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Editorial
THE MINISTER AS PRACTICAL
THEOLOGIAN
Recently an old friend of mine died, and the occasion brought
to mind many things about her that I recalled with affection. This
included an incident that took place a number of years ago, when
she was introducing me as the guest speaker at an event. In the
course of her remarks she referred to me as a "fIrst rank theologian". It's nice to be flattered, of course, and I was aware that my
friend was using such inflated language naively. All the same, in
that moment my ears turned bright red with embarrassment, for I
know perfectly well that I am not a fIrst rank theologian. I am but
an interpreter of the fIrst rank theologians, often an interpreter of
the interpreters of those rare people who are able to take the theological tradition and think it through afresh, and thus give it an
original re-expression in and for their own time.
I am not embarrassed, however, to be called a theologian; in
the Protestant tradition it was understood that every minister had
such a calling. Luther, it's true, identifIed the priesthood of all believers - that by baptism all Christians are called to mediate the
grace of Christ one to another - but under and within that he recognized that there were different vocations in the Church. Part of
the call to be ministers of Word and Sacraments involved being the
practical theologians in the congregation. They were the Sundayby-Sunday interpreters of the Christian faithfor the congregation.
To be a theologian might be compared with being a guide in
the wilderness. Some years ago a small plane crashed into the bush
in the Appalachians. The pilot was killed, but all seven passengers
survived without being badly hurt. It seems there was a natural
leader among them, a charming man of middle years who immediately took charge. It was a deeply overcast day, making it impossible to get directions from the sun, but he said he knew the way they
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should take, and pointed toward it. This was disputed by an
aggressive woman with an off-putting personality, who told them
that she had grown up in the Appalachians, and they were crazy to
go in the direction he was proposing. It seemed to go downhill and
out of the bush, but it would actually lead them deeper into it. She
was going "that way", she said, and anybody who wanted to join
her could do so. Only one young man took her seriously and chose
to go with her. The two of them broke out of the trees the next day
and hit a road where they were soon picked up. Even with the
information they gave the Search and Rescue people, the density of
the bush and the low cloud cover prevented the other five from being found for three days, and when they were brought in one was
near death (and later died) from eating poisonous fungi. The young
man who went with the woman told reporters, "I didn't like her, but
somehow I felt she knew what she was doing."
It is a story that has fascinated me every since I first read about
it, partly because I think that unpleasant woman was to the group
what, to some extent, theologians are to be to the Church. The
primary criterion is not that they be attractive personalities, but that
they be able to pass on, and interpret in the current situation of the
Church and the world, the primal Christian story, so that people
will be led forward toward the region of Light. Or to use a different
analogy, a theologian might be compared to a naturalist who can
tell what fungi are nourishing and what are slow poison.
One of the things that characterizes our Church is that we tend
to take theological issues and turn them into pastoral ones, which is
partly due to the preoccupations of the people in the pew. They
understandably want something that works for them. Their marriage is breaking up, or their teenaged daughter is pregnant, or they
have lost their job, or they can't seem to avoid depression, etc.
They're looking for something that will help to get them through
the coming week, and if they fmd something that does they won't be
checking the theological fme points. The pastor very properly wants
to respond to their concerns. But he or she should be more like a
mother who is rushing her children out of a burning building, who
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knows she cannot stop when her little boy stumbles and scrapes his
knees and hands. The hurt is genuine and his tears are authentic,
but the mother knows, even ifhe does not, that something else must
take precedence. In due course she will provide pastoral care, bandaging his wounds and giving the words of love and reassurance that
will be important for him to get, but right now the "one thing needful" is to see that they all get out with their lives.
The main issues dealt with in the Bible, and thus the ones the
practical theologians should give priority to in their preaching and
teaching, are not first of all about personal comfort and pastoral
reassurance, but about life and death. The people in the pew may
opt for theologies that are of an immediately "practical" bent, which
rpay have a tenuous, or even an adversarial, relationship with the
faith of the Church. It is the role of the minister to hold up, week in
and week out, the Church's faith, which will sometimes - though
not usually - seem only remotely connected with the immediate
concerns of congregational members, and will sometimes be even
posing questions about those concerns.
The role of the practical theologian has been an indispensable
one in the Church since its beginning. There is an identifiable public tradition, the primal redemptive narrative, to which, and for which,
they have been accountable. For much of the Church's life this has
been the bishop's role. The emphasis in the Protestant tradition on
an educated ministry, however, was linked to the fact that all ministers were seen to fulf111,in part, that episcopal office. They were to
be brought inside the foundational Christian story, and trained in
the capacity to retell it, understand it, and interpret it.
The minister must be many things to the congregation: pastor,
animator, administrator, and of course liturgical presider. But being the liturgical presider is linked to the vital role of preacher/
teacher, that is of being the practical theologian.

-A.M.W.

____ h

- ..- ..- -

ECUMENICAL CONFESSION
by Raymond A. Cuthbert
On the fIrst Sunday in Advent, 30 November 1997, three congregations in Winnipeg from two denominations and two predominant ethnic groups voted to make permanent a living relationship as
one congregation. St. Stephen's-Broadway United Church has been
joined by two partners who are predominantly Filipino congregations: Home Street Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and John
Wesley United Church. Just over twenty-fIve years ago, Home Street
was an all-Caucasian entity, but it evolved into more than 90% Filipino in its ethnic make-up. John Wesley United Church was an allFilipino congregation which sprang to life eight years prior to the
new partnership. The newly established entity is calling itself Broadway Disciples United Church, and is seen to be a fresh opportunity
for Christian witness out of a prominent site adjacent to the Manitoba Legislative Building.
The Disciples of Christ were once termed by The Observer as
"the unknown third party in church union", after they joined the
union talks which were proceeding in the 60s and 70s between the
United and Anglican Churches. A founding member of both the
Canadian and World Council of Churches, the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ) has a small Canadian presence of under thirty
congregations in the midst of an ongoing relationship with their
800,000 member denomination in the U.S. After the Anglicans
dropped out of the union conversations in 1975, the Disciples and
the United Church tried to fan the flame for another ten years, until
it appeared evident that local interest in both Disciples and United
Church congregations was simply not there. (Another DisciplesUnited congregation can be found in Calgary at Campbell-StoneUnited [Campbell and Stone were two of the principle founders of
the Disciples of Christ movement].)
In any case, the three congregations in Winnipeg decided to
begin life as a "woven congregation", one that brings together the

----------

TOUCHSTONE, MAY,1999

7

gifts of different communities of faith, and stresses the varieties of
their gifts, rather than attempting to homogenize them into a flattened similarity. Sacramentally, the congregation attempts to meet
the needs of the members of both United Church and Disciples of
Christ traditions: the Lord's Supper is celebrated weekly as in the
Disciples of Christ tradition, and Baptisms are done in the manner
of both traditions - infant Baptisms for United Church families,
should they choose, and Baptisms following a profession of faith
for Disciples families.
This new relationship seems to bode well for the Christian witness made in the city. An ethnically mixed, though predominantly
Filipino, congregation is at the centre of Winnipeg - worshipping
under the shadow of the Golden Boy that is atop the Legislative
Building. The message which the creation of this new entity brings
to our city is believed by the congregation to be one which Christ
intended from the time of his prayer, "I ask not only on behalf of
these, but also on behalf of those who believe in me through their
word, that they may all be one... so that the world may believe that
you have sent me." (John 17:20-21 NRSV)
Wmnipeg Presbytery approved this arrangement during its January, 1998 meeting. Since the Disciples of Christ have what they
call a "covenantal polity" which is congregationally based, the overwhelmingly positive vote of the Home Street congregation on November 30,1997 was their only need for approval by the denomination.

Four Creedal Statements
One practice which the congregation has chosen to observe in
worship is that when it comes time in the service for a confession of
faith, one of four creedal statements is used in regular rotation. In
addition to "A New Creed" adopted by the United Church of Canada,
and the "AffIrmation of Faith" prepared by the Disciples of Christ,
the congregation also employs the Nicene and Apostolic Creeds.
Fortunately, all four of these are printed in the Chalice Hymnal
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which the congregation has chosen to use as its primary worship
resource.
Why does the congregation cling to the two ancient formulations of the faith? Why not be content with the denominationallybased statements which have arisen in recent decades, and which
appear to reflect the kind of faith understanding which modern people require? Questions constantly arise in Protestant settings, for
example, about the use of the term "Holy Catholic Church", and
both the ancient creeds use that terminology (the Chalice Hymnal
goes so far as to asterisk the term "catholic" and footnote the term's
meaning as "universal").
Part of the reason for the use of these varied statements of faith
is to reflect the congregation's rootedness in a faith that is larger
than their own particular - or some might say parochial- tradition. An Anglican, upon spending several weeks during her summer vacation worshipping withher United Church sibling at Broadway Disciples United, remarked on how the rotation of the four
statementsof faith undercutthe divisivehistory in whichthe Church
has often used creeds as a "test of fellowship" . By using both denominationally-crafted statements of faith along with the historic
ecumenical creeds, the congregation, for her at least, was saying
"we're ruling no Christian out".
The historic ecumenical statements of faith are not employed
in this congregation as tests of fellowship. They can and should be
used as a measuring stick by which Christians of today can see
themselvesstanding in a traditionwhich has encompassedthe whole
of Church history. The Nicene Creed has a particularly important
standing in the Church, being affIrmed prior to the division of the
Church into "eastern" and "western" blocs, the east being the
Orthodox tradition, and the west being the Roman Catholic and
Protestant churches. But both the Nicene and Apostolic Creeds
remind us of who we are by telling us who we were. Neither of
these creeds was prepared out of the exigencies of the questions of
today, but out of the times in which they appeared. Nonetheless,
both of these Creeds have been used as "touchstones" for Christians down through the centuries since they were developed.

- - -
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Transcending
TIme.J Lee
One purpose of worship is to allow the individual to attain a
sense of transcendence. Not only do we worship a God who is both
transcendent and immanent, but we worship as a community, and
transcend the growing consumerism of a society which tells us to
"look out for Number One". Corporate worship, corporate hymn
singing, and corporate statements of faith remind us of our being a
community of faith. The use of the historic ecumenical creeds also
witnesses to the modem day worshipper that the faith of which we
are a part is larger than our own understanding, our own ethnicity,
and our own denominational underpinnings. We are members of a
communion of saints which transcends time and space, as does our
triune God.
The use of the historic creeds is also a symbol to our sisters
and brothers in the faith that we understand ourselves to be linked
to the same heritage from which they spring. The World Council of
Churches' Faith and Order Commission has been working for several years to promote the use of the Nicene Creed as a symbol of
Christian unity. Whether a person who enters our church doors is
from another communion or denomination, or that person is from
no Church at all, the use of common creeds helps us to explain that
we perceive ourselves to be part of a larger understanding of the
Church than merely the denominational "brand name" under which
we live. The allegiance to Christ's Church over our own denominationalloyalties must be seen to be paramount.
An adage suggests that the work of the Church is to "comfort
the afflicted" and to "afflict the comfortable". The comforting of
the afflicted is the primary evangelical call of the Church - "to
bring good news to the poor... to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour" (Luke 4: 18-19). Luke tells us
that these are the words which Jesus used to inaugurate His own
ministry. But the second half of the adage, "to afflict the comfortable", is an ironic way of suggesting that all Christians need to
work on the task of sanctification. The Apostle Paul pointed to
sanctification, the work of becoming more like Christ, as an im-
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perative in his teaching. In essence, because Christ has died for us,
because the Holy Spirit has been given to us, we must lead the holy
life. I would suggest that neither the historic nor the modern creeds
should be used fIrst of all as tests of fellowship, but rather as aids in
the sanctifying of every Christian's life. By giving us a brief synopsis of some key elements in our faith, the creeds are meant to be
tools of Christian instruction.
It is worthwhile to ask ourselves why the historic creeds believe that God's role as Creator is essential. Why is God's oneness
important? Why is Christ identifIed with the Creator as inseparable? Why is Christ understood to be born of a human mother?
Why is it important to believe that Christ's life is stronger than
death? Why is it important to understand the work of the Holy
Spirit in our midst now and today? Why do we believe that the
oneness of the Church is related to the oneness of the Godhead?
How crucial is the forgiveness of sins?

Loving God Also with our Minds
The Creeds are there to help us to remember what some of the
important questions are. A Christian who has no understanding of
why it is that the doctrine of incarnation is important may very well
not understandthe centralmessageof the GoodNews ofJesus Christ
that God loves us enough to become one of us, so that we might
become like our Saviour.
I would never contend that Christianity is merely a matter of
getting our heads straight. Christianity must be lived and breathed
if it is indeed to be a new incarnation of God's love in our world.
But getting our minds to ask the eternal questions is nonetheless
important, since our ancestors in the Hebrew faith have taught us
that the fIrst and great commandment is to love the Lord our God
with all our hearts, all our souls, and all our minds. If the heart and
soul are to be moved to action, part of our action must be based in
what we believe. What we believe, etymologically, is what we do
"by our life".

-
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may seem somewhatdated, like the aforementionedtenn "catholic"
to describe the universal Church, also reminds us of the intention of
Christ for the Church, and takes away the denominational quality
which we have recently ascribed to the use of that tenn. Of course
such a renewal of these ancient words cannot be done without explanation, and many denominational tenns in addition to "catholic"
ought to be used to elucidate words which are to be owned by the
whole Church rather than a portion of it. A few examples might
include "apostolic","charismatic", "evangelical","full gospel" (has
anyone ever heard of a "partial gospel"?) and - dare I say? "episcopal".
An ancient symbol of the Christian faith for the Church has
been a ship, with Christ's cross as its mast. The Church sails on the
seas of our world, its sails filled by the winds of the Holy Spirit.
This symbol for the Church has been revived in modem times by
the ecumenical movement. The new emerging congregation across
from the Legislative Building will be an ecumenical congregation
that relates to two different denominations, the Disciples of Christ
and the United Church of Canada. This can be a symbol, both to
the Church and to the world that what many Christians have in
common - their faith in Christ - is more important than that
which oncedividedthem- their denominationalname-tags,or their
cultural backgrounds. Providentially,the house of worship in which
Broadway Disciples United Church gathers was designed by its architect to resemble a ship.

-------------

THE ENIGMA AND MYSTERY OF PRAYER
by Don Schweitzer
Virtually everybody prays at one time or another, especially
when someone they love is in danger. And both the Bible and the
Christian tradition are full of exhortations to pray. Yet prayer is
something we are not always comfortable talking about. Perhaps
this is because our experience of it is often enigmatic, and it has a
rationale that remains ultimately mysterious. Both of these aspects
must be respected in speaking of prayer.
The Enigma of Prayer
There is a dramatic scene of answered prayer in the movie
"Free Willy". Willy,the killer whale, is about to be trappedbehind a
breakwater just when the freedom of the ocean is in view. The boy
who works with Willy runs out onto the breakwaterand gives Willy
the signalto jump over him. Willy begins to build up speed, but it is
clearly an impossiblejump. It looks hopeless, but the Haida trainer
responds, "Things can happen". He bows his head and says the
Haida prayer for the whales. Of course Willyjumps and sails over
the boy's head, clearing the breakwater and swimming off to freedom. It is a heart-warming scene.
Many have experiences of prayer that are almost as dramatic,
when their prayers seem to be answered with an unexpected turn of
events. There was an instance like this in World WarII at Dunkirk,
when the British forces were hemmed in against the French coast
and seemed to be hopelessly trapped. Within a few days they
would have to surrender or be pounded to pieces. Then, just in
time, apparently in response to prayers, in rolled a dense fog. Under cover of the fog the Navy was able to evacuate them. And on a
personal note, I remember a friend of mine lying in a coma, suffering from an aneurism after the birth of her second child. The
outlook was not good. The doctors could offer little in the way of
hope. Prayers were said, nonetheless, all over the place. Little by
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little, against the odds, she made virtually a complete recovery and
later had two more children. We all enjoy hearing and telling stories
like these.
But they are not the last word. There are other prayers that
appear to disappear into thin air prayers that seem to be a
helpless protest against a heartless universe. We don't enjoy these
stories, although we know them all too well. And while we enjoy a
movie like "Free Willy", we are uncomfortable claiming that prayers
are answered in such a way when we know that all too often many
seem never to be heard at all. This is the enigma of prayer. Why
are some prayers answered, when so many seem to go unheard?

The Mystery of Prayer
The word prayer comes from the Latin, precari, "to entreat"
or "to obtain by begging". It also means an earnest request. I But in
the biblical tradition the meaning of prayer includes not only petitions or cries for help, but also a rhetoric of persuasion as well as
thanksgiving and praise.2 We see an example of this in Exodus
33: 12-23. In response to the making of the golden calf, God declared that the people of Israel would receive the promised land, but
that He would not go with them. In our context, where virtually
everything is rationalized in terms of what it will achieve economically,3this may not seem critical. However, in the biblical traditions
it is the promise that God will be with them that brings hope and the
assurance of salvation.4 Without this the land would mean nothing.
To the Israelites this threat of the withdrawal of God's presence was
a great disaster, and it led Moses to pray.
In his prayer Moses fIrStreminds God of the love already shown
and the promises God has made to the Israelites in the past. He
IMary E. Hunt, "What's prayer got to do with it?" Waterwheel 10:1 (Spring
1997):1.
2PatrickMiller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of Biblical
Prayer (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994).
3Joyce Rupp, The Star in My Heart (San Diego: Lura Media, 1990), p. xiv.
'Miller, p. 174.
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then begs God to reconsider the withdrawal of the divine presence.
And God yields: "My presence will go with you, and I will give you
rest" (Exodus 33: 14). Moses' prayer has been answered.
Our prayers are always heard by God. Jews and Christians
pray because God is a living God - not a granddaddy in the sky,
but a living God nonetheless, One who speaks, who acts, who intervenes, who creates; One who listens, who hears, who waits, who
has time for us and for all others. God is not just a great principle of
justice or cosmic creativity. As Patrick Miller notes, "[t]he impassibility of God and the immutability of God were not a part of
Israel's understanding of prayer. In form and content, prayers for
help assume that God can be moved, and that God can be persuaded to act in the situation so that it is changed for good, even if
that means that God changes."5 This is the mystery in which prayer
is grounded: God is the transcendent Creator and Redeemer of the
universe, yet also open to being engaged by us.
There is often a tendency to reduce some aspect of the mystery. If God is truly loving and transcendent, why pray for help,
since God must know our needs before we even speak. Or if God
can be engaged by prayer, then God is not truly transcendent in the
way the biblical traditions affIrm. But the traditions of faith that
stem from the Exodus, and the experience of Jesus Christ, refuse to
surrender either side of the paradox. Prayer cannot fmally be grasped
according to technical reasoning.6 It remains grounded in a mystery, the experience of the transcendent, loving, and listening God.
God is transcendent and yet also open to being genuinely engaged
by humanity. Jews and Christians pray when disaster threatens or
strikes, and even when prayers are not answered as we wish, we
still continue to trust that, in the end, the will of God will be done
and life ultimately will be made whole.
But there is more to prayer than calling for help in times of
trouble. In the Bible there is a movement to prayer, from the cry to
help, through God's response, to praise and thanksgiving on the part
SIbid.,p. 126.
6Hunt,"What's prayer got to do with it?" p. 2.
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of those who cried out. 7 When Moses' prayer had been answered
and the danger averted, still Moses continued to pray. Prayer is
thus not limited to asking for something. It is also rejoicing in God's
love for us, praising God for His goodness and for the beauty of His
world. Having experienced God's love in answer to his prayer,
Moses praised God and asked to see God's glory (Exodus 33: 18).
But here is also where a danger lurks for those who pray, or for
those whose prayers have been dramatically answered.

Respecting the Enigma and Mystery of Prayer
Faith in God is a source of hope, peace and strength, but it
never lifts us out of this world. Wealways remain subject to everything from hair loss to death, and prone to self-centeredness in a
million different ways. Moreover, the saint is as liable to be struck
and killed by a bus as is the sinner. Faith in God gives one peace
and the power to love, but it doesn't make one superhuman, or lift
one above any of the daily struggles that are a part of life.
The experience of prayer seeming to be unanswered is common in these struggles. It can sometimes lead to a greater spiritual
maturity, though it can also tempt us to think that prayer is futile.
But to cease praying is to give up on God, which also means to give
up on our hope for justice, for peace, for the healing of creation.8
Prayer puts us in touch with God's empowering presence which
enables us be more human in a fallen and suffering world. Prayer
connects us to spiritualresources which are vital for the struggle for
a world of justice and peace.
However, for those whose prayers are dramatically answered,
there is the temptation of thinking that prayer can give us some
special status or power over the world around us. This is the failure
to respect the enigma of prayer. It is wonderful at the end of "Free
Willy", when the trainer prays and Willy sails over the breakwater
7MilIer,p. 3. According to Miller, "the last word of Christian prayer is always
praise;" Ibid., p. 335.
8Dorothee Soelle and Fulbert Steffensky, Not Just Yes and Amen: Christians
With a Cause (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), p. 41.
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to freedom. But what about all the other killer whales that don't go
free? It was wonderful when my friend began to make her surprising recovery from the aneurism. Soon after regaining consciousness, however, she became depressed. Being good Anglicans, she
and her husband had a service celebrating her recovery. So why the
depression? Lying in her hospital bed after regaining consciousness,
she became aware of all the others around her, suffering from similar strokes and aneurisms. While she continued to get better, she
saw that many patients, some of whom were not as sick as she was
when admitted, grew worse. Some died, and others remained permanently paralyzed or bed-ridden.
Why some prayers are answered and others seem to go unheard is inexplicable. It was this enigma that gave rise to the protest
of Job and to the cry of Jesus from the cross. Like the prayer for
help, however, this protest is grounded in faith in God's promises.
The enigma of unanswered prayer, and the protest against it, must
be respected, for they will be with us until God's promises are ultimately fulfilled. One cannot solve this enigma with a theoretical
answer or explanation. One can only speak of the hope brought by
Jesus Christ, who stands in solidarity with those who suffer and
who seek the healing of creation that God has promised.
The mystery of prayer must also be respected. When Moses
asks to see God's glory, is he asking to be lifted out of this world,
above its trials and tribulations? Or is he expressing a longing to see
God's great work of redemption finished, to see God face to face,
as it were? God responds by saying, "I will do the very thing you
ask." But then God adds, "You cannot see my face and live" (Exodus 33:20). While God hears and answers prayer, God always
remains greater than we can ever fully know. God never comes
under our controI.9 Not even Moses can see God face to face and

live. As human beings we have to recognize and accept our limits.10
As Job learned, while there is validity to the cry of protest against
9

As Miller notes, God can be persuaded on the basis of God's past deeds and

promises, but God cannot be coerced; Miller, p. 125.
IODouglas Hall, God and Human Suffering (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1986), p.

55.
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suffering and injustice, God still remains transcendent. When we
seek to control God, consciously or otherwise, our prayers are still
heard. But they are answered in keeping with God's will to see all
creation made whole.
Knowing that our prayers are heard, we should pray. We
should pray for healing when we or others are injured or sick, even
when there seems to be little hope. We should pray for the patience, love, wisdom, courage and strength we need in dealing with
each other. We should pray for peace, even though the news is full
of war. We should pray that the hungry be fed, even and especially
when famines are raging. We should pray because in Christ we
trust that God is love, that God hears prayer, and that God is able to
answer. We should pray not only when we need God, but also
when we feel the beauty of life and when the joy of living wells up
within us and needs to come to expression.
As was suggested earlier, all our prayers are heard and ultimately answered, according to God's willY But prayer is never a
way for us to take God's place. When Moses asked to see God's
glory, he didn't get to see God face to face, but he got to see God's
back. There is something of this in every answer to prayer.
Every prayer, in its own way, reaches out for the coming
fulfillment of God's promises, when heaven and earth will be full of
God's glory and we will see God face to face. Every prayer is
answered, either dramatically or more quietly, by a glimpse of that
coming glory, such as Moses being shown God's back. Martin
Luther saw in this a reference to Jesus on the cross. We cannot see
God face to face in all God's glory now, Luther thought. We can
only see God from behind as it were, in Christ on the cross. In that
sense, what God showed Moses is the answer to all our prayers.
From a Christian perspective, the answer is ultimately the promise
given in Jesus Christ. This will only fmd its fulfillment when all of
creation is full of God's glory.
liAs Miller notes in commenting on the Lord's prayer, "[t]he starting point of
Christian prayer on this model is the prayer for the effecting of God's purpose,
not the prayer of our needs;" Miller, p. 331.
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WHO'S NEXT TO BE "MITFORDIZED"?l
by Thomas G. Long
It cost only $475 to cremate Jessica Mitford. She would have
been pleased by that, of course, delighted to know that in death as
well as in life she had deprived the local undertakers of their usual
profits. Indeed, when Mitford died at 78 in July, 1996, she was
working on a new edition of her journalistic pipe bomb, The American Way of Death, a savagely witty and enormously influential blast
of the American funeral industry. Mitford's book, which this year
observes its thirty-fifth anniversary of publication, left morticians
with concussion shock and dramatically impacted both industry practices and general cultural attitudes toward death and funerals. People would ask her what she planned to call the revised version.
"Death Warmed Over", she would say.2
Jessica Mitford was part aristocrat, part fellow-traveler, part
comedian, part crank, part revolutionary, and a full-blooded, thoroughly delightful eccentric. Her quirkiness came honestly. Born in
1917 in Gloucestershire, England, she was the fifth of six daughters
of a pair of dreary, right-wing aristocrats, Lord and Lady Redesdale,
who somehow managed to breed a gaggle of colourful social
noncomformists. One sister, Diana, in a masterpiece of bad timing,
married the leader of the British Fascists just in time for the outbreak of World War II and was imprisoned for Nazi enthusiasm.
Another sister, Unity, known as "the Nordic goddess", emigrated to
Germany where she became a passionate disciple of Hitler, attempting suicide when her romantic entreaties to him went unrequited.
Sister Pamela spent her childhood yearning to be a horse. By contrast, yet another sister, Deborah, glided through a fairy tale life as a
duchess, having wed the Duke of Devonshire. Nancy Mitford, the
IThis article fIrst appeared in the January, 1999, issue of Theology Today, and
is used here with permission.
2It was published in August, 1998 as The American Way of Death Revisited
(New York: Knopf, 1998).
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oldest of the sisters, turned the bizarre inner workings of the Mitford
household into a series of quirky novels, and the family peculiarities
were on full display in The Mitford Girls, a wacky musical comedy
that played London's West End.
Jessica, or "Decca" as she was known by her family and friends,
was the most defiant of the "Mitford Girls". Though her father
leaned toward fascism, Jessica ran away from home at age nineteen
to fight fascists in Spain. She was the child of aristocratic privilege
but eloped with a nephew of Winston Churchill to escape the confmes of nobility and, consequently was disowned by her parents.
Shunned by family in Britain, Decca, with her husband and young
daughter, left England for America in 1939 to make a new life.
After her husband was killed in the war, she married Robert Treuhaft,
a left-leaning California labour lawyer, drifted into the American
Communist Party, and was rewarded by being hauled in front of the
California Senate Committee on Un-American Activities. (Ever the
wit, Jessica refused to say whether she had been a member of either
the Communist Party or the Berkeley Tennis Club.) A woman of
regal bearing who never lost the British lilt in her voice, she nevertheless lived in a modest, middle-class home even after her public
success. (To snobbish sister Nancy, who was scandalized that Jessica
preferred plebeian Oakland to fashionable Berkeley, Jessica snorted,
"We live on Regent Street. Does that make you feel better?")
She was at various times in her life a clerk in a dress shop, a
door-to-door hawker of silk hosiery, a Miami bartender, a union
organizer, a reporter for the Soviet-sympathizing People's World, an
investigator for the federal government, a member of the Black
Panthers' defense team, an actress in Woody Allen's movie "Play It
Again, Sam", and, in her seventies, lead warbler for a band dubbed
"Decca and the Dectones", whose last madcap album included
Beatles' tunes and was called "Inappropriate Songs For Special Occasions".
But mainly Jessica Mitford was a muckraker. In fact, she
loved the label, embraced it, and was openly pleased when a critic
sniffed that she was "the queen of muckrakers". Poison Penman-
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ship: The Gentle Art of Muckraking was the proud title of a collection of her essays. She said she took up writing because, "I figured
the only thing that requires no education and no skills is writing."
She took up muckraking because, as San Francisco columnist Herb
Caen noted, "Like Upton Sinclair and Frank Norris before her, she
was merely reporting the truth about abominations waiting to be
exposed."
Abominations were waiting to be exposed everywhere, it
seemed, and Jessica smoked them out - in the practice of medicine, in prisons, in the celebrated political trial of Doctor Benjamin
Spock, to name a few places. But nothing else she wrote rivals the
stunning effect of her masterpiece, The American Way of Death.
Rejected by several publishers as "too morbid" and viewed as a
certain flop, the book instead touched a social nerve. It sold out its
initial print run the day of publication, became a runaway best seller
for months, and staggered the funeral industry by landing punch
after punch on its ethical glass jaw.
Decca pummeled away at every vulgarity, cheap sentiment,
and greedy manipulation she saw in the funeral establishment, and
she saw plenty. Morticians in America were the robber barons of
death, she was convinced, mercenary bottom feeders preying on
the vulnerabilities of the grief-stricken. She attacked "Beautiful
Memory Picture" euphemisms for embalming, cosmetically treated
corpses, caskets with inner spring mattresses, the hawking of "comfortable" burial footwear, and especially the price gouging commonplace among funeral homes. Almost singlehandedly, Mitford roused
the moribund Federal Trade Commission to examine funeral service
practices, and the slate of Federal Trade Commission regulations of
funeral homes in place today is, in significant measure, a legacy of
The American Way of Death. 3
Mitford's ambush left many funeral professionals trembling
with rage. "These dames that write these books - they don't want
3In The American Way of Death Revisited, however, Mitford is critical of the
way that industry lobbyists have, over the years, systematically pulled the teeth
from the Federal Trade Commission funeral regulations.
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kill sentiment you're a dead pigeon. The world runs on sentiment."
Undertakers began to snarl out both her first and last names. Mortuary Management, a major industry journal, called their well-known
nemesis simply "Jessica". ("Ah... famous by first name only", responded an amused Mitford. "Rather like Madonna."), and to this
day funeral service insiders sometimes refer to public relations setbacks as being "Mitfordized". One vault salesman, who had been
riled by Jessica's caustic criticisms of unnecessary funeral vaults,
scoffed at her in a public gathering. "I listened to Mrs. Mitford's
speech," he sniffed, "and she never said that when Jesus Christ our
Lord was crucified, a rich man gave him his vault."
.

"Perhaps so," she retorted, "but he couldn't stand it for more

than three days." Needless to say, the unlucky mortician had been

"Mitfordized".

The Mitford Crusade
What is quite clear is that, as an irreverent evangelist, Jessica
Mitford was on a decades-long crusade against the typical American
way of doing funerals. What is not so clear, however, is whether or
not she much liked her converts. As a renegade and a thoroughgoing contrarian, Mitford was disinclined to approve of popular causes,
even if they were her own. She preached against irrational and
costly American funerals, but she also once described a group of
admirers who had come to shout amen at one of her public jeremiads as "Unitarians, Quakers, egg-heads, and old farts". Even so,
her congregation swelled with the faithful and continues to overflow
today. Without a doubt, Jessica Mitford changed the way Americans view funerals, morticians, and the rituals of death. Even those
who have never heard of her have inherited her rhetoric and her
biases as a part of the general cultural discourse and many hold to
her creed that the standard funeral is a greedy ripoff of the public
and a vulgar, cosmetic-caked, and illogical waste of time and money.
Recently 1was interviewed on a public radio talk show, along
with two other clergy, about contemporary funeral practices. After
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the interview, listeners called in their questions and comments. Although we clergy had focused in the interview on theological issues
in current funeral practices, the callers were mostly not interested in
that. They were mainly angry at funeral directors, raging away at
their avarice and taking swipes at the idea that one ought to make
much ado about a funeral anyway. The emotions were their own,
but the language, the arguments, the tone of disdain were vintage
Mitford. Coincidentally, a few weeks later, I was contacted by a
reporter from a news magazine wanting information for an article
on the funeral industry and death customs in America. When I
asked what approach she was taking, she replied, "I'm trying to do
something of what Jessica Mitford did." Just raise the question of
funerals today, and the spirit of Jessica Mitford immediately flutters
overhead. There is no question that The American Way of Death
continues to set much of the agenda in popular attitudes about funerals today - no small achievement for a 35-year-old muckraking
book.

The Two Faces of Jessica
Given her record of reform, it seems wrongheaded, even churlish, to criticize Jessica Mitford's stance on funerals. After all, virtually by herself, she called an entire service industry to ethical heel.
When, for example, The American Way of Death was fIrst published in 1963, many funeral establishments hid their pricing policies
like state secrets. Today, anyone can ask a funeral home for a
detailed price list of goods and services and, as a right of law, receive it. More important, a whole consumer culture is now on
guard when dealing with the funeral industry, and a network of notfor-profIt funeral and memorial societies has bloomed. More than
anyone else, Jessica Mitford is to be thanked for this.
But, for all the good she did, Jessica Mitford was also wrong
about funerals - wrong in ways that really matter, wrong in ways
detrimental to the human spirit and to the deep rituals of faith communities. Because of Jessica Mitford - or more precisely, because
of the way her attitudes about funerals have been taken over into
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popular opinion, Americans are in danger of losing the capacity to
mark ritually the profound significance of the experience of death,
to place our losses into a larger framework of social and religious
meaning.
Precisely where Jessica Mitford has done damage can best be
understood if we discern that The American Way of Death incorporates two distinct intentions, two separate methodologies, in a way,
two different Jessica Mitford's. First, there is Jessica Mitford the
consumer advocate, the muckraker, the junkyard dog on patrol,
suspicious, vigilant, sharp-toothed. That Jessica is eager to dig up
evidence of industry wrongdoing and to rip into any funeral director
foolish enough to pad the bill, to lie to the grief stricken, to cheat the
innocent, or even to mutter empty euphemisms in the face of death.
This Jessica was feisty, controversial, unrelenting, and, insofar as
she made an unwary public more alert and informed, is worthy of
the praise she has received.
But there is another Jessica at work in the pages of The American Way of Death - Jessica the secular rationalist, Jessica the antiritualist, Jessica who remained at heart the stiff-lipped Edwardian
aristocrat with little tolerance for "folk" ceremonies of mystery and
wonder. The first Jessica, the consumer advocate, thought funerals
were too costly; the second Jessica, the rationalist, thought they
were just plain silly and sentimental. Jessica the consumer advocate
thought American funerals were based on the greed of morticians;
Jessica the rationalist thought American funerals were based on nothing but gullibility, foolish illusions, cotton-candy euphemisms, and
groundless religious myths.
Like her fellow countryman Evelyn Waugh, who sent up the
American funeral in his satirical novel The Loved Ones, the second
Jessica found in funerals the ideal target for social mockery of American folkways, the occasion to engage in some British tut-tutting
over the shallowness, sentimentality, and vulgarity of American culture generally - a sport that continues to this day. Indeed, the
emotional catharsis in England surrounding the death of Princess
Diana, with sobbing crowds milling around outside Westminster
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Abbey while Elton John crooned "Candle in the Wmd" inside, caught
the British intelligentsia off guard. Many groused that they no longer
recognized their own country and that the media-induced display of
showy public grief seemed "all too American" in its hysterical intensity.4 Particularly galling to British traditionalists was the criticism
leveled toward Queen Elizabeth, and the royals generally, for failing
to loosen up and to place their grief, Geraldo-like, on public display.
Commenting on this trend of measuring the royal family by American cathartic standards, Adam Gopnik notes that one of the established political roles of the modern monarchy has been precisely "to
resist popular emotion" and that before "no one ever thought that
the British monarchy could come under attack for looking insufficiently irrational."5
That regal restraint was precisely the role of the second Jessica.
She could never look past the surfaces of the American funeral,
could never forgive Americans our fondness for cluttering funeral
rites with pastel casket liners, rubber sealed vaults, funeral hosiery,
and artificial grave side grass. She lacked the patience to ask if
anything deeper was going on beneath the emotion drenched surface. She attacked the American way of death, but Mitford's real
distaste was for the American way of life.
However, cultural condescension was not the only force at
work in the second Jessica. Mitford also had a naive, almost nineteenth-century reverence for "hard" science, for not merely the social desirability of rationality but the power of it and the ability of
logic and the "scientific method" to sweep away the cobwebs of
myth and superstition. To Mitford's mind, a clear-eyed gaze at
death yielded little more than the biological facts. When people
died, they were dead... period... and funerals were little more than
pathetic attempts to cover up this bare truth with winks, lies, make
believe, cosmetics, and mumbo jumbo. When Mitford interviewed
American funeral directors, she was irritated at least as much by
what she deemed to be their irrationality and their willingness to
4Adam Gopnik, "Crazy Piety", The New Yorker, September 29, 1997, p.36.
~Ibid., p. 36-7.
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coddle people's illusions as by their greed. She despised that they
were, in her opinion, purveyors of myths- unclear, illogical, sentimental, and ridiculous. Such American nonsense would never take
root in British soil, Mitford observed, because of what she called
the "relentless English common sense"6(pity she wasn't around to
catch Elton John). Her villains- funeraldirectors and their friends
- were babblers of unscientific absurdities; her heroes - scientists, physicians, and clinicians - were paragons of cool levelheadedness. When, for example, she sought the counsel of a hospital pathologist in order to debunk the alleged health aspects of embalming, she knew the minute she walked into his office that she
was on congenial turf. It had, she cooed, an "atmosphere of rationality and scientific method in refreshing contrast to that of the funeral homes".7When Mitford was told of the opinion of a certain
minister who dared to venture the thought that viewing the body
could sometimes be helpful to the mourners, Mitford sniffed that
"no qualified psychiatric reference was forthcoming". 8
The irony in Mitford's appeal to rationality and bedrock scientific truth is that both she and her primary target, the funeral industry, flow from the same nineteenth century positivistic spring. Today's funeraldirectorsare not the linealdescendentsof ancientEgyptian artisans of the dead but of nineteenth century chemical technicians, riding the crest of the scientificinventivenessof the industrial
revolution. Ironically, the funeral industry carved out a place in
American commerce precisely by presenting itself as a more rational and "scientific" alternativeto prevailingburial customs. People in the nineteenth century well knew that unembalmed bodies
laid out in family parlors tend to decay quickly, despite the use of
cooling boards and ice, and last century's undertakers, equipped
with chemicals and anatomical techniques,promised new treatment
of corpses that was "scientific, rational and hygienic". Those are
precisely Jessica Mitford's intellectual goals and vocabulary, and it
6TheAmerican Way afDeath (New York: Crest Books, 1963) p. 164.
1Jbid.,p. 66.
8Ibid., p. 74. Emphasis added.
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is small wonder that the 1960s battle between her and the funeral
industry was so pitched; Jessica with her tight notion of rationality
and her awe of empirical science was simply doing in the 1960s
what nineteenth century undertakers, with their dubious claims of
sanitation and hygiene, were doing in the 1860s - both of them
dinosaurs clanking the tusks of an outmoded science and lumbering
in combat over the same ideological turf.

"Behold, I TellYouA Mystery..."
We know what Jessica Mitford did not like about the American
funeral, but what would she put in its place? It's hard to say. In
nearly 250 pages of scathing critique there is very little in The American Way of Death to indicate what Mitford thinks a "good funeral"
ought to be. Mitford probably wished that rational human beings
would evolve to the point that funerals would, like phrenology or
mesmerism, simply disappear. Jessica was a secular Puritan, rmding common voice with her more theological Westminster forebears,
who chided that funerals "are in no way beneficial to the dead and
have proved many ways hurtful to the living". However, she was
realistic and savvy enough to know that societies will probably always mark death in some way, and there are glimpses here and
there of what Mitford would allow as a fitting funeral.
First, and perhaps foremost, there would be a de-emphasis on
the actual body of the deceased. Preferably, the body would not
even be present for the funeral, and it would certainly never be
viewed, a practice Mitford found to be altogether barbaric and unseemly. She cites with approval a London undertaker's remark that
such a custom is "contrary to good taste and proper behaviour".9
Moreover, the service would be ritually and symbolically spare
and focused on remembering the life achievements of the deceased.
In a revealing passage in The American Way of Death, Mitford
briefly but approvingly describes a memorial service for a local judge
9Ibid., p. 173.
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that her husband attended in San Francisco. The service was held
in a symbol-free environment where there were "no decorations"
save a bowl of flowers and a "single, store-bought wreath". After
an organ prelude, four men, friends of the deceased, walked up to
the platform and gave "warm and vivid" addresses on the judge's
life and character. "When the last speaker had concluded, all four
rose and descended from the platform, indicating that the service
was over. There being no casket 'to view', we in attendance filed
directly out into the 10bby."10
In other words, Mitford here gives the nod to exactly the kind
of funeral that is rapidly coming into vogue today. In many parts of
the country, especially among educated middle and upper class
whites, the typical funeraltoday is simpler,smaller in scale, and less
well attended (that is to say,less important to the wider community)
than a generation ago. A ritual liturgy may be used out of custom,
but the real energy in a funeral often lies elsewhere, frequently in
the anecdotes about the deceased by friends and relatives. There is
no "viewing" of the body (indeed, the trend is to insist on the absence of the body), no tramping through the mud to the cemetery,
no table full of casseroles waiting for the family back at home, and
there are no prolonged communal rituals of mourning, storytelling,
and eating so prevalent in previous generations.
Thus, today's typical memorial service, looks, in many ways,
remarkably like Mitford's downsized ideal. In fact, many clergy
have the opinion that moving their congregation in this direction is
one of theirethical and theologicalresponsibilities,feelingas though
they have struck a blow for the Gospel if they can minimize the
funeral by lowering the cost, simplifying the ritual, closing the casket, eliminating the viewing, and getting people to have festive memorial services that "focus on the resurrection rather than on a dead
body".
Readers of The American Way of Death were left with the
impression that there were only two choices. One could have the
IOIbid., p. 214.
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funeral-home style ceremony, a plastic, costly funeral with "beautiful memory pictures", slumber rooms, Cadillac coaches, Ever-Last
burial vaults, floral tributes, and cosmetically treated, embalmed
corpses lying in polished copper caskets. Or one could have the
Mitford-style funeral: sane, commonsensical, spare, and economical. No fuss about the body, no floral perfume clogging up the
olfactories, no sentimental myths choking the intellect, just a few
warm and straightforward remarks from friends at a brief memorial
service and a dignified retreat to the normal rhythms of life. If these
were indeed the only choices, what sentient, frugal, reasonable, ethical
person would not choose Mitford's way?
But these are not, in fact, the only two options. Indeed, what
is often missing in the tug of war between the funeral-horne-style
service and Mitford style is a thoughtful consideration of what a
funeralparticularly a Christian funeral- could and should be.
Obviously, a genuinely Christian funeral is not about the evils that
Mitford found so easy to satirize - the vulgar, conspicuous consumption, the mawkish sentiment - but, strangely a Christian funeral is also not primarily about many of the good things that its
friends claim for it: the facilitation of grief, helping people to hold on
to memories of the deceased, or even to supply pastoral care and
comfort to the bereaved. A Christian funeral often provides these
things, of course, but none of these is its central purpose. A Christian funeral is nothing less than a bold and dramatic worship of the
living God done attentive to and in the face of an apparent victory at
the hands of the last enemy. Though the liturgy may be gently
worded, there is no hiding the fact that, in a funeral, Christian raise
a fist at death; recount the story of the Christ who suffered death,
battled death, and triumphed over it; offer laments and thanksgiving
to the God who raised Jesus from the grave; sing hymns of defiance; and honour the body and life of the saint who has died.
Thus, one measure of the veracity of a funeral is its capacity to
face, without euphemistic smoke and mirrors, the reality of death.
Death is, of course, the brute fact that occasions the funeral. Astonishingly, for all her talk about the funerals and the funeral industry,
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Milford hJy men6oDs.kat!, at aU, DO!real death. In Ml\1n/d'!
world, people do not die painfully or peacefully, well or poorly,
blessedly or tragically, in despair or in trust, nor do those left behind
have seasons of grief, memories to be cherished or forgiven, or
faithful meaning to be wrested from sorrow, just a series of consumer choices. The American Way of Death and The American Way
of Death Revisited cover many topics, but, ironically, death as a
human experience, death as a force that robs life, death as a knife
that severs bonds of love is not one of them. Mitford jibes and
smirks and hurls sarcastic witticisms at the blowhards among the
morticians, and some of them, like clowns at a carnival pie-throwing booth, make themselves into easy targets, but one cannot help
but see, lurking over her shoulder, the immense and terrifying mortal reality she will not turn to confront. To produce two books
about death that do not actually speak of death is so strange, so
inexplicable, that the sheer fact of it seems clear confIrmation of
William May's conviction that the unwillingness to name death betrays a repressed acknowledgment of its fearsome sacral potency.
Contemporary people, he argues, "fmd it difficult to bring the word
death to our lips in the presence of its power. This is so because we
are at a loss as to how to proceed on the far side of this word. Our
philosophies and our moralities desert us. They retreat and leave us

wordless."II
By contrast, the Christian funeral, at its best, speaks plainly of

death. It does not shy away from naming death's power to pierce
the human heart, to steal gifts oflove, and to create empty places at
the table of fellowship, and the Christian funeral bravely claims the
victory over death won by Jesus Christ, and dares to trust the promise of the Gospel's great mystery, "We shall not all die, but we will
all be changed."
A second measure of the Christian funeral is the degree to
which it treats the body of the deceased as the body of a saint.
"William F. May, "The Sacral Power of Death in Contemporary Experience"
in On Moral Medicine: Theological Perspectives in Medical Ethics, eds. Stephen
E. Lammers and Allen Verhey (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) p. 175.

30

TOUCHSTONE, MAY,1999

Mitford saved her strongest invective for the custom of embalming,
restoring, and viewing the body, which she claimed is virtually unknown outside of North America and which she saw as utterly unnecessary, yet another sign of American bad taste, and an expensive
trick pulled by funeral directors to con the gullible. She has a point,
of course; the practice of paying someone a lot of money to put
eyeliner and face powder on an embalmed corpse so that it can be
viewed under coloured lights is difficult to defend. Nevertheless,
two objections to Mitford's attitude toward the treatment of the
body need to be raised. First, it is not simply that Mitford has no
use for chemically-treated bodies gussied up and on view in slumber
rooms; she has little use for the body at all. As for the three women
whom the Gospel of Mark reports were on their way to the tomb of
Jesus to anoint his body with spices, Jessica would undoubtedly
have said, "Don't bother". Beneath her righteous consumerist rhetoric
breathes the spirit of a gnostic who, like many educated people in
our society, views the body as a shell, finally an embarrassment,
part of what Geoffrey Gorer has called "the pornography of death".
What to do with the dead body? It can be burned or buried, donated or disposed, but, like all pornography, it should be done out of
public view. The theological anthropology that defmes human beings as embodied creatures, that calls for the honouring of the body
in life and in death, is out of Mitford's range.
10 his fme book The Undertaking, poet and funeral director
Thomas Lynch, comments on the "just a shell" theory of dead
bodies. "You hear a lot of it," he observes, "from young clergy, old
family friends, well-intentioned in-laws - folks who are unsettled
by the fresh grief of others." He remembers a time when an Episcopal deacon said something of this sort to the mother of a teenager,
dead of leukemia, and promptly received a swift slap. "I'll tell you
when it's 'just a shell'," she retorted. "For now and until I tell you
otherwise, she's my daughter." Lynch goes on to say:
So, to suggest in the early going of grief that the dead body is "just" anything
rings as tinny in its attempt to minimalize as if we were to say that it was "just"
a bad hair day when the girl went bald from chemotherapy. Or that our hope
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for heaven on her behalf was based on the belief that Christ raised "just" a
body from the dead. What if, rather than crucifudon, he'd opted for suffering
low self-esteem for the remission of sins? What if, rather than "just a shell",
he'd raised his personality, say, or The Idea of Himself? Do you think they'd
have changed the calendar for that?... Easter was a body and blood thing, no

symbols, no euphemisms,no half measures.12

Second, Mitford's broad axe attack is not nuanced enough to
look beneath a cultural custom like viewing the body to discover its
underlying motivations. Why would people want to view the body
of the deceased? For Mitford, the only possible answer is morbid
curiosity. What she cannot understand is that, in many religious
traditions, death dramatically changes, but does not utterly destroy,
the relationship with the deceased, and the rituals of the funeral
serve in part to make the transition between one form of relationship and another. In this transitional period, the body of the deceased takes on an iconographic quality. More directly, when a
grieving family wants "mama to look nice" it is not because they
want to satisfy anyone's need to leer at the dead, but because they
have the deep sense, shared by people in virtually every culture,
that something of the relationship endures beyond death and they
have the heartfelt desire to treat their dead with dignity and respect.
Until quite recently,Christianfunerals, like many human death
rituals, were built on the underlying metaphor of thejourney of the
deceased from this world to the next. In the case of Christianity,the
deceased was traveling not to the land of the dead but into the
presence of the living God, not over the River Styx but across the
Jordan into the land of promise, flowing with milk and honey. For
Christians, the deceased was not a ghoul to be feared nor an evil
spirit to be warded off, but a saint to be respected, honoured, loved,
and accompanied with psalms, hymns, and prayers the last steps of
the way (in the earliest Christian funerals, even given the kiss of
peace). The dead body was neither a mere shell to be discarded as
I%omas Lynch, The Undertaking: Life Studiesfrom the Dismal Trade (New
York: W.W.Norton, 1997) pp. 20,21.
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rubbish nor the totality of the person to be clutched and preserved
in desperation, but a tangible sign, like the eucharistic bread, of
God's gift of life.
Christian rituals of death have varied from age to age and from
culture to culture, but in all times and places they have expressed
the conviction that a saint is "traveling on". Some Christians - but
not all - dress the deceased in a white baptismal robe for the
journey. Some Christians - but not all- stay awake with the
body in the hours before the funeral, telling stories and sharing
memories, not so much to guard the body or to shoo away the
forces of evil, but as fellow pilgrims on the path, as a symbol of the
communion of saints and the unbroken connection with the saint
who is "passing on", not just passed away. Some Christians - but
not all - open the coffm and look at the face of the deceased,
perhaps several times in the course of the funeral and burial, not
because they are morbidly curious about death but because they are
saying farewell to a sister or brother. Some Christians - but not all
- carry the coffin into the sanctuary, pausing at stations to recount
the liturgy of baptism. Some Christians- but not all- sing "From
earth's wide bounds, from ocean's farthest coast, through gates of
pearl streams in the countless host" and others sing "When we meet
on that beautiful shore" and still others sing "0 when the saints go
marching in", but all Christians, in their own ways, mark the milestones of the saintlyjourney and the progress of a pilgrim toward "a
safe lodging, and a holy rest, and peace at the last".
The point here is not to argue that a Christian funeral should
include, somewhere in the process, a viewing of the body. That is
not the case. The claim rather is that Christians, through a variety
of customs, honour the body. Honour can still be paid to the body
of the deceased whether or not the body is viewed or even if the
body is cremated or not physically present at the service. But many
Christian groups do include the custom of viewing the body as a
matter of tradition, and this practice must be understood in its larger
ritual and theological contexts. It is quite common, for example,
among blacks generally and among whites in rural areas like
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Appalachia, and the custom connects ftrmly, as we have seen, to
the religious imagery of thejourney of the deceased from this world
to the next. Mitford wrinkles her nose at all viewing of the dead,
not only because she incolTectlyidentifies the p"actice as unquestionably vulgar and pagan but also because she has a poor feel for
ritual action and she misunderstands the meaning of customs outside the naITOW
range of her ethnicity and class.
ButMitford'sviewhas begunto gaintraction.Thereis mounting
evidence that the metaphor of the journey of the deceased no longer
grips the imaginationof many American Christians, especially suburban, white Protestants. The image of the deceased on a journey
from this world to the next is now being replaced by the image of
the mourner on a journey from grief to restoration. The view currently gaining ground is that it is no longer the dead person who is
traveling - the dead person is, after all, dead; all dressed up and
nowhere to go - it is the mourners who are traveling, and the
journey is an intrapsychic one. "The once publicly supported process of mourning," observes David Wendell Moller, "has now become defmed as the private trouble of the individuals involved, in
the resolution of which lies their personal coping and adaptive skills. "13

Deprived of the ritual of a saint marching into glory, we replace it
with the psychically useful notion of a good, or at least somewhat
interesting, person we will remember from time to time as life returns to normal. The Christian kerygma tends to fade in favour of
biographical comments about the deceased often delivered by a
number of people, such anecdotes seemingly far more useful to the
stabilization of the ego in grief than are comments about discipleship, eschatology, and mission. In a genuinely Christian service,
stories and memories of the deceased are told as well, but such
stories are not ends in themselves; they are stories of the grace of
God refracted through a human life. In today's funerals and memorial services, less attention is paid to the body, since the body is
going nowhere and the presence of a tangible dead body, or a box of
13David Wendell Moller, Confronting Death: Values, Institutions, and Human
Mortality (New York: Oxford University of Press, 1996) p. 111.
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ashes, tends to be something of a downer. If psychological adjustment to grief is the only issue at hand.
The most important measure of a Christian funeral is its capacity to place the event of a person's death into the larger context of
the Christian Gospel. "Funerals," says Thomas Lynch, "are the
way we close the gap between the death that happens and the death
that matters. It is how we assign meaning to our little remarkable
histories."14 The Christian funeral is a liturgical drama, a piece of
Gospel theater, with roles to play and a time honoured, if flexible
and culturally varied, script. To understand Christian funerals as
drama is not to say they are theater in the sense of Broadway entertainment, of course, but rather that they are community enactments
of a formative narrative. It is to claim that they have more in
common with Greek drama than with individualistic psychotherapy.
A Christian funeral is, to the Church, what Martha Nussbaum states
Greek tragedy was to ancient Athens:
To attend a tragic drama [in ancient Greece] was not to go to a distraction or a
fantasy, in the course of which one suspended one's anxious practical questions. It was, instead, to engage in a communal process of inquiry, reflection,
and feeling with respect to important civic and personal ends. The very structure of theatrical performance strongly implied this. When we go to the theater,
we usually sit in a darkened auditorium, in the illusion of splendid isolation,
while the dramatic action - separated from the spectator by the box and the
proscenium arch - is bathed in artificial light as if it were a separate world of
fantasy and mystery. The ancient Greek spectator, by contrast, sitting in the
common daylight, saw across the staged action the faces of fellow citizens on
the other side of the orchestra. And the whole event took place during a solemn civic/religious festival, whose trappings made spectators conscious that
the values of the community were being examined and communicated. To
respond to these events was to acknowledge and participate in a way ofJifeand a way of life, we should add, that prominently included reflection and
public debate about ethical and civic matters. To respond well to a tragic
performance involved both feeling and critical reflection; and these were closely
linked with one another.IS

"Lynch, p. 2l.
'SMarthaC. Nussbaum,Love's Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy andLiterature
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990) pp. 15,16.
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Likewise, a Christian funeral is itself "a solemn civic/religious festival", and the texts and symbols of the dramatic rite should make us
conscious that "the values of the community [are] being examined
and communicated". As for "the values of the community", Christians take their cues about the meaning of death not primarily from
psychological theories but from the Gospel, which are, after all,
attempts to place the death of Jesus into a narrative context, to set
Jesus' death into a framework of meaning.
What Mitford pictured as a suitable memorial, of course, is
precisely the kind of sterile, ritually impoverished, symbol-deprived,
meaning-starved, anecdotally based service that fmally reduces the
rich drama of a Christian funeral, with its bold claims about life and
death and mystery, to its lowest common denominator, a psychotherapeutic "sharing time". Mitford growls at funeral directors who
advertise that their restorative methods produce "Beautiful Memory
Pictures", but can a memorial service that consists entirely of "Beautiful Memory Pictures", painted not with cosmetics but with eulogizing words, be all that different?

Sister Decca
There are a few fleeting clues that, nearing the end, Mitford
may have gained a somewhat broader perspective on the rituals of
death. The American Way of Death Revisited is still a piece of
yellow journalism, like its predecessor, but there are some interesting revisions. For example, the account of the spare memorial service for thejudge has been omitted, and new material has been added
pointing readers to consumer groups who both help people avoid
funeral excess while respecting the wide variety of religious and
local funeral customs in America. Mitford herself seems not much
changed, but there are at least a few places set for others at her
table.
The fmal paragraph of the original book, TheAmerican Wayof
Death, states,

-- - ---

--
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Whether the naITow passageway to the unknown, which everybody must cross,
will continue to be as cluttered and as expensive to traverse as it is today,
depends in the last analysis entirely on those travelers who have not yet reached
it.16

Alas, Decca Mitford, cunnudgeon and muckraker, eccentric and
secular saint, has now reached and crossed over the narrow passage
herself. Now that she is looking at matters from the other side, we
can only guess what wisdom about death and funerals she would
provide. But we can be assured that it would be witty, blunt, and
designed to save money. Sail on, dear Decca, sail on.

'6The American Way of Death, p. 228.

The Decade Festival: Visions For a Better Future
by Marion Best
When over 1000 women and 30 men from 120 countries gathered in Harare, Zimbabwe in late November to celebrate the end of
the World Council of Churches' "Ecumenical Decade of the
Churches in Solidarity With Women in Church and Society", it was
clear this was not going to be the end of the struggle against injustice, racism and violence, which the majority of women present in
that gathering experience in their daily lives. In the keynote address, Dr. Musimbi Kanyoro of Kenya, General Secretary of the
World YWCA, pointed out the paradox of Africa, despite its natural riches, having a lot of poverty because of heavy external debt.
"Our lives as African women are often marked by endless struggles
due to economic constraints resulting from unjust practices," she
said, while also noting that AIDS, wars, and the rape of women and
girls has made life especially difficult.
Kanyoro paid tribute to Africans, however, for refusing to give
up on God, themselves and the Church. She said in God's eyes, the
downtrodden, the poor, the refugees and displaced, the street children, abused women, the sick and the dying, are precious. "We can
no longer just call for solidarity, but rather we need to be a part of a
redefining and redesigning process for all the changes we hoped for
during this Decade".
The theme of the gathering became "from solidarity to accountability" as the result of her stirring appeal for the churches to
move from "solidarity", which often means understanding and even
empathy for the plight of women, to "accountability" where the
churches speak out and risk themselves in order to bring about
change in both. Church and society.
She said women who want change are often labeled as "trouble
makers", and she identified trouble-making as another means of seeking
accountability, citing the many women who challenged their churches
for justice on women's concerns during the Decade, including women
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and children who challenged aparteid and won. God invites us to

join in the trouble-making that leads to justice and reconciliation in
our lives and in creation." Although the Church did not always stand
in solidarity with women, the Decade gave many women the courage to manifest the glory of God that is within them.
A "Culture of Silence" about oppression of women was spoken about. Often older women will not allow what is oppressive to
young women to be changed, or even to be questioned. It was
learned that cultural and political contexts in a society are more
influential in determining the practices of the Church toward women
than either theology or tradition. For example in Africa, women
said that their concerns were seen as secondary to the present political and economic crises in the continent, even though women are
often the ones who suffer the most in situations of conflict and
poverty.
During the Festival there was a special hearing on violence that
opened with a ceremony in which nine women from around the
world carried vessels of water representing women's tears and poured
the water into a large bow I on the altar. "I bring the tears of African
women, of those who survived and those who never made it," said
the ftrst woman. "Our tears as victims of war and internal conflicts.
Our tears as women whose story was never told. Our tears as
women, struggling to survive because of national debts and global
economic control."
I will never forget the sound of an African woman whose story
was recounted through wordless wails that expressed the ravages of
being uprooted by war, suffering rape and experiencing the slaughter of her family. Women from Rwanda, the Republic of Congo
and the Sudan (where there has been civil war for 43 years) told
what it means for them and their communities to live in constant
fear and turmoil. These women now are exposing more boldly
physical and psychological forms of violence against them. Women
in all parts of the world are indeed slowly breaking out of the culture
of silence that is still strong in every region.
While Susan Karava Setae was chair of the Papua New Guinea
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Council of Churches' Women's Committee, she used that platform
to speak widely urging greater participation of women in leadership
roles in the Church. One campaign called on denominational leaders to place more women pastors in congregations. Ordination of
women already was Church policy, but graduating women seminarians were being assigned teaching and other jobs outside of parish
leadership. On one occasion, her audience's response was an angry
one. "The men shouted us down," Mrs. Setae recalled. "They
said, 'Women, wash your mouths.' We replied, 'Men, wash your
hearts. ,,,
Concern for women's role and status in society also has been
part of the work in Papua New Guinea under the Ecumenical Deca.de umbrella. "Church and society aren't separable," said Setae,
who challenges the Church to be concerned about social issues and
not just preoccupied with its own administration. In Papua New
Guinea, domestic violence is a problem of particular concern. Many
women have no property rights, a life expectancy of just 47 years,
and a high maternal mortality rate. "We have a very high illiteracy
rate," she said. "Sixty percent of our rural women can't read or
write. That's a violence in itself."
She points out that involvement in the Ecumenical Decade has
built her as a person.
The Decade has made me become more aware of the problems we have as
women. The Decade has done a lot of good but at the same time some of us
have been victims because we challenged the churches. We are not just churchgoers singing hymns and praying. We also are involved in advocating on economic and other issues involving our countries. Women are pushing their voice
much louder. The churches and the government are listening to what the
women are saying, but there are still reservations to full commitment both by
churches and governments to the cause of women.

There were constant reminders from women in the South that they
had to gain the support of the men in their societies toward recognizing and counteracting injustices. The women alone cannot bring
about change because the power structures and systems are so male
dominated.
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For four days we studied the bible, worshipped, sang, danced
and prayed together and spent hours around tables and over meals
listening to one another's life stories. On the second day, the women
determined that the entire gathering of over 1000 people would
prepare a message to the wee 8th Assembly (which was to begin
in a few days) and it would be a message that reflected the real life
concerns that the Festival participants had brought with them.
The preparation and subsequent adoption of a consensus document was a remarkable process for over 1000 people to accomplish
in such a short time. Material was gathered from table groups and
given to a small drafting committee. After discussion of the subsequent draft, women lined up at microphones over a period of four
hours to have their say about ways to amend the draft and in the
final hours the participants agreed upon a document which was
presented to the wee Assembly.
The message entitled "From Solidarity to Accountability" asked
the churches:
(I) to declare violence against women in any form as a sin;
(2) to work for economic justice through an unmasking of economic forces
that result in death and destruction, calling for cancellation of debt for the
poorest countries of the world with the resources saved be used to improve the
quality of life for women and children, laws that protect women's property
rights. equal pay for equal work;
(3) to call upon church leaders to recognize and affirm women's gifts ofleadership and to exercise their power not "over but with" all God's people;
(4) to make a strong commitment to eradicate racism in all contexts

The wee 8th Assembly received the document and will incorporate many of the concerns and proposals it contains into its ongoing
programs. The-question is whether the 338 member churches will
also take up the challenge. While the wee governing bodies can
determine program initiatives for the Council itself to undertake, it
can only recommend and offer support to member churches regarding their program emphases. There will be ongoing monitoring of
the churches response with a report to wee governing bodies in
2002 and at the next Assembly in 2005.
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The Decade journey has not been smooth or easy. In 1987 the
governing body of the WCC agreed after considerable debate to
launch the Ecumenical Decade because women who were active in
the Council saw that the UN Decade of Women which had ended in
1985 had only begun to identify and address the myriad of injustices women suffer world wide. It was felt that the churches should
be a place where women would be supported, encouraged and be
assured of safe places in which to worship and just workplaces.
However, the Decade, launched in 1988, turned out to be primarily
"women in solidarity with women" rather than "churches in solidarity with women".
Mid way through the Decade, all 332 member churches of the
WCC received a "living letter". These "living letters" were teams
of four people, two men and two women who visited the member
churches to hear about ways they were helping women attain equality, respect and justice in both church and society. The reports of
these visits showed a wide spectrum of responses by the churches
all the way from "never heard of it", or apathy and indifference, to
storiesof individualsand churches who had gained new insights and
took actions to help achieve the goals of the Decade.
Without doubt the Ecumenical Decade has had an impact on
the WCC, on member churches and most of all on the lives of
individual Christian women who formed groups across denominational and cultural divides and found ways to share, support and
strengthen one another. For those who have been touched by the
Decade, there is a commitment to live out the Biblical vision of a
world where "There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer
slave or free, there is no longer male or female, for all are one in
ChristJ esus."

--------
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LESTER LEELAND BURRY:
MISSIONARY IN LABRADOR, 1931-1957
by Hector K. Swain
Y1

RobertFrostconcludeshispoem"The
Road Not Taken" in this way:
Two roads diverge in a wood, and II took the one less travelled by,
And that made all the difference.

For Lester Burry, and for the United
Church of Canada in Labrador, 1930 was
a historic year. During that year, Dr.
Wilfred Grenfell, the famous medical missionary in northern Newfoundland and
Labrador, conversed with Dr. Mark
Fenwick, Superintendent of Home Missions of the Newfoundland
Conference, about encouraging Lester Burry to volunteer for mission work in Labrador. Accordingly Fenwick approached Burry,
who accepted the challenge as Pastor of Hamilton Inlet-Sandwich
Bay mission field, as it was then named. Burry had served pastorates
at St. Anthony, Curling, and Little Bay Islands, in what he described
as a relatively cosy Newfoundland lifestyle. Now he was setting off
with gusto in Labrador on a "path less travelled", and "that made all
the difference".
During the fall and winter of 1930-31, a new mission boat, the
Glad TIdings II was built, and in June of 1931 was launched and
christened at Twillingate. There Burry took possession of it, setting
sail for Northwest River, Labrador. Enroute he called at St. Anthony,
where his wife, Marie, joined him for the balance of the trip.
The boat provided the Burrys with their main "pied a terre"
during their first few weeks in Labrador. There was no manse at
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Northwest River, and the prospect of building one was rather remote for several years to come. During the interim, temporary
accommodation was provided by the Grenfell Mission, while some
of their employees were on furlough. This "temporary arrangement" continued for five years. During that period a new church
building was put up, but the construction of the manse was postponed to a later date. When commenting on this procedure, Burry
said, "If we made any impression on the people of Labrador in the
earliest years at least, it was because we built the Church [building]
before we built the Manse."1
Burry was conversant with the Labrador environment prior to
his becoming the pastor of the Hamilton Inlet - Sandwich Bay mission field,2 due to the fact that for several years previously he had
engaged in the cod fishery with his father and brothers. He was
born at Safe Harbour, Bonavista Bay, on July 12, 1898, "Orangemen Day", or the "Glorious 12th" as it was often called. His parents, Stephen and Mary (Bourne) Burry were devoted Christian
people who nurtured their children in the Christian faith. Burry was
one of nine children, and as a teenager sailed to Labrador with his
family to engage in the cod fishery. It was during these teenage
years that he became familiar with the territory. Following completion of high school at Green Pond, Bonavista Bay, he proceeded to
Mount Allison University, from which he graduated with a degree in
Arts and Theology. On June 30, 1924, just a year before the Union
that brought into being the United Church, he was ordained to the
ministry of the Methodist Church at Gower Street Church in St.
John's. He was settled at St. Anthony Methodist Parish, where he
met and married Marie Penney, who supported him throughout his
pastoral ministry.
As a pastor he distinguished himself in the various charges to
which he was called. At St. Anthony he had become a close friend
of Sir Wilfred Grenfell, whose Christian enthusiasm and devotion to
IHector K. Swain, Lester Lee/and Burry (St. John's: Harry Cuff Publications,
Ltd., 1983)p. 19.

2Presentlyknownas theEastLabradorPastoralCharge.
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the people of the North made an indelible
impression on him. In his
own ministry he endeavoured to emulate Grenfell. Burry said, "My
association with Sir Wilfred through the years did more than anything that I can think of to dedicate my life to the North."3 Burry's
inspiration to personal Christian commitment may be traced to other
outstanding persons, such as Dietrich Bonhoffer, who stated:
Christ's followers always have His image before their eyes, and in its light all
other images are screened from their sight. It penetrates into the depths of
their being, fills them and transforms them, and makes them copies of their
Master:

Burry imitated his Master in the executing of his pastoral work
in Labrador. A contemporary of his, working with the Moravian
Mission in Labrador, the Rev. EW. Peacock, said, "Lester Burry
loved his flock and he was loved by them; and his love for his
people was only equalled by his love for their land, and only surpassed by his love for his Master, Jesus ChriSt."5
Burry was an excellent small boatsman. His boat was always
available to transport clothing, equipment, and medical supplies, to
execute errands of mercy,to the carrying of mail and messages, and
many other services. His summer missionary visits extending approximately one thousand miles, return, along the coast, involved
the distribution of food, clothing, medical supplies and other much
needed items. Mrs. Elizabeth Goudie stated:
The people of Labrador will never forget Dr. Burry. He served Northwest
River, Mud Lake, Cartwright, etc., travelling by dog team in winter and in
summer he travelled by boat, the Glad Tidings I/. Dr. Burry's boat gave a lot
of service to the people of Labrador. We felt he understood what we had to go
through and we thought a lot of him. He will never be forgotten in the old life
of Labrador.6
3Swain, Ibid., p. 35.
"G. Ernest Thomas, Six 20'h Century Mystics (Nashville: The Upper Room, 1955)

p.53.
5Swain, op cit., p. 12.
6Elizabeth Goudie, Woman of Labrador (Toronto: Peter Martin Associates, Ltd.,
1975)p.107.
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And H.M. Dawe, Superintendent of Home Missions, spoke with
Burry prior to his annual expedition along the coast in 1940, and
quotes Burry as saying, "It is going to take us eight hundred miles
this year, but we are looking forward to it, for there are those who
are looking forward to our coming and we must not disappoint them.7
In addition to providing physical and pastoral sustenance, Burry
conducted worship services in their homes, onboard the boat, or in
their fish sheds. The emphasis of his ministerial duties, however, lay
not in preaching to convert people, but rather in pragmatism. Accordingly, his spirituality was to a large extent manifested in social,
educational and altruistic approaches. During his twenty-six years
of work in Labrador the "Social Gospel" prevailed. He believed,
like Grenfell, Schweitzer, and others, that deeds of service and mercy
were more than duties performed because one believes in God, but
rather a tangible expression of the Divine at work among people.
Burry intimated that God revealed Himself to those who devoted
their lives to helping humanity. He was convinced that Christianity,
as Jesus preached it, and as he had comprehended it, was that only
through love can we attain to true communion with God. This was
the impelling force which prompted him to harness his thirteen-dog
team to a fully laden sled and proceed along the rough, uncleared
trails, over lakes and bays to bring comfort, food, and clothing to
destitute people. This was the love of Christ in action. Furthermore, he often transported sick people to hospital via his dog team,
boat, and snowmobile. His radio was at the mercy of people relaying emergency messages to doctors, hospitals, and trappers - the
latter many miles into the country on their trap lines.
Burry was convinced, during his early years in Labrador, that
communications must be improved. Except for infrequent visits of
the coastal boat distributing mail, food, and other supplies, and an
occasional telegraph office, and the fishing vessels which frequented
the various harbours and coves during the summer months, communications were sparse or nil. Out of dedication, Christian commitment and frustration he thought: "If only God could help me
7Swain, op cit., p. 24.
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municate with each other and the outside world, what a great miracle it would be."8 His prayers were answered in 1936 when Alan
Lunan, a radio engineer from Montreal, arrived at Northwest River
to work with the Labrador Mining and Exploration Company. Contact was hastily made with Lunan, and soon procedures were initiated to construct a transmitter and several radios. During the fall
and winter of 1936-37, Burry built four radios and distributed them
to the trappers who spent the winter alone on their trap lines. Previous to this, the trappers had no means of contact with anyone from
fall to spring. Later he constructed additional sets and distributed
them to other people in Labrador. Soon daily broadcasts were made
from the manse at Northwest River, and during the summer were
made from his boat as they visited along the coast. Elizabeth Goudie
stated: "The transmitter opened up a new life for the people of
Labrador, especially the people of the coast and the trappers
The
trappers went away much happier in the fall because they would
hear from their families. We were all happy. We had been cut off
from the outside world for so 10ng.''9
Having established an essential communications procedure to
facilitate the domestic milieu, and thus being instrumental in bringing people closer together, he moved on to the matter of broadcasting worship services and Sunday church school. Initially they were
broadcast from the manse, where the transmitter was located choir members and children would be assembled there to support
the transmission. Later, as additions and renovations were made to
the facility, a new pre-amplifier was installed in the Church, and
after that the broadcasts were made from there.
At Northwest River there was a Boarding School that served
the children of Labrador, run by the Grenfell Mission. The children
were away from home ten months each year. With the advent of
the radio transmitter, these children could talk to their parents and
send them greetings, particularly at Christmas. Many of the stu8A taped interview with Dr. Burry.
9Swain, op cit., p. 40.
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dents sang in the United Church choir, and on numerous occasions
Burry received letters from parents stating how glad they were to
hear their daughters' voices.
There are a couple of examples of the wonderful general help
the radio service provided. (a) During a desperately cold night in
January, 1949, Burry was trying frantically to make contact with
the air base at Goose Bay, to have a sick girl conveyed to the hospital. A Montreal amateur operator heard the call from V06Blo, and
conveyed the message through Dorval, from where it was teletyped
to Goose Bay. A plane was dispatched and transported the sick girl
to hospital. (b) While operating V06B one day, Mrs. Burry heard an
urgent message for help from the manager of the Hudson Bay Company at Rigolet, ninety miles away, saying that his wife had prematurely given birth to triplets, that the mid-wife was a seventy-yearold Eskimo woman who could not speak a word of English, and
they couldn't speak any Eskimo. Mrs. Burry contacted Dr. Paddon,
who came to the station and talked with the father of the triplets,
telling him what to do and what not to do. Mrs. Burry then contacted the RCAF in Goose Bay, who immediately dispatched a helicopter to Rigolet, conveying the triplets to the hospital in Northwest
River, where their lives were saved. Mrs. Burry's ingenuity, dedication and Christian pragmatism, like those of her husband, had a
phenomenal impact on the life of Labradorians.
Recognizing the far-reaching ramifications of radio, and the
need to keep in contact with his people, he had a transmitter installed onboard the Glad Tidings II, which enabled him to maintain
a regular daily broadcasting schedule. And whenever he was transmitting he had an audience. He was in their homes daily with helpful counsel, compassion, and sympathy. When the boat arrived at a
community the people were prepared for his visits, having followed
the broadcasts as the boat moved along the coast. Allison Moores
Royko, a native of Labrador, stated: "He was one of the fondest
memories I have of growing up. His visits always created such
excitement and joy, no one could help but feel better when he was
IOBuny's radio station
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around." Senator Bill Rompkey said, "He was one of the finest
men I ever knew and meeting him was always a joy and inspiration."12
The esteem and respect in which the Labrador people held
Burry is exemplified in their electing him to represent them at the
National Convention, 1946. At the time Newfoundland (as it was
then called) was a colony of Britain, governed by a Commission
appointed by London. Newfoundland and Labrador had arrived at a
point in its history where a decision was required regarding a future
form of government. The National Convention, comprised of fortysix delegates elected by the people, was convened to offer recommendations on what direction the colony should take. Confederation with Canada in 1949 was the final result.
Burry's involvement in the National Convention was a direct
result of his philosophy of pastoral care. His pastoral ministry had
taught him to empathize with the people, many of whom lived in
deplorable conditions. When the convening of a National Convention was announced, and Burry realized that Labrador would have a
representative, he saw in it a golden opportunity to tell the people of
Newfoundland and others of the needs of the folk of Labrador, so
that any future administration should consider Labrador as an essential part of the government's concern. He knew the improvements that were necessary, and knew that he could present strong
arguments concerning the condition of the people he loved dearly.
He embraced every opportunity to inform people of his intention,
and in a cunning, artful way solicited their support. When the votes
were counted on September 9,1946, he had overwhelmingly won
the confidence of the Labrador voters, and he became the first
democratically elected representative for Labrador.
Being a radio man, Burry had communicated consistently with
a good many people in Canada, all of whom appeared to have a
standard of living of which the people of Labrador could only dream.
He believed that confederation with Canada could remedy many of
IlJbid., p. 33.
12Ibid.

TOUCHSTONE, MAY, 1999

49

the ills to which his parishioners and others had so long been exposed. His enthusiasm and drive for possible union with Canada led
to his appointment to a delegation to visit Ottawa for discussions
about the terms of confederation. About this appointment he said,
"I was surprised, but, naturally I was delighted. Now I would be
able to fmd out for myself if I was really justified in supporting the
minority group who wanted Newfoundland and Labrador to become a part of the great Country of Canada."I3
Burry's desires, prayers, and striving culminated in the confirmation by Governor MacDonald, representing the British Government, "That the people (of Newfoundland) be given the opportunity to pronounce on the question of Confederation."14This was
the principle for which he had been working, for he saw in confederation a chance for Labrador to be elevated from its impoverishment and isolated conditions, and to reach a reasonable standard of
living for its people.In recognitionof his outstandingcontributionto
Labrador, his dedication to the spiritual, domestic and political life
of its people, Pine Hill Divinity Hall, Halifax, conferred on him, in
1950, an honourary doctorate. In 1969, he was invested with the
highest distinction of his country, being made a Member of the
Order of Canada.
Rufus Jones once stated: "We have... a God 'in whom we live
and move and are', whose being opens into ours, and ours into
Him, who is the very life of our lives."15This was the thought
pattern and devotion which Burry demonstrated. He was not one
to impose his religious beliefs on people. Rather, like Grenfell,
Schweitzer, BonhOffer,McClure, and others, he applied legitimate
Christian principles in his practical every-day activities which became penetrating sermons. As Burry once stated, "It is amazing the
spiritual truth one can convey through outlining the principles of a
condenser.

"16

His ministry took the form of deeds rather than words.

13Ibid.,pp. 46-47.
"Joseph R. Smallwood, The Books of Newfoundland (St. John's: Newfoundland
Book Publishers, 1975) Vol. 5, p. 156.
ISG.Ernest Thomas, op cit., p. ]3.
16Swain, op cit., p. 52.
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During his term as President of Conference, 1958-59, he said in his
Presidential sermon,
The scenic beauty of Northwest River was enchanting and the loyalty of that
congregation and the congregation of Mud Lake deserves special mention.
But, perhaps, the most inspiring of all was the trip along the coast where we
visited fisherman in the lonely fishing settlements and conducted Worship in
their homes or in the store-lofts at the close of a busy day, and where, even
from the deck of the Glad Tidings II, we were able to talk to folk about
Church and about Christ. Seven people sought and found Christ one night in
one of these services, and in that hour, I would not have exchanged the ruggedness of that old store-loft for the beauty and dignity of St. Paul's Cathedral. 17

Following Burry's death on August 30, 1977, Chesley Stagg,
who taught school for two years in Labrador during Burry's pastorate, remembered him in the form of a poem.
That great and gentle soul has crossed the bar
Beyond which mortal eye cannot perceive;
But we may speculate, for we believe
That life beyond is caused by what we are
In this known life, and fate may bless or mar
According to our deeds. We should not grieve,

For he shall every happiness receive -

His kindliness shone from him like a star.
I worked with him two years on Labrador,
An untrained teacher in a village school.
He was my mentor, clergyman and friend,
His influence impressed me to the core,
And taught me to observe the Golden Rule
Which L.L.B. maintained unto the end.

Lester Leeland Burry took the road less travelled... and that
made all the difference.

I7Minutes of Newfoundland Conference, 1958.

Douglas John Hall: Thinking, Professing,
and Confessing The Faith
by Douglas Goodwin (with Edwin Searcy)
As the millennium fades, we long for a theology that is rooted
in the tradition, takes seriously the modem world, and points forward with hope. Along comes the United Church's own Douglas
John Hall with his massive trilogy (Thinking The Faith, Professing
The Faith, and Confessing the Faith) offering to do just that. Each
page is thoughtful and well-crafted, reflecting a lifetime ofleaming
and teaching. Hall knows and loves the best of our tradition while
experimenting with theology that is contextual and future-oriented.
Why then, in the end, does this significant work by one of our
country's leading theologians leave me unsatisfied and looking for a
different beginning point? Of course it's unfair to expect a bookeven one in three volumes - to inaugurate a decade or a century,
never mind a millennium. But one might hope for some clear pointers, some direction signs, which might help set the agenda for the
Church. Unfortunately, it seems to us that Hall's prescriptions are
more appropriate for the past than for the near future.
However, before any critique of Hall's volumes is attempted
his accomplishments should be acknowledged. He is a prolific and
thought-provokingwriterand theologian. His books and articles fill
library shelves and his influence can be traced through two generations of students. In particular, his work on the disestablishment of
the Church in the West and, perhaps even more popularly known,
his promotion of "stewardship" as a central biblical and theological
concept, have been well received. In these three volumes, Hall
brings together and systematizes his theological erudition. Generally neo-orthodox in his commitments, Hall orients his discussions
around the "giants" of the twentieth century - Barth, Tillich,
Bonhoeffer, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Moltmann among the most
prevalent. He is also clearly cognizant of more recent theological
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discussion. Some of his most entertainingfootnotes are those which
chastise several modern theological trends, despite their popularity.
Volume One, Thinking The Faith, introduces Hall's thoughts
on writing a systematic theology, the theological enterprise itself,
and epistemology. Here, too, Hall presents the two basic themes of
his theology: the current necessity for rigorous theological thought
in the Church; and the obligation to write, think and live theology
contextually. Perhaps surprisingly for an introductory volume of a
systematictheology,Thinking TheFaith is the most engaging of the
three books. While the need for deep theological thinking would
seem to be a truism, Hall writes about it with the passion of a
teacher trying to convince students to look below the surface for the
fIrst time. The examples he raises of how the Church has abandoned theological thinking is almost frightening, as he chastises
present Church fashions- such as a reliance upon personal experience, the emphasis on "spirituality", and story-telling preachingfor slightingintellectualreflection.
With even more enthusiasm Hall points to "contextualization"
as a key issue for theology. "Contextualization,as I hope to demonstrate in what follows, is the sine qua non of all genuine theological
thought, and always has been" (page 21). For that reason the fIrst
half of Thinking The Faith outlines the major components of the
modern North Americancontext. Frequently Hall suggests that theology will fail the Church in Canada if it is not rooted in the particularities and culture of North America. Readers may differ with
Hall's choices for the central features of the North American context, but should nevertheless fInd his discussion recognizable, engaging,and insightful.
Despite its importance in his methodology, however, Hall is
clear that context must always be held in creative tension with the
Christian tradition. His is not a liberation theology which gives
priority to sociology or politics. Karl Barth's image of holding the
Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other is central.
"Theology lives between the stories

-

God's story of the world,

and humanity's ever-changing account of itself and all things.
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Theology is what happens when the two stories meet" (page 91italics are the author's).
The results of Hall's methodology are borne out in his next two
volumes, Professing The Faith and Confessing The Faith.
In
Professing, Hall looks at the core beliefs of Christian faith - God,
Creaturely Being (or what others have called "Human Nature"),
and Jesus Christ. The choice of starting with these beliefs is no
surprise for those familiar with most systematic theologies of the
past two centuries. Unique, though, is his division of each area into
three sections: historical theology, critical theology and constructive
theology. This allows Hall to introduce topics in a broad, all-encompassing way, raise critical questions in the light of his analysis of
the present context, then offer theological directions for what a renewed, contextual theology might look like. This attempt at a systematic coverage of most of the major issues, historical and contemporary, gives Professing The Faith a textbook feel to it, and
those who wish to dip in for a theological refresher will likely fmd it
useful. For those looking for Hall's signposts to a renewed North
American theology, however, it makes rather ponderous reading.
Hall's work in this volume displays his reach, but results in
some familiar directions. The contemporary problem with God is
the traditional emphasis on God's power; Hall advocates the suffering God, the one who lives in and for the world under the sign of the
cross of Christ. This will come as no surprise for those familiar
with Hall's earlier works, such as God and Human Suffering. The
contemporary issue for humanity is the propensity of North Americans to hold simultaneously both exalted and overly debased views
of themselves. The answer? To recognize that we are creatures:
"Today, the most appropriate articulation of the meaning of the
gospel... might be: You are free to be a creature. You are liberated
for creaturehood" (Professing, page 340). Hall's treatment of
Christology contains no surprises either but his conclusion does. He
fmds no real difficulty with traditional Christology except to recognize the remoteness of its images from contemporary society. He
uncharacteristically suggests, therefore, a new metaphor, that of "rep-
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resen!atlve.
sent us before God; and Jesus is with God so unreservedly that he
may represent God to us" (page 514).
Confessing The Faith is Hall's look at the Church, the context
of disestablishment, Christian life and confession, ethics and eschatology. Again, except for the section on disestablishment, these are
the subjects normally found in the last third of a systematic theology. And again, there are no surprises. The ministry of the Church
is to serve the ministry of Christ in the world. Disestablishment is
the opportunity to be a powerless servant in the world. Christian
life is to be lived as a covenant people, elected by God, embodied in
a stance open to the world and its suffering. Ethics is based not on
the imperative "thou shalt" but on the indicative, "thou art". Rejecting a "realized" eschatology, Hall follows Moltmann's lead in
proclaiming an eschatology based on the cross. The volume ends
with familiar discussions on resurrection versus the immortality of
the soul, judgment, and heaven and hell.
At its best, Confessing The Faith, like the two preceding volumes, is filled with valuable insights, quotable phrases, and theological observations which are, in their parts, pretty convincing, if
only because of their familiarity. Yet Confessing failed to convince
me that what is being offered is what was promised, a new theology
imbued with a deep recognition of the disestablishment of the Church,
a theology that might help guide a disciple community into the next
millennium.
These three heavy volumes deserve to be read and kept handy
for reference or, because of their hefty price (a total of almost $300
for hardbacks, $100 for paperbacks), kept on call at the local theological library. But as a guide to the Church for the next century I
feel they miss the mark. Hall's primary shortcoming is, strangely
enough, right in his strength - his analysis of the demise of Christendom. Hall clearly has been a leading voice calling on the Church
to embrace its own disestablishment as a gospel opportunity and he
has many helpful things to say about it, but he does not seem to go
far enough. He underestimates how far along disestablishment has
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already proceeded in the minds and psyches of the last two generations. His is still a call for the Church to disestablish, overlooking
the reality that over half the Canadian population never knew it was
"established". Many of Hall's criticisms of the ~hurch therefore
seem strangely out of touch as he echoes the theological battles of
the sixties where, in a mood of ridding the Church of "the comfortable pew", the major problem was seen to be the Church itself.
Although there may still be pockets of the Church where such criticisms are well-founded, overall that kind of formidable, self-satisfied, controlling Church is a defeated foe. What is left these days is
a wounded body which hardly needs yet one more kick while down.
Hall's constant plea for the Church to immerse itself in the
world also appears as an anachronism. Does the Church at this
juncture really need to become more immersed in western culture?
In the United Church of Canada in particular, Church members
already seem to be more passionate about the CBC or Canadian
unity than they are for Jesus Christ. Does it really make sense these
days to demand that the Church live "in the world", as if there were
anywhere else to live? In a society where "the world" cannot be
escaped even in the bedroom with its radio alarm clock and television set, demanding that the Church be "in the world" is like commanding all living persons to breathe. Surely the central issue for
the Church is not whether to be in the world or not but how to live
faithfully in Christ.
At heart, Hall's theology echoes Richard H. Niebuhr's assumption that the best Church is one whose mission is to "transform" the
world. "The purpose of ordered ministry is to serve the ministry of
the whole church, which in turn is to serve the ministry of Christ in
the world " (Confessing, p.197). Or, perhaps more clearly stated
in a question, "What is there in the tradition of Jerusalem that could
assist in inducing a climate of trust and wisdom enabling North
Americans to examine and confess the decline of their experiment,
to explore the deeper meaning of that decline, and to begin again
with better, chastened hopes?" (Thinking, p. 45). In Confessing
The Faith Hall suggests that the Church must be "concerned for the
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implementaclon In the tlfe of the worlJ all.
as expressed in the Christ-event" (p. 151). That is a huge demand for a
disestablished Church, one that makes you wonder whether Hall
really has in mind a weak band of stragglers or a group somewhat
more influential and powerful. Despite his best instincts and intentions, Hall still seems to be writing primarily to right-thinking, concerned people who wish to improve society and, to a degree, have
the power to do so. For this reviewer, who lives in the most hedonistic/individualistic culture in North America (according to Sex In
The Snow by Michael Adams, page 184), the assumption that the
Church still has a stake and influence in determining social policy
seems antiquated. A theology based on that assumption appears to
be written to the privileged and powerful rather than to those in
congregationswho feel increasinglylike a displacedpeopleexiled in
a foreign land, isolated, powerless, and wandering far from home.
Hall's commitment is to a Church whose mission is to lead to a
better world. The only alternative to a mission-oriented Church,
according to Hall, is one which sees itself as the goal, a Church
which preaches itself and works for its own grandeur.
But what if there is a third option for the Church, a Church
where "mission" emerges from clear "identity", a Church that is
concerned with "being" before "doing", a Church which remembers that its ancestral home was the catacombs and not the courts of
the decision makers? What if there is the possibility of a Church
which is not a training ground for political and social activists with
spiritual accents, but a polis, a community where God as known
through Jesus Christ is worshipped and followed, where discipleship is taught and practiced, where children learn how to be the
sisters and brothers of Mary and Daniel and Peter and Deborah
instead of how to be conscientious consumers? What if there is a
Church that sees itself not as the problem to be overcome but as
God's gracious gift to the world?
If there is such a Church, then perhaps theology might not
focus so much on determining what forces are driving society but
might find ways to tell the old, old story more faithfully. People
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would not have to learn the importance of getting involved in their
culture and immersed in their world (after all, that is where the
Church of the next decades will come from) but might grow together in shaping a new life, joining the adventure of living the life
of the cross. The emphasis would not be on juxtaposing the Gospel
with a contemporary analysis of society but on living a life of
discipleship,shaped by the biblical witness, guided by the traditions
of the Church, nurtured by the saints, fed with the bread and wine
of the table.
A Church like that might be hungrier simply to hear the biblical
stories over and over again, without the need to harmonize, control
or systematize them, allowing each to speak freshly to each situation. In fact, the Church will have little choice to do anything else.
Whatever else a post-modem context brings (and surely the definition of "post-modem" is fraught with risk) it brings a more humble
and limited perspective to all- including the theologian. Systematic theology of the kind Hall writes assumes a "high" location in
which the writer is able to put all the elements of life into proper
perspective. It is the stance of the "judge" who carefully weighs the
differing testimony of various witnesses and then, systematically,
arbitrates the truth. This is very much the stance of modem thought
in general. In the emerging post-modem context it is evident that no
one can claim to occupy the judge's seat. Rather all are simply
witnesses who bring testimony which must be weighed, considered
and, ultimately, lived. The Church, nourished as it is on the library
(biblios) of witnesses in the scriptures, is in an ideal situation to
model how it is to live, not followinga monolithictheologyor ideology,but refreshed daily by the variety of testimonies which form its
foundation.
Perhaps the change of the millenium is not a good time for a
three-volume systematic theology. It seems to us that the emerging
Church is one which will listen to, and find nourishment from, a
wide variety of disparatesourceswith many conflictingtestimonies.
"Systematics" will provide insights but not "systems". Truths will
be found not in over-arching schemes but in the resonances be-
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tween
l.l~c.J Slndes and congregational praxis. Sharing Hall',
concern for relating to the cultural context, Walter Brueggemann,
for example, is nevertheless more modest in any attempt to systematize, relying on a close reading of biblical texts to shape his
vision.
For those who feel that an updated neo-orthodoxy might be all
that is needed to guide the Church into the next millennium, Doug
Hall will be a valuable guide. It would probably even be worth the
loan it will take to buy the volumes. But for those who feel the
Church needs something more - much more - borrow these books
from a theological library, dip in and learn from an articulate, passionate Christian scholar, but look for new vision elsewhere.
Douglas John Hall. Thinking The Faith. Fortress Press:
Minneapolis, 1991.
Douglas John Hall. Professing The Faith. Fortress Press:
Minneapolis, 1993.
Douglas John Hall. Confessing The Faith. Fortress Press:
Minneapolis, 1996.
Michael Adams.
Sex in the Snow: Canadian Social Values
at the End of the Millennium, Penguin Books: Toronto, 1997.

Review
THE HUMAN CHRIST:
The Search for the
Historical Jesus
by Charlotte ADen
New York: Simon & Schuster
1998, 383pp $36.50
For many years the Jesus Seminar has generated much coverage
in the popular media, and considerable controversy in some
branches of the Church. Although
there has been a tendency in the
media to cover the pronouncements
of the Seminar as if they were new
andrevolutionary,they actuallyrepresent just one element (and some
would argue an insignificant one)
in a conversation about the historical person of Jesus which began
four hundred years ago. For anyone attempting to understand this
conversation, and the issues at its
heart, Charlotte Allen's book is a
very helpful guide.
Allen is not a biblical scholar.
She is trained as a classicist, and
worksas ajournalist. It was a magazine assignment on the historical
Jesus problem which led to her interest in unraveling the centuries
of debate over who Jesus "truly"
was and is. Her intention is not so
much to answer this question as it
is to examine the ways in which

-----

people have come to their positions. What she has written in an
impressive account of Jesus scholarship since the seventeenth century, and the introduction to her
book indicates the depth of her own
immersion in biblical, historical
and theological scholarship. She
eventually came to the conviction
that what many scholars found in
Jesus was their own image, so that
a sizeable proportion of the lives
of Jesus should be read more as autobiographies than as works of objective scholarship. Readers of her
book who wonder about the contemporary scholarly scene will be
interested to note that she finds
exceptions in people like N.T.
Wright, E.P. Sanders, Martin
Hengel, and John P. Meier.
The book's structure is chronological. After two chapters outlining what is known historicallyabout
Palestine and the Roman empire at
the time of Jesus, and giving a quick
overview of the development of
christology in the first centuries of
the Church, she turns to an account
of the historical Jesus debate.
Each writer, or school of writers,
is placed in their intellectual context, and Allen is careful to show
the lineage of writers, making it
possible to see connections and
common themes running through
the centuries. Although not central to her discussion, Allen draws
out connections between Jesus
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ing the role of writers such as
George Elliot, Oscar Wilde, and
Nikos Kazantzakis, and films like
Cecil B. DeMille's King of Kings,
in popularizing elements of the
debate for a broad audience.
While she touches on elements
of the personal lives of the scholars, Allen's focus is on showing the
influence of political, economic,
and intellectualissues on their writing. Thus, for example, she notes
the influence of the rise of German nationalism on German scholars of the nineteenth century. Allen
also clarifies the ways in which the
anti-Catholicism of the almost exclusively Protestant scholars coloured the ways in which they read
the development of the early
Church. Potentially more controversial will be her suggestion that
feminist and liberationist concerns
in the twentieth century have also
led to distorted depictions of Jesus.
Even more than by antiCatholicism, Jesus scholarship has,
she argues, been skewed by antisemitism. Allen demonstrates the
ways in whichhatred ofJudaism led
to ignorance of Jesus' Jewish con-

as the repudiator of everything associated with Torah. She goes on,
however, to demonstrate that the
twentieth century has seen a reaction to this anti-semitism among
liberal Christians and Jews which
has itself tended to distort our understanding of Jesus. In an attempt
to combat modem anti-semitism
these liberal scholars have tended
to portray Jesus as someone who
looks remarkably like a twentiethcentury Reform rabbi.
In her final paragraph, Allen
suggests that the "third quest" for
the historical Jesus, associated
with people like Wright, Sanders,
Hengel, and Meier, "[w]ith its emphasis on the continuity between
the Jewish worlds of Jesus and Paul
and the Judaism-infused Christian
theology of the crucified Messiah"
(p. 328), offers the best hope for a
possible reconciliation between
Jews and Christians. Allen's carefully researched and well-written
study of the search for the historical Jesus is an invaluableand highly
readable resource for anyone wishing to understand the issues at the
heart of contemporary Jesus scholarship.

- Erin Phillips
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ALWAYSBEING
REFORMED: Faith for a
Fragmented World
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of giving precedence to "identity"
over "relevance".
Here, however, Guthrie sets
out to rethink his Reformed heritage in the changed and rapidly
by Shirley C. Guthrie
changing context within which the
Louisville, Kentucky:
North American Church finds itWestminster John Knox Press,
self. In his opening chapter, "The
1996 100 pp $19.00
Double Crisis of Identity and Relevance", Guthrie builds on the
In this slim volume, a slightly "identity-involvement dilemma"
expanded version of the Warfield posed in Jurgen Moltmann's The
Lectures delivered at Princeton Crucified God. With brevity and
Theological Seminary in 1995, clarity Guthrie paints a portrait that
Shirley Guthrie sets out to respond anyone who is part of the United
to a "thick" question: "Is it possi- Church of Canada will recognize in
ble to understand Christian faith an instant. On the one hand there
and life in such a way that it is au- are "true believers" who are
thentically Christian without being tempted to adopt a stance of either
arrogant, exclusive, and irrelevant fight or flight. On the other hand
and at the same time open, inclu- there are those who, in seeking
sive and relevant without compro- Christian relevance, adopt stratemising or sacrificing Christian gies of "reductionistic accommodation" or "pluralistic inclusivism"
identity and integrity?" (p. 15)
Guthrie
understands
the (p. 9). This chapter alone would
quandry facing many North Ameri- make fine reading for any Session
can Christians. In these accessi- or Official Board because of the
ble essays he adds his voice to a way in which it points to the inadconversation most recently en- equacies in each of these comjoined by George Lindbeck and the monly held positions.
A student of Karl Barth,
"YaleSchool", on the one hand, and
David Tracy and the "Chicago Guthrie agrees with his famous
School" on the other. The author teacher's statement that: "Dogmatof the widely used adult study book, ics is the science in which the
Christian Doctrine, Guthrie ap- church, in accordance with the
proaches the contemporary debate state of its knowledge at different
from strong Reformed roots. He times, takes account of the content
clearly feels at home with that con- of its proclamation critically, that
fessional tradition and its heritage is, by the standard of holy scrip-
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ture and under the guidance of its
confessions" (p. 16).
With
Benjamin Reist, however, Guthrie
argues that Barth paid too much
heed to the priority of scripture and
confession and placed too little
emphasis on "the state of the
church's knowledge at different
times" (the historical-social context). While Barth's fear of preoccupation with context is understandable, argues Guthrie, the Reformed tradition's most important
contribution to theology is a dogmatics in which scripture, confession and context are all engaged in
a
balanced
conversation.
Guthrie is particularly helpful
in his articulation of the Reformed
tradition's insistence on crafting
new confessions in new times. This
"religious relativism of the Reformed tradition" (p. 16) grows, he
argues, from asking "in every new
time and place what the living God
we come to know in scripture is
saying and doing hereand now, and
what we have to say and do if we
are to be faithful and obedient
Christians in our particular time
and place ..." (p. 30). In a chapter
entitled "Suffering, Liberation, and
the Sovereignty of God" Guthrie
calls "the discovery of the suffering love of the suffering triune
God... one of the most important

discoveries of Trinitarian theology
in our time" (p. 58). Then in chapters on "Jesus Christ and the Religions of the World" and "Worldly
Spirituality" he outlines a position
which seeks to be "(1) authentically and unreservedly Christian
and just for that reason open to
pluralistic conversation and community; and (2) truly relevant just
because
it
openly
and
unapologetically seeks to make a
distinctively biblical-Christian
contribution to the quest for unity
in diversity in our pluralistic
church and society." (p. 15).
The strengthsof Guthrie's book
lie in his ability to speak with such
clarity and brevity. Alas, it is the
brevity which is also the book's
weakness. The reader is left eager
for more, full of questions, curious about just where this position
will lead the Church that Guthrie
is so obviously committed to.
Nonetheless, his lifetime of teaching is here brought to bear on the
central theological question facing
mainline Protestantism in North
America. The result is a slim volume with thick content, and the
promise of lively and balanced
theological conversation for any
community which opens its covers.
- Edwin Searcy
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THE UNDERTAKING:
LIFE STUDIES FROM
THE DISMAL TRADE
by Thomas Lynch
New York: W.W. Norton & Co.,
1997. 199pp. $35.65
Thomas Lynch is an undertaker. He is a poet. He is a believer.
These three things are the bedrock
on which the magic of this book
rests.
,

In thesepages we meet a man

dedicated to the service of people
through his craft. He serves a small
community in Michigan, where he
knows the people well, and they in
turn know him. In a time of
internet, fax, e-mail, and voice
mail, Lynch considers it normal to
be wakened in the night because
someone has died, normal to rise
and go to deal with the dead and
with the living.
The book tells what is it like to
be the only funeral business in the
town, handling two or three hundred funerals each year. He offers
simple information, like the crude
death rate: if you put a thousand
people into a room in January, and
open the doors the following December, 991.6 will emerge. His
more profound observation is what
he calls, "The Big One, which refers to the number of people out of
every hundred born who will die...
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dead nuts on one hundred percent."
Lynch's awareness of the inevitability of death informs his understanding of life. He cares for the
dead because the living care, while
he asserts truly that the dead do not
care. The flush toilet, having delivered us from the "morning office of the chamber pot or outhouse", has distanced us from the
awareness of the corruptibility of
the flesh. " having lost the regular necessity of dealing with
unpleasantries, we have lost the
ability to do so when the need
arises
It is the same with our
dead. We are embarrassed by them
in the way that we are embarrassed
by the toilet that overflows the
night that company comes. It is
an emergency.
We call the
plumber."
He laments the sanitizing of
life, where the flush toilet is
brought into the house and the dying are taken out. He sees an essential missing when a funeral is
held in the funeral home, a onedimensional place, rather than in
a place like the Church, where all
of life's passages are marked,
where the critical events of the
heart and soul are bound together.
"...[T]he rituals by which we mark
the things that happen to us once,
birth and death, or maybe twice in
the case of marriage, carry the same
emotional mail- a message of loss
and gain, love and grief, things
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derstanding of the central place
death holds in life, Lynch looks
with a piercing and insightful eye
at the clergy.
They affirm the need to weep and
dance, to blaspheme and embrace
the tenets of our faiths, to upbraid
our gods and to thank them Any
good talker can preach pie in the
sky or break out the warm fuzzies
when the time is right. But only
by faith do the dead rise and walk
among us or speak to us in our
soul's dark nights Faith is for the
heartbroken, the embittered, the
doubting and the dead. And funerals are the venues at which such
folk gather. Some among the clergy
have learned to like it. Thus they
present themselves at funerals with
a good cheer and an unambiguous
sympathy that would seem like
duplicity in anyone other than a
person of faith. I count among the
great blessings of my calling that I
have known men and women of
such bold faith, such powerful witness, that they stand upright between the dead and the living and
say, "Behold, I tell you a mystery......

This is a book of tears and
laughter, of the transcendence of
God, love, life, grief, and the immanence of flesh, pain, sex, joy,
death. So he tells of a colleague
working eighteen hours to restore
the features of a raped and bludgeoned teenager so that the mother

injury that remained. He tells of
going with his brothers, also undertakers, to embalm the body of
their father. He tells of washing
the body of the laundry owner who
had cared for his family laundry
when he was ftrst divorced and caring for his children. He tells, with
deep compassion and humour, of
the rage of parents who were told
by some well-meaning person that
the body of their child is just a shell.
"To suggest... that the dead body is
'just' anything rings as tinny... as
it would if we were to say it was
'just' a bad hair day when the girl
went bald from her chemotherapy.
Or that our hope for heaven on her
behalf was based on the belief that
Christ raised 'just' a body from the
dead. What if, rather than cruciftxion, he'd opted for suffering low
self-esteem for the remission of
sins?... Easter was a body and blood
thing, no symbols, no euphemisms,
no half measures."
The ftnal chapter is especially
useful. It is his instructions to his
children about his own death and
burial, and demonstrates his determination to give them the precious
experience of dealing in reality
with his body.
The Undertaking is an important book. Few of us will agree with
all of it. None will ftnd it empty.

- LynetteMiller

