of texts 
discussed  in  support  of  his  main 
theses,  nor  of  other  scholarly 
positions  Wright  dismisses.  But 
the  clarity  and  the  vigour  of  the 
style makes it  a pleasure to read. 
Those  who  have  followed  the 
progress of Pauline studies in the 
last  30  years  will  be  thankful  to 
Wright for laying down his views. 
And  many  thoughtful  Christians 
disappointed by the fragmentation 
of Pauline studies and the present 
eclipse  of  Paul  will  be  glad  to 
endorse a generous view of him as 
the foundational thinker and leader 
of the church. 

— Daniel 
Fraikin
—

IMPROVISATION: The 
Drama of Christian Ethics 
by Samuel Wells. Grand 
Rapids: Brazos Press, 2004. 
236 pp. $33.99

What  is  God  in  Christ 
requiring  and  enabling  us  to  be 
and do in today’s complex world? 
Samuel  Wells  in  Improvisation 
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provides  a  significant  and 
evocative  approach  to  answering 
this perennial question. 

Wells  makes  the  novel 
proposal  that  we  can  gain 
important  insights  and  skills 
applicable to Christian living from 
the art of drama and the discipline 
of acting. This proposal is set in a 
distinctive  approach  to  Christian 
ethics  under  the  label  “ecclesial 
ethics”,  complete with illustrative 
applications  to  several 
contemporary  social  issues. 
According  to  Wells,  our  post-
modern context  calls  for an ethic 
“specifically  for  Christians”  in 
which  the  location  of  theological 
and  ethical  reflection  is  the 
church. The narrative presupposed 
by  this  “ecclesial  ethic”  is  best 
understood as a drama in five acts 
—  creation,  Israel,  Jesus,  the 
church,  and  the  eschaton.  The 
church  lives  in  the  fourth  act 
playing out its part in light of the 
others.  We  are  invited,  then,  not 
just to learn the story and interpret 
it,  but  to  join  in  performing the 
drama  and  participate  in 
rehearsals where we can practice 
and learn from our mistakes.

Scripture  is  essential  to  this 
performance, but it is not a script, 
because  act  four  requires 
improvisation. This is the art that 
Christian  ethics  can  learn  much 
about  from the  theater. 
Improvisation is about a group of 
actors  being  “schooled  in  a 

tradition  so  thoroughly  that  they 
learn  to  act  from  habit  in  ways 
appropriate  to  the  circumstance”. 
Christians seeking to improvise in 
the  fourth  act  of  the  theo-drama 
need to be appropriately nurtured 
and  formed  both  in  moral 
character  —  virtues,  perception, 
instincts — and in the use of the 
resources  of  the  other  acts.  The 
church must concentrate its moral 
effort and creative imagination on 
such  formation.  In  common with 
contemporary  “virtue  ethics”, 
Wells seeks  to “transfer attention 
from  action  to  agent,  from 
decision  to  training,  from 
quandary  to  character”.  The 
resources  given  by  God  for  this 
character  formation  are  story, 
sacrament,  and  Spirit,  received 
through  the  practices  of  the 
church, primarily worship. 

A  second  lesson  from  the 
actors’ art of improvising is  their 
practice  of  “offers”,  “blocking” 
and  “accepting”.  An  offer  is 
anything  another  actor  does  — 
speech, gesture, facial expression, 
action. “An actor  accepts an offer 
by any response that maintains the 
premise  of  the  action  that 
constituted the offer.”  Blocking in 
effect says in one way or another, 
“I’m  not  playing  this  game  any 
more.”

Wells contends that Christians 
should  never  block,  trusting  that 
God’s story is  already assured in 
Christ.  Wells  argues  that  instead 
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Christians  should  “overaccept”. 
This  requires  a  shift  from seeing 
the world as filled with  givens — 
time,  space,  human  finitude,  and 
sin,  to  recognizing  that  God  and 
the theo-drama are the only fixed 
givens.  All else is to be regarded 
and  taken  as  gifts  which  can  be 
used in God’s story. 

In  overaccepting  offers  one 
asks, “‘How  can  this  gift  be 
understood  or  used  in  a  faithful 
way?  What  does  the  way  we 
accept this gift say about the kind 
of people we are and want to be? 
What can (or has) this gift become 
in  the  kingdom  of  God?  
Overaccepting is accepting in the 
light of a larger story.”   
Unfortunately,  Wells  treats  other 
approaches  to  Christian  ethics 
(except  liberation  ethics)  mainly 
as  a  foil  to  distinguish  his  own. 
This  leads  to  frequent 
oversimplifications and distortions 
of  them.  One  wishes  he  might 
have blocked these offers less, and 
overaccepted them more. 

There  is  much  to  commend 
Wells’  offer  as  a  whole.  The 
importance of character formation 
through the discipline of  worship 
and  other  practices,  for  example. 
Improvisation and the practice of 
over  accepting  bring  new  and 
intriguing possibilities for faithful 
Christian living. But I don’t think 
his approach by itself provides an 
adequate  Christian  ethic.  A 
perennial feature of the moral life 

and a prime factor and resource in 
the  theo-drama  is  the  moral  law, 
commands,  standards  and  guides 
for  right  action  and  good 
character. Wells makes almost no 
reference  to  them,  let  alone  any 
exposition of them, though he has 
his own absolutes — no violence 
and  no  blocking.  Are  all  “no’s” 
refusals  to  play  at  all  and 
implicitly  violent  or  can  some 
open  up  new  possibilities  for 
faithfully  carrying  forward  the 
story especially when followed by 
an  alternative  offer?  It’s  a  real 
interpretative stretch to claim there 
are  not  any  no’s  from  God 
recorded  in  scripture.  However, 
my  hope  is  that  readers  will 
neither  block  nor  simply  accept 
Wells’ offer, but overaccept it.

— Terry Anderson

BOUND  AND  FREE:  A 
Theologian’s Journey 
by Douglas John Hall. 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2005.  133pp.+ 22pp notes, 
index. $22.00

This  major  Canadian/North 
American  contextual  theologian 
offers  here  a  small 
autobiographical work that serves 
as  a  kind  of  summary  of  his 
thought.  It is by no means a full 
autobiography.  It  tells  us  only  a 
little about his early life, from his 
birth  in  1928  in  rural  Ontario, 
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through his marriage in 1960 (“the 
best thing I ever did”).  We learn 
the  bare  facts  about  his  brief 
pastoral ministry, and his teaching 
career at Waterloo, Saskatoon, and 
McGill in Montreal; that he is the 
father of four children; that he is a 
lover  and  performer  of  classical 
and  romantic  music;  that  as  a 
youth  he  resisted  theology  and 
ministry,  but  felt  an  irresistible 
vocation:  “I  was  not  free  not  to 
respond”  (p.  4).  Hall  describes 
himself  as  one  who  does  not 
believe  easily,  who,  with  Luther, 
has  experienced  the  vocation  of 
theology  as  a  form  of  “spiritual 
suffering” (p. 17).

As  a  student  at  Union 
Seminary in New York, he was in 
awe  of  Karl  Barth,  and  sat  in 
Tillich’s classes arguing with him 
all the while. He later realized that 
he had learned much from Tillich, 
and  that  he  was  an  intellectual 
disciple  chiefly  of  Reinhold 
Niebuhr (p.  37).  But  in  1972-73, 
while writing his first  large book 
(Lighten  Our  Darkness)  Hall 
visited Basel Cathedral, where he 
said  “Auf  wiedersehen  to  old 
Karl,”  and  to  Bonhoeffer,  to 
Tillich  and  Niebuhr  as  well,  for 
the  first  time  finding  his  own 
voice.  Everything  before  1970 
was  apprenticeship:  “I  could  not 
become  a  theologian  in  earnest 
until  I  had  plunged  into  the 
growing darkness of my own time 
and  place” (p.  45).  He  had  felt 

close  affinity  to  Moltmann’s 
theology of hope, but deplored the 
way in  which  it  was  received  in 
North America as a slogan of the 
“official optimism”.    

Hall  identifies  his  chief 
vocational  mandate:  1) 
contextuality,  and  2)  theology  of 
the  cross.  These  two  are 
inextricably  linked.  His  brief 
account here of theologia crucis is 
deeply  contextual:  “The  question 
in  the West today is  whether  the 
Christian faith is able to address a 
civilization  no longer  on  the  rise 
but falling, visibly, in decline....”  
(p.  71)  He is  intensely aware,  as 
always,  of  the  deep  trouble, 
ecological  as  well  as  social  and 
cultural,  facing  North  America, 
and  of  the  powerlessness  of  the 
post-Christendom church.  

He urges us to be in humble, 
open dialogue with other religions. 
Rejecting  both  exclusivism  and 
pluralism, and suspicious of some 
forms of inclusivism, he urges an 
attitude  of  hospitality  toward  the 
religious  other,  keeping  in  mind 
that faith is not sight. 

Hall  is  concerned  for  the 
preservation of classical Protestant 
theology.  “Protestantism  is  in 
trouble.”  We need  not  merely  to 
repeat  the  thought  of  Luther, 
Calvin,  etc.,  but  to  “deconstruct 
and  reconstruct”,  seeking  a 
renewed Protestantism that builds 
upon a rich heritage.  He identifies 
six emphases of our heritage that 
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we  are  called  to  steward:  1) 
christocentrism  (contra  christo-
monism);  2) the priority of grace 
(contra  voluntarism  and 
determinism);  3)  the  dialectical 
character  of  theology  (contra 
religious  simplism);  4)  faith 
seeking  understanding  (contra 
rationalism  and  irrationalism);  5) 
the  Bible  (contra  Biblicism  and 
Bible  illiteracy);  6)  faith  in 
dialogue  with  doubt  (contra 
fideism).  

Readers of Hall’s major works, 
especially the large volumes of his 
trilogy, will recognize the themes 
that  he  has  developed  so 
magnificently  over  the  past  three 
decades.  This  book  is  highly 
recommended, both to his veteran 
readers  and  to  newcomers  to  his 
thought,  as  a  fascinating  aperitif 
for a deeper engagement with the 
whole  work  of  this  important 
contributor  to  Canadian/North 
American theology in our time.

— Harold Wells
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