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Editorial

"A RISKY AND A HOLYTRADE":
Some Reflections on the Proposed Ministry-Based
Program for Ordination
"As I knelt there in the chancel with the hands of all the
assembled ministers and elders heavy on my skull, I had no doubts,
if I ever had any before, that this was a risky as well as a holy trade
that I had chosen." As a theological educator, I am often reminded
of Frederick Buechner's look backward at his ordination at the
Madison Presbyterian Church in 1958.Ordained ministry is indeed
"a risky and a holy trade" for the women and men called thereto,
for the church and society in which they serve, and for those of us
who assist in their theological and spiritual formation.
In our western context of accelerated change and deepening
complexity, any denomination that takes seriously theological
education cannot simply assume that the system that has served it
well in the past will meet its present and future needs. Building on
models used in lay pastoral ministry training, the United Church's
former Division of Ministry Personnel and Education, and the
Education for Church Leadership Coordinating Committee these
past two decades have been exploring ways of on-site, or ministrybased, education for those seeking ordination. Most recently, the
2003 General Council, approved a motion to "establish, as part of
The UnitedChurch of Canada'stheologicalnetwork,ministry-based
program(s) for ordination with appropriate consideration of the
fmancialand missiologicalimplicationsof the resolution,accessible
from across Canada and meetingthe requirements of The Manual."
Plans are that by fall 2005 through the United Theological College
in Montreal, there will be in place a community-based program,
with the academic component taken in a combination of on-line
courses and intensive courses (for example three courses over six
weeks).

-

-----------
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For those who are preparing for ordained ministry the
possibility of exchanging a three-year campus-based costly
theological education (along with a year-long internship)for a fiveyear placement (which includes a salary increment credit for part
of their years in a Presbytery appointment) is an attractive option.
Besides incurring significant student debt, the traditional program
often calls for a family move, first to the site of the theological
institution, and then in the third year, to the year-long internship,
to be followed by a fmal year at seminary,before heading out once
again for settlement. While the national church is currently
addressing the financial inequity experienced by those following
the traditional method of education, attention should also be paid
to the missiological implications of community-based theological
training.
As my students in Canadian church history are quick to point
out, the "new" delivery of theological education turns out to be not
so new after all when one looks at our Methodist past. As Phyllis
Airhart has described so well in her article in this issue of
Touchstone, through revivalist preaching, supplemented by class
meetings of small groups where people encouraged one another in
the faith, Methodism established itself swiftly in the small urban
centres and pioneer settlements of British North America in the
first half of the nineteenth century. Such a form of "communitybased" theological education seemed to work well for an
evangelisticmovementwhereknowledgewas primarilyexperiential
and biblical. This was the period of the famed "saddle bag"
preachers, men who traveled a far-flungcircuit of preaching points,
as they tried to snatch a few hours of reading to complete a
prescribed four-year course of study prior to ordination.
By the 1860s,however, the deficiencies of this training on the
job were becoming clear to a good number of educated lay people
critical of simplistic and repetitive sermons. Over-extended
ministers, too, grumbled that increased work on the circuit was
takingup too muchtimeto permitthekindof theologicalpreparation
required for a meaningful engagement with the developing
Canadian culture. If Methodism were to have any credibility in

---
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Canadian public life, it had to challenge the popular perception of
its ministry,unforgettably once described by Anglican archdeacon
John Strachan as "numbers of uneducated itinerant preachers, who
leaving their steady employment, betake themselves to preaching
the gospel from idleness or a zeal without knowledge." For such
reasons, in order to communicate the Gospel with greater authority
and credibility,Methodistsbegan to reassesstheirtraditionalsystem
of on-the-job ministerial training.
In Great Britain and the United States the trend to a collegeeducated ministry had already begun in the 1830s and 1840s. In
1872,generously assisted by new lay wealth,Methodists in Canada
followed suit. A faculty of theology was established in Montreal,
the next year a chair of theology was endowed at Victoria College;
to be followed by MountAllison, and in time by WesleyCollege in
Wmnipeg and Columbian College in New Westminster.
The latter quarter of the nineteenth century was a time of
intellectualand religiousfermentcreatedby suchunsettlingthought
as Darwinian evolution and new critical approaches to the Bible.
Such an environmentcalled for a well-educatedclergy able to meet
the intellectual, moral and spiritual challenges facing an
increasingly sophisticated laity. Piety without knowledge would
have resulted in great losses among the youth and probably have
seen the denomination slip into fundamentalism.
Neither happened. Instead, Methodism moved into the
Canadian mainstream to become the country's largest Protestant
denomination, co-operating in social reform with like-minded
Presbyterians, Congregationalists and Anglicans. I remind you of
just a few of the milestones of their witness in public life at the
time: the social gospel, settlement work among new immigrants,
largenumbers of foreign missionaries,and the push towards church
union. The role of well-trained, theologically articulate, men and
women in all these movements cannot be overemphasized.
Education enabled ministers such as Samuel Chown, Nathanael
Burwash, Salem Bland and J.s. Woodsworthto speak and act with
credibility and authority beyond denominational walls, prepared
women and men for foreign mission work as ministers, teachers,

6
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or medical doctors, and allowed union with the Congregationalists
and Presbyterians, both denominations with a long tradition of a
"learned ministry".
While a university degree became the ideal, there remained a
variety of educational trajectories to ordination: Methodist
probationers attended college either to complete a full BA or the
three-year post-graduate BD, or in the case of those who lacked
matriculation, a two-year probation on a circuit, was followed by
three years at college as "conference students". So too today when
the M.Div. or B. Th. for ordained ministry have become a
requirement it still makes sense to have a number of different
educational paths.
Looking at our history,I would caution againstwhat I perceive
to be a current trend towards in-community training. At a time
when study after study shows a dramatic increasein the educational
level of the Canadianworkforce,theChristianchurchcannot simply
be content to offer congregational maintenance and soul care.
Important though the latter may be, the church also needs to equip
its ministers to communicate clearly and theologically on the many
issues central in intellectual and moral public life today.
We need, therefore, to reconnect "memory" and "mission",
and like our Methodist forbears recognize that despite our best
efforts, theological training cannot be done adequately in brief
periods of time taken out of a busy pastorate. To engage
meaningfully with Scripture, tradition, reason and experience (that
old Wesleyan quadrilateral), one needs time, time spent on a
university campus in community with fellow students and
professors, reading, reflecting, and interacting, and in carefully
supervised field placement sites testing insights.Ministry is indeed
"a holy and a risky trade". If the Gospel is to have meaning and
impact, we need to devote to the training of ministers our best
resources and make it financially possible for students to continue
to delve into its rich depths for a sustained period of time.
- M.V.D.

---

BEING NICKEL-AND-DIMEDTO
DEATH
by Peter Shortt
We are never quite sure whether a gathering like this
convocation is an end or a beginning. The mind, ever rushing to
resolution says, "Well, it's both! It's an end and a beginning." But
of course it can't be both, at least not in the sense that the end and
the beginning can be blended into one. You have to see the end for
what it is in its stark finality, the end. And you have to perceive the
beginning for what it is in its frail mystery, the beginning. Both the
end and the beginning are true at once, and they refuse to be
reconciled. This is the kind of thing that moved Chesterton to
observe that the church loves white and the church loves red but
the church hates pink.
So, honoured graduands, live and let live the tension in this
day between the end and the beginning. After all, it is a tension
everywhere found in the spiritual tradition: the rain falling on the
just and the unjust; the tares growing up in the midst of the wheat;
the victory putting forth its little green shoots from the tragic stump
of the great tree cut down.
Therefore today I will set before you the opening words of
the Bible, so that you might leave with a beginning. "In the
beginning God created the heavens and the earth." There it is, the
opening sentence of the Bible. A remarkable beginning it is.
Of course there are many remarkable opening sentences. A
Tale of Two Cities comes to mind: "It was the best of times, it was
the worst of times; it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of
despair; we had everything before us, we had nothing before us."
Even Garrison Keillor's habitual opening: "It's been a quiet week
in Lake Wobegon." But the most remarkable opening sentence I've
ever encountered, that is not in the Bible, was spoken in a sermon
I

The Moderator delivered this address to the graduates of Emmanuel College.

Toronto, on May 13, 2004.
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by my friend Bill Coffin to his congregation at Riverside Church
in New York, 10 days after his son Alex had died in a car crash.
Here is how he began:
As almost all of you know, a week ago last Monday night, driving in a terrible storm, my son Alexander - who to his friends was a real day-brightener,
and to his family "fair as a star when only one is shining in the sky" - my 24
year old son Alexander, who enjoyed beating his old man at every game and
in every race, beat his father to the grave.

You don't forget an opening sentence like that, especially at
Emmanuel College. Those opening words set you down in a
landscape of great grief - but not without letting you know that
great grief can only be produced by great love.
The opening words of the Bible do what all remarkable
opening words do: they bear you away and set you down in another
world. "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth."
The Bible informs you in its first ten words that you live in a
creation; that you are a creation. Someone has willed you to be: no
less than the trees and the stars. This is all it really means to be a
believer, you know. It is to realize that you've been snatched out of
the abyss by life. Youdon't have life, life has you. You don't have
an approach to life. Wherever did you get the notion that life is
something that can be approached at all. Where would you be
approaching it from?
No, somehow life has got hold of you through no great
accomplishment of your own. And now life has set you down in
this landscape. In case you don't know where you are today, you
are in the Isobel Bader theatre, yes, but beneath that you are in a
land the Bible calls east of Eden, which is another way of saying,
no paradise. The Bible will also tell you that the way back to the
garden is barred by an angel with a flaming sword. You can't go
back. Nevertheless, the residual memory of paradise is still in you,
lingering like a scent ofjasmine on a breeze from somewhere. You
are a paradise-haunted creature. If it were not so - paradise lost why ever would you expect so much of the world? Why would you

"'-
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expect so much of yourself? See how you rage when hatred and
greed and the desecration of the good earth makes clear again and
again that this is no paradise. But it ought to be, damnit! And that
relentless "ought" is the clue. That powerful "it ought to be" is
nothing less than the insurrection of the subjugated knowledge of
Eden. This is God's green acre.
I speak from faith. I can't help it. I have no other place to
speak from. Like life itself, faith does not belong to me. I belong to
faith, to the faith. I don't explain God, God explains me. So here I
am, asking your forbearance, asking that you take what I offer,
wheat and chaff together, keep what is worth keeping and with the
breath of kindness, blow the chaff away. Asking too that words
spoken from the heart be received by the heart.
And here you are too: that life would have washed you up on
this particular shore at this particular time, unlikely if not
preposterous. Here you are with your checkered past, knowing at
least your fair share of the sham and the drudgery and the broken
dreams. Dreams broken, yes, but dreams all the same; and at your
age, imagine! You've still the capacity to generate them, dreams I
mean; dreams that get hold of your soul in spite of yourself; dreams
de profundis in spite of all the evidence; dreams that point to the
inexplicable presence within you of hope. Inexplicable because
hope is a state of mind and heart independent of the state of the
evidence. Hope is what you have not because of the evidence but
in spite of it. This is why the tradition calls hope a gift of the Spirit.
Only in God's world could there be such a wonder.
The opening sentence of the Bible proclaims all this. God
created. That is not a geophysical explanation. It's not creationist
science. It's not any science at all. It's proclamation. God's world!
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. World
with God's purpose in its breath! God enchanted! God haunted!
And it's a world too big and too wild to know in the brain; too
much data; too much information to process; too much mystery to
fathom. Here's a passage from Annie Dillards book For the TIme
Being.

--
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There are maybe nine galaxies for each of us - eighty billion galaxies. Each
galaxy harbors at least one hundred billion suns. In our galaxy, the Milky
Way, there are four hundred billion suns - give or take fifty percent or
sixty-nine suns for each person alive.
The Hubble [ telescope] shows, said an early report, that the stars are "not 12
but 13 billion years old."1\vo galaxies, nine galaxies, one hundred billion
suns, four hundred billion suns, twelve billion years, thirteen billion years.
These astronomers are nickel and diming us to death.
Does anyone believe that the galaxies exist to add splendour to the night sky
over Bethlehem?2

-

She has asked a good question. Does anyone believe in the midst
of all the data? Does anyone dare to imagine that the stars in the
sky might have a meaning; might be distant bright sisters casting
their splendour into the night over Bethlehem?
I was in Bethlehem a month ago and, God help Bethlehem, it
could use some splendour. They are building a 15 metre high
concrete wall around it. One way in. One way out.And you have to
have a permit to pass. 0 Bethlehem, you are no paradise. All your
terrible data refuse the hope that in thy dark streets shineth the
everlasting light. Does anyone believe that the galaxies exist to
add splendour to the night sky over Bethlehem?
Well, as a matter of fact, children do. Children know
instinctively that everything has a meaning and that everything has
a place in the economy of wonder and that the stars have their job
to do. So if you ask a small child why the stars come out at night
she will tell you why - because the moon is afraid of the dark - or
because God knew the sky would be lonesome without the stars or because a ship needs to find its way across the wide, dark sea.
If you ask adults why the stars come out at night we'll give
you facts masquerading as knowledge; data drained of meaning;
billions of numbers until your mind is nickel-and-dimed to death.
Adults know the optics of it: that the stars don't come out at all.
They are always there, though undetected by the human eye in the
presence of ambient daylight. Adults can't tell you why the stars
2

Dillard, Annie. For the Time Being. (foronto: Penguin Books, 1999) pp. 72,73.
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come out at night. We don't know any more. We've forgotten why.
We are so poor in meaning we can only tell you how.
I don't know, maybe the stars come out to say to earth's sister
and brother creatures, "Don't be afraid." Maybe the stars come out
for people who long to come out too - little dark stars longing to
come out and shine in God's heaven like all the others.
In the vast reaches of God's creation there is a reciprocity of
creaturehood if we can see it, a conversation between the shining
stars and the dreaming creatures. There is a Thomas Hardy poem
that overhears such a conversation:
A star looks down at me,
And says: "Here I and you
Stand, each in our degree:
What do you mean to do Mean to do?"
I say: "for all I know,
Wait, and let time go by,
TIll my change come." - "Just so,"
The star says: "So mean I:
So mean I."3

-

Here's what I want to tell you: you are going out of here into God
knows what; going out to walk up and down in God's green acre
until your change come. Here's what I want to tell you because I
went out of here too, 27 years ago, into a script I couldn't have
imagined in my wildest dreams. Here's what I want to tell you: the
world needs your life - all of it, not just your brain with its data but
all of your life, including the part that listens to the stars and is
haunted by the memory of Eden. We are anxious to hear from you
and to be blessed by you because our minds are nickel and dimed
to death. The world longs for you, dreaming creature, to walk the
dark streets of our Bethlehems and never to lose sight of the
splendour until our change come.
3 Thomas Hardy, Waiting Both.

-

-

-
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The Bible could have started in any number of ways but it
began with the words, "In the beginning God created the heavens
and the earth." And now I'll tell you why it began there. It began
there because of where people always find themselves ending up.
The beginning sentence is there to remind you that when you know
your beginning is in God, no matter where you fmd yourselfending
up, you can always go home.
You can always go home. And although there is always an
older brother standing angry in home's gate, another angel with a
flaming sword, behind him you can hear a sound; the stunning
sound a returning one always hears; there is music in the father's
house.
No ending up anywhere will ever erase your beginning. It's in
the Bible. Thanks be to God and may God bless your going out and
your coming in.

A TEXT FOR THE GRADUATES.
by Sallie McFague
II Cor.4:6
For it is the God who said, "Let light shine out of darkness," who has shone
in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the
face of Jesus Christ.

This sentence sums up the Christian story through the image of
light: the light that brought creation into being, the light of the
glory of God in Jesus Christ, and the light of revelation within us.
Creation and salvation in one sentence and our recognition of both.
The same light that created us now saves us and shines within us
so that we know it.
Our text is surely one of the most beautiful, heartening, and
overwhelming sentences in all of Scripture, because what we now
know is the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. Jesus reveals
to us the very heart of God. The one whom we have had in our
midst as healer of the sick, liberator of the oppressed, and host to
all hungry creatures at the banquet of life - this Jesus, who went to
his death for living such a counter-cultural life: in his face we see
the face of God. Our creeds tell us that Jesus was of one substance
with God and that is good news, but just as important, we learn
that God is like Jesus - the mysterious, awesome God of the universe
can be known in Jesus. Paul is saying that the Creator of the universe,

the one who "let light shine out of darkness," the God who gives
all being and all life, is the same one whom we see in Jesus Christ.
And how can we be certain of this? Again, our amazing 6thverse:
the one who let light shine out of darkness has also "shone in our
hearts" in order that we may know, recognize and acknowledge,
that God's glory is in the face of Jesus. In Paul's understanding,
God does it all: God creates us, God comes to us in Jesus, and God
enlightens us so we recognize God in Jesus.
I

This was delivered at the Vancouver School of Theology Convocation on May

3, 2004.
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"For it is the God who said, 'Let light shine out of darkness,'
who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of
the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ." This is the Good
News of Christianity. It is overwhelming news. We never could
have guessed it on our own. It is, I believe, more astounding, more
wonderful than a theology that tells us that Jesus suffered a brutal,
gory,violentdeath for our sins, so that God's mind mightbe changed
about us. In Paul's passage, God's mind does not need changingbut our minds do. We need to see the glory of God in the face of
Jesus and be assured that the God who created us loves us
exorbitantly, so exorbitantly, that Jesus - the image of God - went
to his death in order that the most oppressed, the most marginal,
the most despised of us might live. Jesus did not live in order to
die; rather, he died in order to live: in order that all of us might see
a new way to live. His suffering was in order to open our eyes to
the way of the cross that we all must live in order that creation may
flourish. The death of Jesus says to us that living in solidarity with
others, even when it involves sacrifice and suffering, is the only
way to life.
And we know this in theface of Jesus Christ. We do not see
the glory of God directly,but we meet God in the face of Jesus. We
meet God in Jesus eating with outcasts, healing the sick,
destabilizing the wealthy and powerful, welcoming the stranger,
siding with the oppressed, and inviting everyone to the table. This
is the glory of God that we see in the face of Jesus: we see that a
different world is possible. Hallelujah!

-. ...

.. -. ---

.........

THE FUTURE OF THE CHURCH
by Douglas Goodwinl
You have picked a very gentle topic for us this evening, so
thank you for that. If you had picked something like, "Church of
England vestmentsin 19thcenturyLowerSouthbury"I wouldreally
have to be on my toes and be careful of what I said, because there
would be bound to be someone in the audience who really knew
something about the subject - especially with so many Anglicans
present - who would undoubtedly stand up and correct anything I
said wrong.
But you have asked me about the future, and nobody really
knows anything about that, so I am on pretty safe ground. By the
time the future arrives and it proves whatever I have to say tonight
wrong, you would have long before forgotten all I said anyway.
And if I happen to be correct, well, it will be too late to receive
accolades, because when the future actually arrives, it seems so
obvious that you simply can't imaginewhy even the youngest child
couldn't have predicted it.
So thank you for asking me to speak on a topic nobody can
fault me on and no one can praise me for. That gives me a lot of
freedom to say whatever outrageous things I want.
Like this maybe: as a Christian, it is hard to talk about the
future of the church because, of course, we hope it has no future.
In fact, we hope there is no future not only of the church but of the
Toronto Dominion Bank, the school system, taxes (well, not only
Christians hope that has no future), the logging industry, sushi,
compound interest - you name it, we hope it has no future. We
hope we have no future, you and me. Most perversely and strangely
of all, we hope our children have no future.
What do we hope? We hope that the coming or re-coming of
Jesus Christ will overtake the future and crowd it out. We hope
1

This is an address that was delivered on March 24, 2004 in Port Coquitlam,

B.C. to a gathering of Anglican and United Church people in a building shared by
St. Catherine's Anglican Church and Trinity United Church.
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that before the future arrives, Jesus has arrived first. We hope,
along with the apostlePaul when he writesto the Corinthianchurch,
that anyday now Christ will return,the dead raised, death destroyed,
until finally, in Paul's illusive phrase, "God may be all in all".
Of course, that's a strange thing to hope for, and you know
and I know that you hope for all kinds of future, for your
investments, your children's education, the presents you will get
on your birthday, your upcoming vacation, your relationship with
your loved ones, retirement, that elusive hole in one, a clean desk.
All of us are filled to the brim with hopes for the future.
But that is all psychology. If you wanted to hear about human
psychology you probably would have invited a psychologist to
speak to you tonight. Instead, I think you wanted to invite a
theologian of sorts to speak, so thaUs how I will speak, not as
someone who will psychoanalyze you and tell you what you think
and feel and hope deep inside (I could only do that as a rank amateur
anyway) but I will speak as someone who is trying to get us lost in
a world that is not our own, a world that is strange and demanding
and difficult and problematic, a world out of tune with the world
we think we know and recognize. I want to try to immerse and
drown us in a language and vision and reality that we are brave
enough - or, perhaps foolhardy enough - to claim is God's vision,
God's reality, God's words (because that is what theo-logy means,
God words). My goal as a theologian is not to try to explain your
psychological state of mind or improve your life but, hopefully,
help you to lose it, so another might emerge.
So, let me try again. The future is not our hope. Christ coming
is our hope. The future is, at best, a place for increased and more
fervent hope in Christ coming and, at worse, a hindrance to Christ
coming, because if there is a future, then Christ has not come, and
that, for us, is a bad thing.
Future equals bad; no future equals good. No wonder we
Christians used to be persecuted. We think pretty strange thoughts.
At least we did until somewhere around 1700 years ago when
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Christians decided we had better think just like everyone else around
us, so we did. We still haven't broken that habit. We still think like
everyone else around us. No wonder people don't bother coming
to worship on Sundays; why bother when we think like those who
never worship?
For instance, everyone knows that the future is the place where
things are better. That idea has not been around forever (the ancient
Greeks, for instance, thought the world was always getting worse)
but it has been around long enough in the western world that it is
pretty ingrained in our heads. Things are getting better; that's the
natural way; that's the way life goes. If things aren't getting better
there is something mighty wrong, some fly in the ointment, some
anomaly, some mistake. That's why we are surprised when
swastikas appear on graves in Toronto - hadn't we dealt with that
decades ago? That was in the past, not the future! How old are
you? Seventy or older? Do you remember thinking that you had
life kind of rough but your children would have it better and their
children would have it better yet and so on forever? The future was
where things got better - better medicine, better transportation,
better work places, better relationships, better religion. Everyone
knew that. "Old" was a dirty word. "New" could sell anything.
Christians, though, don't believe that. We forget that we don't,
but we don't. When we look ahead we look for Christ coming, not
for "new", not for "improved", not for "better". We look for "God
all in all".
So, you ask me about the future of the church. And I hate to
say it but what can I do? You didn't ask me for my personal hopes
and visions; you asked for some words from a theologian, some
"God words", so here you go: the church does not have a future. It
has a hope, and always will, until that hope is fulfilled and consumed
when Christ comes, and God is all in all.
So, you ask me, "what is the future of the church?" and I can
answer you without reservation - here is one prediction I am totally
confident about, because it is not a prediction but a promise - the
future of the church is Christ.

18
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What does that mean? It sounds so profound - at least to me
it does; makes me sound like a real live theologian - but what does
it mean? To tell you the truth, I really don't know. If it was up to me,
I wouldn't have said it. I would have said something like: the future
of the church is large congregations, lively music, people of all ages,
colours, genders, people changing the world, caring for each other,
caring for the outcast, seeking justice, peace-making all that kind of
stuff. That is what I would have said. That makes sense to me. It
fits my point of view. It fits my world; pretty much what everyone
else wants to see in the future. Right?
Unfortunately for you and me, when Christians look ahead
that is not what they see. They see Christ, the crucified one - the
resurrected crucified one - the resurrected crucified one who comes
to us again. That is our future.
I am going to let you in on a confession, my confession. This
you might recognize as a PDA, a personal digital assistant. It is
one of the coolest gadgets you could ever want to have in your coat
pocket. It has games in it that I can play during boring meetings,
pictures in it of my sons so I can show them off at events like this
- but the reason my office bought this handy little productivity
wizard for me is because of two major features: a calendar and a
To Do list. You can't see it from where you are sitting but my
calendar has little boxes in pretty well every day for the next couple
of months. That means appointments, stuff to do. I can jump ahead
to next fall and there is stuff listed there, too; I can leap to next
year and there is still stuff listed, not as much, thank God, but it is
there! And when I switch to my To Do list, this is what it says: 95
active tasks; 2 overdue. 95 things I have to do, and I am only overdue
on 2 of them! That is pretty good!
So, here is my confession, right here in this gem of modern
technology: as a theologian I don't see the future, I see Christ. But
as Doug the Executive Secretary, the church administrator, the
bureaucrat, when I look to the future I see stuff to do. This baby
will even beep at me to remind me if I ever think about Christ too
long: beep, beep, stuff to do, stuff to do! The future is what you
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make it! Beep beep! The future is in your hands! Beep beep! Keep
doing, keep doing, because there will be no future unless you keep
doing, keep doing! Beep beep! 95 tasks! 2 overdue! 2 more overdue
by morning! Beep beep beep!
The future of the church, just more stuff to do. Do you know
what I mean? We in the United Church are so busy with stuff that
we wouldn't know Christ had come even if he walked up and bonked
us over the head: don't bug me; I've got stuff to do.
Did you ever wonder sometimes, sometimes maybe late at
night, when you are nursing a scotch or brandy or Ovaltine or
something, and some Bach solo cello sonata is quietly playing in
the background - did you ever wonder if all our frantic work and
busy-ness is really a result of our lack of faith, worse than that, our
atheism? Deep down, we really don't think God is up to anything.
We really don't think Christ is coming. The future is up to us; it's
up to us. We have to do it.
What a burden to bear. What if we really did believe that, that
the future is in our hands. Who could stand up under that weight?
Who could ever meet that responsibility? No wonder clergy burn
out. No wonder so many are counting the days to retirement and
wishing they had invested in Microsoft way back when so they
could retire early.
The future is Christ coming. Let me say that a wee bit
differently: the future is Christ's. It is not ours. Not ours to make;
not ours to build; not ours to co-create. Where did we ever get the
strange idea in the church, that we are co-creators with God? Have
you heard that? Co-creators with God. I have heard lots of folk in
the United Church talk about us that way... maybe a few in the
Anglican church have tried that one on for size, too. Us, right up
there with God, partners; you and me, God, creating the world.
Wow! No wonder we are so tired out!
Personally, I am just not strong enough or tireless enough or
creative enough to be a co-creator with God. I can't even change a
washer on a tap without breaking something. I have to tell you that
for me it is very very good news that the future is Christ's. It ain't
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mine to make. The future of the church is not mine to make happen;
I don't need to save it. Believe it or not, God is actually up to
something in this world - even in the church - and God is not
dependant on all our stuff. Thank God!
You ask me what to look for in the future of the church: look
for Christ. If you aren't sure what you are looking for then make
sure you read the Bible, gather with others looking for Christ, and
taste that little piece of bread and sip of wine as often as you can so
you will learn to recognize the feast of Christ when he comes.
I feel right now that I have cheated you. I hope you don't feel
cheated, but you might. You asked me about the future of the church
and I know that you wanted me to give you some idea what the
church might look like and be doing, say, twenty years from now.
And before I started writing this talk that is what I thought I would
provide. r ve got lots of ideas.
Sometimes after reading some of the new literature I picture
the church being a wild place with people all milling around singing
gospel songs, reading the words off large high tech screens, rock
band playing in one comer while down the hall a little jazz quartet
is surrounded by swaying prayers. But then I attend a Taize service
and picture the church of the future as a darkened, quiet circle with
only a single candle at the centre, soft solo chanting mesmerizing
those bowed in quiet meditation.
Sometimes I see a Quaker gathering with no visible leader, all
present offering simple gospel wisdom, while other times I imagine
a dynamic orator who seems to be able to open the heavens with
her words. Sometimes I find myself in a large, modern
architecturally designed sanctuary with wonderful art, beautiful
glass, heavenly fixtures while other times I see myself in a living
room with seven others after a group supper, Bible on my lap, all
of us engaging each other, debating each other, praying for each
other. Sometimes I imagine a large gathering on the steps of the
legislature chanting slogans while at others I picture a young child
praying for the poor in Belize or a hurt sparrow seen off the edge
of the road.
I've got tons of images of what the church might look like in
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the future. Probably almost as many as you have, maybe not quite
as many because my imagination isn't quite as rich as most people's.
If you want more and better ideas, come along to an event BC
Conference is sponsoring this coming Saturday called ReVive. It's
going to be full of good ideas. I'm doing a workshop on how church
boards and governing bodies can do their work better. I happen to
think that would be a very good thing. If you don't agree there will
be lots of other workshops to attend instead. I encourage you to
attend. I even brought information!
But I'll tell you this: if you think you can attend and pick up
the ideas and skills you need in order to build or create the church
of the future, don't bother coming. I mean it. Send along your
registration fee, if you like, because we need the money but don't
come if you are just getting more information so you can do more
stuff. The church doesn't need any more saviours.
What it needs are faithful, patient, expectant disciples watching
and waiting for Christ, for the future of the church is Christ. Glory
to you, Lord Jesus Christ! Thanks be to God!
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THE ELUSIVE WESLEYANHERITAGE IN
CANADA
by Phyllis D. Airhart!
A conversation with my husband Matthew a few nights ago
revealed just how little church history I've managed to teach him
over the course of nearly 25 years of marriage. I mentioned that I
would not be having dinner with him on Saturday because I would
be at our Wesley conference progressive dinner that evening. The
shocking truth became apparent with Matthew's response to my
description of the route of our progressive dinner: we would begin
at Victoria, walk over to Wycliffe, and end up at Trinity. "Wycliffe
and Trinity? he exclaimed. "Why are you going there? Didn't the
Anglicans turf Wesley out of their church?"
Well not exactly. Wesley himself remained a member of the
Church of England all his life, whatever some of his co-religionists
may have thought of his ministry, and our planning committee
wanted to highlight that continuing connection. And yet Matthew
is not alone in thinking of Wesley as something "other" than
Anglican. Just how far does the Wesleyan heritage extend? Imagine
for a minute: if Wesley were with us in any more than spirit for our
celebration of his birth 300 years ago, where would we expect him
to worship tomorrow morning? Where might we expect reports of
a "Wesley sighting"?
My guess is that he would want to hear Richard Heitzenrater
preach at Metropolitan United, once dubbed the "cathedral of
Methodism". Perhaps he would instinctively worship with the
nearest Anglican parish at Church of the Redeemer. Yet some would
argue that there is little memory of Wesley in either the United or
the Anglican churches in Canada today. They would bet on spotting
him at a Free Methodist church, or one of the other denominations
that grew out of Wesley's emphasis on holiness - perhaps with the
I
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Church of the Nazarene or the Wesleyan Methodists. Others might
look for him among those who minister to the marginalized - the
Salvation Army perhaps, or with those like the Pentecostals whose
experience of religion is more visibly manifest. Or perhaps the
Wesleyan heritage in Canada has been so lost that it is only
Methodism as it is brought to Canada from places like Ghana that
represents the real Wesleyan heritage. Wesley's influence seems to
be ubiquitous and yet, in the minds of some, the Wesleyan heritage
is nowhere to be found.
Over the years, and again this weekend, Richard Heitzenrater
has convincingly demonstrated the difficulties inherent in finding
the real Mr. Wesley. It should come as no surprise that Wesley's
lingering legacy in Canada has been likewise elusive. Those laying
claim to the Wesleyan heritage in Canada have been looking for
the "real" Wesley almost from the beginning. I want to give a few
examples of how Wesley was remembered in different ways by
Canadian Methodists to illustrate the complexity at the heart of the
theme of this conference: the relationship of memory and mission,
in anticipation of the discussion of fidelity and change that will
follow.
We sometimes assume that our memory of the past drives our
mission in the present - or at least ought to give direction to it. I
think this is only partly true, at least for the Wesleyan heritage as it
developed in Canada. Memory does indeed shape mission; but the
way we understand our mission sometimes shapes what and how
we think of the past, how we selectively forget certain parts of the
past and distort others - or whether we think of the past at all.
Memory has shaped mission; but mission shapes memory. And like
individual memory, collective memory can fail. I will suggest that
our present situation in Canada today presents some particular
challenges for attempts to connect memory and mission.
When John Wesley died in 1791, there were few Methodists
in all of British North America to mourn his passing or remember
his life. In what is now the six provinces of Canada from
Newfoundland across to Ontario, Wesley's movement was made
up of about a half dozen preachers and fewer than a thousand
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members. Those numbers changed dramatically in the century
following Wesley's death. By the end of the nineteenth century,
the Methodist church had become the largest Protestant
denomination in Canada.
Those who scoffed at Wesley and his group in England had
ridiculed the regularity with which he and his group methodically
carried out religious practices such as prayer, study, fasting,
partaking of Holy Communion, and acts of charity.But it was other
"methods" that came to characterize Methodism when it arrived in
our country: the methods of revivalism. Methodists did not invent
revivalism; but they quickly recognized it as a very effective way
of dealing with communities that had no well-organized pastoral
charges and were predominantly rural and frontier. In the stories
that the first Canadian Methodists told about Wesley, he was
transformed from High Church Oxford Anglican to one of the
greatest revivalists the Christian church had ever seen. The Wesley
they remembered bore a close resemblance to their own Canadian
Methodist ministers: he too was saddlebag preacher who had given
up the comforts of a home with Molly to preach the message of
Methodism. A circuit often encompassed a very large area, and the
long distances made it impossible for a minister to visit a point
more than a few times a year.It is not surprisingthat sermonsending
with a call for conversion were commonplace: if you feared for the
spiritual welfare of those you were preaching to, and might not see
them for a few weeks or even months, the priority was on securing
their eternal well-being.
The Re-Invention of Wesley
During the nineteenth century, Wesley and the Wesleyan
heritage were reinvented to support the changing mission of
Methodism as its size and influence grew. Sometimes a few details
of Wesley's life were forgotten in the process. For example, support
for the temperance movement is so closely identified with the
Wesleyan heritage that Wesleynow tends to be "remembered" as a
teetotaler. But while Wesley disapproved of the use of "ardent
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spirits" like whiskey and gin, and heartily recommended water as
his beverage of choice, there is evidence to suggest that he drank
and even enjoyed wine, though perhaps not as much as did John
Calvin, who received rather large quantities of wine to cover part
of his salary!
Temperanceis onlyone of the issueswhereMethodismbecame
caught up in a vision of the church that had as its mission the
cultivation of both personal righteousnessand social righteousness.
For nineteenth-centuryMethodists,conversion was a life-changing
experience. Methodists are sometimes remembered for their
emphasis on what they were not allowed to do after this experience:
no drinking, no dancing, no card playing, no theatre attendance
(and later no moving pictures), no smoking. But before we too
hastily dismiss what from our perspectivelooks like a ratherjoyless
and moralistic religion, it is good to keep in mind what they thought
was at stake when they insisted on this strict code of behavior.An
experience of salvation had implications for how one lived and
thus had both personal and public dimensions.
Methodism's social concern, of which the temperance
movement is a notable example, opened up a whole world of issues
that were at the cutting edge of progressive social reform.
Methodists learned to recognize the social aspects of sin, a lesson
which later made them appreciate the social gospel message. They
recognized very early the organic nature of social relationships the interweavingof home, communityand nation- as they observed
the consequences of alcohol abuse which was widespread. This
helped to create an environment in the Methodist church that was
very hospitable to the social gospel. Not surprisingly, in the
twentieth century Methodists were found at the forefront of the
Canadian social gospel movement. The Methodist Church, as well
as smaller holiness denominations who looked to Wesley as their
theological guide, now recovered the memory of him as both
evangelist and social reformer.The mission of "Christianizing the
Canadian social order" became part of the founding vision of the
United Church as well.
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Like Wesley's medallion in the Victoria College chapel, which
changes in appearance depending on how the light is shining
through it, many Methodists of the progressive era believed that
their age had more light to cast on Wesley's image. They believed
that in emphasizing social responsibility they had found an element
of Wesley's work that had not been adequately appreciated to that
point. As the Methodist church prepared for church union, its
understanding of its tradition was under reconstruction, and with it
the memory of the Wesleyan heritage. These Methodists still
recalled the memory of Wesley's experience at Aldersgate, where
he felt his heart strangely warmed; they remembered Wesley the
itinerant evangelist. In their efforts to revitalize Christianity in
Canada by offering an new approach to piety, for which a passion
for a social reform was a key element, the spiritual leaders of
Canadian Methodism in the early twentieth century were convinced
that they too were preserving the spirit, if not the letter, of
Methodism no less than those who looked to the past to defend
more familiar ways.

A Genuine Wesley Tradition Disappeared?
Not everyone agreed withtheir assessmentthen or now. Glenn
Lucas has argued that "a genuine 'Wesley' tradition had largely
disappeared from Canadian Methodism before 1925 and was
entirely abolished with church union." There is now no major
Methodist denomination in Canada, and he sees only limited traces
of Wesley's evangelicalism with its deep roots in the catholic
tradition.2 What happened to the Wesleyan heritage? With the
creation of the United Church of Canada, of course, the Methodist
name has become a far less visible feature of the spiritual
marketplace. Statistically, those whose name includes either the
word "Methodist" or "Wesleyan" number under 160,000. Even if
you stretch "Wesleyan" to add holiness and pentecostal groups it's
hard to come up with more than a million or a million and a half.
2
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Theologically, the emphasis of the church union movement in
Canada, and of the twentieth century ecumenical movement more
generally, has been on what traditions held in common. This
accelerated the process of forgetting the distinctive features of the
past. There was no longer a need to refer to the Wesleyantradition
in particular as part of an appeal to tradition (or Calvin or the
Westminster Confession for that matter) to support the mission of
the church.
And yet I would like to suggestthat Wesley'selusive presence,
if not his name, has lingered in the United Church in more ways
than we generally acknowledge. Some of the features of the
movement he launched are still very much present even in aspects
of United Church life that frustrate those both inside and out.
Admittedly many distinctive practices of early Methodism are long
gone,just as some who feared fortheir preservationpredicted.Gone
are class meetings; in their place are special purpose groups that
are more likely to inspect issues than the religious experience of
those gathered. Gone are love feasts; but still present is a spirit of
hospitalitystill much in evidencein church suppersand other events
where food is shared.
I think in fact that one can identity many parallels between
the ethos and concerns of Wesley's movement and various
expressions of Methodism in Canada - in the United Church of
Canada and I expect in other denominations as well. Here are a
few examples in no particular order to illustrate: Music continues
to be central. There is a Methodist lineage from Wesley to Voices
United that suggests that it is in our hymns that we express our
faith. Wesley's critics accused him of producing thin theology; our
theology has been likewise characterized as rather meager.Wesley
did not evade controversy and in some cases his actions sparked it;
his spiritual descendants, at least in the United Church, have not
shied away from taking positions and engaging in practices that
spark strong reaction. Both John and his brother Charles had
concerns aboutthe qualityof ministerialcandidatesthat were drawn
to Methodism; I suspect there are some who feel the same way
now.Wesleyfound himselfdealing withineffectiveand rigid church
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structures and wanted to restructure them; some would see parallels
on that score as well. He dared to propose a revision of the 39
articles on which the Church of England had relied for generations;
that too has a familiar ring. There was confusion in his day and
ours about who could and could not administer the sacraments.
Both Wesley and the United Church have attracted radicals despite
their own instincts to be moderate or even conservative. Like Wesley
we have a longing for improvement, if not perfection. although
nowadays we are more likely to express such aspirations in terms
of political rather than personal morality. And some United Church
leaders might be gratified to discover that Wesley was not always
as assured and certain of his faith as we might expect a prominent
spokesperson to be. Like Wesley the United Church seems rather
attracted to Anglicanism, and we have flirted (though to this point
resisted) with reuniting.
As I reviewed some studies of Wesley to gear up for this
presentation and started jotting down some of these family
resemblances to Wesley and his movement. an impertinent thought
crossed my mind: is the problem that there is too little of the
Wesleyan heritage in the United Church - or too much? But of
course the parallels are there because Wesley was first and foremost
the founder of a Christian movement. Wesley's mission was not to
start a movement for the sake of novelty. but to reclaim and proclaim
the Christian message. Thus it may be as difficult to try to identify
which aspects of our faith practices are really Wesleyan as it is to
claim we know which of the pictures of Wesley we saw last night
bear the closest resemblance to the real Wesley.
Wesley is a fascinating and even admirable leader despite.
and in some ways even because. of his flaws and human frailties.
He is rightly given an important place in the history of Christianity
as one who succeeded in raising up the people called Methodists
as a movement within the Church of England that quickly grew
beyond it. He had a grand design to combine the evangelical with
the catholic. and to combine individual transformation with a
socially responsible way of life. But over time. his spiritual
descendants in Canada have found it difficult to hold those elements
in tension.
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Memory of Wesley Seemed To Fade
While a century ago failure to live up to Wesley's ideals was
lamented in Methodist circles, we rarely hear such regrets expressed
today, except perhaps among those of us who are members of the
Canadian Methodist Historical Society. The memory of Wesley
has seemed to fade, though we bring him out and dust him off from
time to time on occasions such as this weekend's celebration. Why
has the Wesleyan heritage seemed elusive to the point of near
disappearance in twentieth-century Canada? It is not for lack of
historical research. Indeed Methodism has been the subject of some
of the fmest studies of religion in Canada in recent years. But simply
having access to more information about the Wesleyan heritage
has not, I suspect, done as much as some might have hoped to
connect mission and memory.
The story of Methodism as it relates to Canada no longer seems
to function as a collective religious memory, one that those claiming
the Wesleyan heritage turn to instinctively to create a framework
for experience, formation, or action. We do not lack information
about the Wesleyan heritage; what we lack is a sense of how that
story connects with our religious identity today. This I think is a
matter of concern - not just because memory of Wesley is
disappearing. The more pressing issue concerns access to Christian
memory of which it is a part. If the future well-being of religion
and the church's mission depend on memory of our past, indications
are, that future is precarious.
This is the conclusion of one of the most interesting studies
of the transmission of religious tradition that I have come across in
recent years. In her book titled Religion as a Chain of Memory,
French sociologist Daniele Hervieu-Uger dissects the problem of
connecting memory and mission. Her work deals with a problem
she sees in France, one that I think we recognize in Canada: we
live in a culture where religion has become deprived of a collective
memory of a religious past that is consciously passed on to others.
As a culture, we no longer value memory, and we have become
less adept at imagining a chain of belief that connects who we are
to the past. Hervieu-Leger describes a process of constructing
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collective memory that is very similar to how we saw Canadian
Methodists reclaiming Wesley in different ways. Constructing
collective memory is, as she puts it, a process of "selective
forgetting, sifting and retrospectively inventing" that is part of a
group's self-definition (124-25). Individual memory is then
regulated by this collective memory. (It is interestingto think about
Methodism and church union in Canada in this light. At the time
some Methodists were dismayed by what they saw as the selective
forgetting of significant parts of the Wesleyanpast in efforts to tell
the story of the past in a way that emphasized what the uniting
traditions had in common.)
Hervieu-Uger arguesthat we are now witnessing"the collapse
of the framework of collective memory which provided every
individual with the possibility of a link between what comes before
and his or her actual experience"(p.130). She and others detect
something different from the typical reconstruction of collective
memory that has characterized the transformation of religion in
the past. Indeed, some warn that it is indicative of a definitive
disintegration of religion"(p.139). One of the consequences of this
loss of collective memory is an accelerated shift towards
individualized spirituality (p.140) evident in the emphasis on selfhelp and self-realization that we fmd in much of what goes by the
name of "spirituality" today.
The interest in spirituality signals a pervasive spiritual hunger
that presents the church with opportunities.And yet it is not without
its hazards. Martin Marty was recently reported in the Presbyterian
Record's account of his lecture in Montreal as warning those
gatheredaboutpop spirituality,and is quotedas saying:"The biggest
threat within the Christian world is the rise of individualized
spirituality"-those who see themselves as "spiritual but not
religious" (April, 2003).
Hervieu-Uger would likelyconcur,and she seesconsequences
beyond religion: without a memory of cultural continuity it is hard
to imagine a common future. We are not only post-modem; we are
now witnessing, to borrow a phrase from her, the emergence of a
"post-traditionaf' generation, for whom the world of tradition has
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collapsed, replaced by a world where signs and language lack
historical depth(p.164-65). This does not mean that tradition is
useless in creating a system of meaning; it does mean that the
authority of tradition is limited by the willingness of individuals to
submit to it. Its power can no longer be assumed by its
representatives nor imposed by them (p.167). When there is a
conflict between individual experience and conformity to an
institutional interpretation of tradition, experience has primacy
(p.170).
She sees the critical task of religious institutions, the task on
which their survival may depend, as coming to terms with the
problem of the broken chain of memory(p.168).How will organized
religion deal with the problem of "propagating and reprocessing"
religious signs, now that picking and choosing among them is an
individual matter? The last paragraph of her book invites
investigation into an area which she says is "ambitious, probably
too ambitious" involving the problem of transmission of tradition
- that chain of memory - in modem societies. She wonders, how
do you reconstructthe "continuingline of belief' when the common
experience of individual believers today provides no support for
such an endeavor? (p.176) To bring it back to where we are: how
do we reconnect memory and mission?
Where Do We Find The Real Wesley?
Answering that question is the task of the next panel, but I
will raise a few questionswith quick observationsin closing.Where
do we find the "real" Wesley who will provide inspiration for our
mission- perhapseven like Marcus Borg's Jesus, the Wesleywe've
never known? Or, we might well ask, does remembering the
Wesleyan heritage still matter given the rather gloomy outlook for
religious tradition in general?And at first glance Mr.Wesleyseems
to have left us a legacy that is far too elusive and ambiguous to be
helpful. Whatever Wesley may have intended, Wesleyanism as it
has developed can be viewed as an earlier stage of the
subjectivization of religious experience that has helped to break
the chain of memory.WesleyandWesleyanismvaluedthe authority

--

32

TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER, 2004

of religious experience and sought assurance in experience as a
signal of transcendence. He was fascinated by the accounts of
religious experiences of his Methodists and wanted to hear about
them - from both men and women as we learned from Molly. He
collected and published testimonies of such accounts.And he tried,
not always successfully, to reconnect those experiences to the
broader Christian memory within and beyond the Church of
England.
Perhaps that effort to reconnect is the nexus: why Wesleystill
has something to offer the search for a model for ministry with the
post-traditional generation, those whose primary authority in
religious matters is their own subjective experience. Is there
something to be learned from the Wesleyan model about how to
channel religious energy in a way that will restore spiritual vitality
and begin to repair the broken chain of Christian memory?
There is a certain irony in the position of many denominations
organized by Wesley's spiritual descendants. Many ofthem are in
a position oddly similar to the Church of England of Wesley's time
as it struggled to satisfy the religious longings of the day. In the
recent census figures to which I alluded to earlier, I noted the small
numbers of those whose religious affiliation might be considered
in some sense "Wesleyan" or "Methodist". The decline in many of
these denominations in the past decade stands in striking contrast
to another census category: those who chose to identify themselves
as having "no religion". This group is numbered at nearly 4.8
million, even excluding those who self-identified as agnostic,
atheist, or humanist. Compare this to the United Church at a little
over 2.8 million and the Anglican Church at a little over 2 million.
I suspect that the group identifying themselves as having "no
religion" includes many who also describe themselves as "spiritual
but not religious". Many in Canada today no longer expect to find
their spiritualneeds met by institutionalreligion, and fmd no reason
to belong to one of its expressions. Wesley saw many in his day
who felt the same way about institutional religion. He was
committed to creating communities that would bring together the
various individual expressions of spiritual longing. His movement
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in England and in North America sought to channel the intuitive,
personal dimensions of popular religion with its emphasis on
personal authority into a disciplined framework.
Perhaps we also need to recover the part of the Wesleyan
heritage that challenges, as Wesley did, the complacency of
organized religion - even the valuing of toleration and inclusion
that can tend toward a too easy acceptance of things as they are.
Emulating Wesley's "catholic spirit" does not mean standing for
nothing or doing nothing. But I think that Wesley not only had a
catholic spirit; he had a catholic memory which provided him with
a toolkitof spiritualpractices.In his effortsto renewthe 18thcentury
church, we see him introducing seemingly "new" practices which
turn out to a retrieval of very old practices borrowed from the early
and medieval church, and his own Anglican tradition.
Finding a way to minister "outside the box" of the parish
system was Wesley's mission in the 18th century; it may still be
ours in the 21st century. Wesleyexpected far more than a "warmed
heart". Methodistsparticipatedin organizedcommunitiesof mutual
support. They were directed to avenues of service to God and
neighbour. And let's not forget that they were expected to learn
about the Christian faith, not only through reading the Bible and
other books,but by singing.As we lookfor waysto rebuildChristian
memory this is an aspect of the Wesleyan heritage that we should
continue to proudly lift up as in the past. Perhaps it is not surprising
that both Wesley's movement and others at this conference have
recognized the importance of worship and especially music. The
poet Kathleen Norris recounts in her book Dakota: A Spiritual
Geography the story of her return to church after being away for
many years. It was at fIrst the hymns that she had loved to sing as
a child that drew her back to church. She writes, "I am just now
beginning to recognize the truth of my original vision: we go to
church in order to sing, and theology is secondary"(p.91). This is
perhaps only partly true: the singing and the theology may be one
and the same.
This is all the more important as we think of the repairing the
broken chain of religious memory. For Wesleyans at least, and
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maybe more than most, singing is important. We sing our faith; we
remember those "old" hymns; like Kathleen Norris, one of the
reasons we come together is to sing. Hymns may be a way to help
to teach the faith, and thus a way to restore the broken chain of
Christian memory.
And finally, perhaps we need to remember the Wesley who
refused to use fidelity to the past as an excuse to avoid or escape
change. Wesley did not become frozen in the past structures or
practices of his church or even his own personal past - nor should
we be frozen in either our past or our present age as we continue to
honour the Wesleyan heritage. Perhaps there is yet more light that
will shine through Wesley's writings. Perhaps best of all is that we
may yet come to share Wesley's confidence that God is still with
us as we move ahead.
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CHARLES WESLEY 1707-1788
by Victor Shepherd
Part I: The Life of Charles Wesley
The output of Charles Wesley was
prodigious: 9000 poemslhynms; 27,000
stanzas; 180,000 lines. Charles wrote
three times as much as William
Wordsworth, one of England's most
prolificpoets.WhileCharlesdidn't write
poetry or hynms every day, his output
averages out to ten lines a day for fifty
years.
Was he sane? In Henry Rack's
recent biography of John Wesley,
Charles is described as "seeming[ly]
almost a manic-depressivepersonality."I Had Charles sufferedfrom
bi-polar affective disorder (i.e., alternated between psychotic states
offloridness and near-immobility) he would never have been able
to accomplish what he did as itinerant evangelist and spokesperson
for the Methodist movement. On the other hand, mood swings that
are non-psychotic, yet more extreme than those of most people,
are labelled today as "cyclothymiac". While psychiatric speculation
can never be confirmed, from Charles' correspondence and journals
it appears incontrovertible that he suffered more than most in this
regard. Poets routinely do. Today he would strike us as eccentric to
say the least. He wore his winter clothing throughout the year, even
in the hottest summer weather. Whenever poetic inspiration fell on
him he became preoccupied to the point of semi-derangement.
Seemingly unaware of where he was or what was in front of him,
he would walk into a table or chair or desk, stumbling, lurching,
crashing, not helped at all by his extreme short-sightedness. He
would stride into a room, oblivious of the fact that a conversation
had been underway before he invaded, and begin firing questions at
1. Rack,

H. Reasonable Enthusiast (Nashville: Abingdon, 1992) p.252.
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those present, these people now startled at the apparent rudeness
and effrontery of the man whose lack of social perception allowed
him to continue interrogating people who couldn't reply, and who
weren't answerable to him in any case. Not waiting for their
response, he would pour out aloud the poetry that was taking shape
in his head, then turn on his heel and walk out. If he happened to be
on horseback when lines fell into place in his head, he would ride
to the home of an acquaintance, hammer on the door and cry, "Pen
and ink! Pen and ink!" The poetry safely written down, he excused
himself and went on his way.
Charles could write poetry for any occasion. When his wife
was about to enter upon the rigours of childbirth, for instance (made
even more rigorous in the Eighteenth Century on account of the
primitive state of obstetrics), he wrote a poem for her which she
could use as a prayer:
Who so near the birth hast brought,
(Since I on Thee rely)
Tell me, Saviour, wilt thou not
Thy farther help supply?
Whisper to my list'ning soul,
Wilt thou not my strength renew,
Nature's fears and pangs control,
And bring thy handmaid through?

At the funeral of George Whitefield, the Anglican evangelist who
was a much more dramatic preacher than either John or Charles
Wesley, Charles praised his departed friend in a poem 536 lines
long! While his poetry concerned chiefly the themes of the gospel
message, he also tried, as imaginatively as he could, to empathize
with all sorts of people in their manifold stresses and strains and
griefs. For this reason he has left us poetry about wives and widows,
coalminers and criminals, high school students and highwaymen,
saints and soldiers, particularly soldiers who were loyal to the crown
of England during the American War of Independence.
Charles was born in 1707, the 18th of 19 children, eleven of
whom survived the ravages of childhood disease. He gained his
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eccentricity from both his mother and his father. When his mother,
Susannah Annesley, was only 13 years-old she defied her father, a
learned Puritan minister, and informed the family that she was
becoming an Anglican. The Anglican Church, the state-church, had
persecuted Puritan Dissenters for decades, frequently making
martyrs out of men who wanted only to preach the gospel according
to their conscience. The thirteen year-old voiced no reason for her
decision; she was content to tell her hurt and horrified parents that
she was convinced of the soundness of her position and had
inscribed it in her diary. (Years later her diary disappeared in the
house-fire that nearly carried her off with her husband and children.
Therefore no one knows to this day what reasons she had advanced.)
Susannah was unyielding. When she married, several years later,
her father wasn't allowed to officiate, since no non-Anglican
minister could preside at a service of the state-church. Her father
was crushed at his being excluded.
The father of Charles, Samuel Wesley, was eccentric too.
Fancying himself a poet, he published a book of entirely forgettable
verse. The title of his book of poems was simply Maggots. The
single illustration adorning the book was a drawing of Samuel
himself with a large maggot sitting on his forehead. The poems are
unusual: ''The Grunting of a Hog"; "A Box like an Egg"; and,
perhaps the most unusual, ''The Tame Snake in a Box of Bran".
Samuel and Susannah married, eventually having nineteen
children. John was the fifteenth, Charles the eighteenth. (Ann,
named after the British monarch, was the last of that generation.)
Both boys possessed awesome academic talent. When he was
still a teenager Charles competed in what was known as a
"Challenge", a scholarly joust wherein one fellow tried to stymie
another on any of a hundred subtle questions concerning Greek
grammar. The competition began early in the morning and continued
until nine at night, three or four nights a week, for eight weeks!
Much was at stake, since the winner would be named a "King's
Scholar" and guaranteed entrance to Oxford or Cambridge
University. Charles triumphed and moved on to Oxford.

--
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Following his ordination to the Anglican priesthood Charles
ministered in Georgia for six months where he proved himself to
be a most obnoxious clergyman: prickly, opinionated, self-righteous,
condescending, prying. Upon his return to England he rejoined his
sister Kezia, the youngest of the nineteen Wesley children. Kezia's
adolescent frivolity had infuriated Charles earlier, for Kezia used
snuff, the Eighteenth Century equivalent of marijuana. Her frivolity
behind her now in her new-found maturity, Kezia told Charles she
believed that God could and did accomplish a work of grace in the
human heart. Believers, she said, were granted new standing before
God, a new nature, new outlook, new motivation, new affections.
Then on 21st May, 1738, Kezia's conviction and experience of the
truth also became his. Charles wrote in his journal, "...by degrees
[the Spirit of God] chased away the darkness of my unbelief. I
found myself convinced
I saw that by faith I stood.''2 Whereupon
he wrote a hymn that Christians continue to find a ready vehicle of
their own experience of grace:
And can it be that I should gain
An interest in the Saviour's blood?
Died he for me, who caused his pain?
For me, who him to death pursued?
Amazing love! how can it be
That thou, my God, should'st die for me?

Three days later John came to the same awareness. Methodism
was born. In the meantime their friend George Whitefield - unlike
the Wesleys, Whitefield had not been born to the privileged clergy
class but rather was the illegitimate child of an English barmaid an Anglican priest like the Wesleys, had been expelled from
Anglican pulpits because of his evangelical fervour. Like John the
Baptist, Whitefield never left any doubt as to where he stood. "I
am persuaded", he wrote, "that the generality of preachers talk of
an unknown and an unfelt Christ. The reason why congregations
2.Wesley, Charles, Journal, May 21", 1738; quoted in Dallimore, A., A Heart
Set Free: The Life of Charles Wesley (Westchester: Crossway Books, 1988) p. 61.
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have been so dead is because they have had dead men preaching
to them. How can dead men beget living children?"3 Soon Whitefield
was joined by the Wesleys in outdoor preaching, where they
addressed crowds of up to 25,000.
In 1740 Charles visited Wales for the first time. On the whole
the Welsh people loved him. In Cardiff, however, he had his first
taste of violence (although by no means his last.) An aristocrat
who heard him was incensed at being told that moral rectitude was
no substitute for clinging in faith to the sin-bearing Christ. Angrily
he demanded that Charles recant. Charles refused and replied to
him, "You cannot endure sound doctrine...you are a rebel against
God, and must bow your stiff neck to him before you can be
forgiven." Whereupon the angry man assaulted Charles with his
cane. A melee developed, in the course of which a Mrs. Phipps was
struck as well. Her name will never be forgotten only because of
her proximity to the assault on Charles - as Pilate is immortalized
on account of his proximity to the Crucifixion.
Not only was Charles a forceful evangelist, he was a diligent
pastor. Like any good pastor, he spent much time at deathbeds. His
journal entry of 4th March, 1741, reads, "I saw my dear friend
again, in great bodily weakness but strong in the Lord
I spoke
with her physician who said, 'She has no dread upon her spirits...!
never met such people as yours. '" In the same year he buried a
young woman, Rachel Peacock, and subsequently wrote, "At the
sight of her coffin my soul was moved within me and struggled as
a bird to break the cage. Some relief I found in tears, but still was
so overpowered that unless God had abated the vehemence of my
desires, I could have had no utterance. The whole congregation
partook with me of the blessedness of mourning."
When Charles was 39 years old he married Sarah Gwynne,
daughter of Marmaduke Gwynne, a Welsh magistrate. Sarah, known
to everyone as "Sally", was 20. Before she married him she told
him he had to take better care of himself physically. To this end she
urged him to stop getting up every morning at four and to sleep in
3.

The quotations in the following paragraphs are found in the work cited above.
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until six; to stop sleeping on boards and begin sleeping in a bed;
and lastly, if she was going to marry him he would have to take off
his clothes when he slept! Extraordinarily beautiful, Sarah sat for
several portrait painters. She had been married for only two years
when smallpox overtook her. She lingered near death for days. Her
eighteen month old son, "Jacky," succumbed. Sarah regained her
health even though her face, hideously disfigured now, was more
than many people could bear to look at. When someone who hadn't
seen her since her illness blurted to Charles that his wife's
appearance was repulsive, Charles commented, "I find her
beautiful." Theirs was a marriage of storybook romance. Ultimately
eight children were born to them, five of whom died in infancy or
early childhood. Two sons, Samuel and Charles II, would distinguish
themselves as musical performers and composers. (Samuel
Sebastian Wesley, the best-known of the musical Wesleys, has tunes
in every denomination's hymnal. In addition he wrote twenty
oratorios.)
Yet not everyone among the Wesley brothers and sisters had
a marriage like theirs. Mehetabel or "Hetty", the favourite sister of
both John and Charles, was intelligent, vivacious, wonderfully
gifted as a poet and sensitive to a degree that only her two dear
brothers appeared to grasp.4 When Hetty was 25 years-old a suitor
called on her several times. Her father, Samuel, disapproved of the
suitor and told him not to come back. Samuel reinforced his decree
by sending Hetty to a wealthy family where she worked as an unpaid
drudge. She had been wounded by her father's heavy-handedness,
was desperately lonely, and lacked utterly the intellectual company
she craved. She wrote John vowing that she would never return
home. She was home in less than a year, five months pregnant. Her
father, heavy-handed still and enraged now as well, forced her to
marry Mr. William Wright, a coarse, insensitive fellow as unlike
Hetty as any man could be, and habitually drunk as well. Her baby
4.

The eldest brother, Samuel Wesley, never sided with the Eighteenth Century

Awakening. He was ordained to the Anglican ministry, became headmaster of a
boys' school, and established a poetry journal. John and Charles appear to have
had little to do with him.

------

-

--

...--.

TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER, 2004

41

died before it was a year old. A second infant died, and then a
third. Hetty was crushed. John was irate at his father's callousness
and preached a sermon, "Showing Charity to Repentant Sinners."
The sermon excoriated father Samuel and was meant to acquaint
him with his cruelty.The older man remained unaffected, however,
his heart hardened against his daughter forever.
When Hetty fell mortally ill while still a young woman,
Charles attended her."I prayed by my sister", he wrote, "a gracious,
trembling soul; a bruised reed which the Lord will not break." The
day Hetty died John was absent in London. Charles conducted the
funeral service for his favourite sister, preaching on Isaiah 60:19,
"The Lord shall be thine everlasting light, and the days of thy
mourning shall be ended.' That night he wrote in his journal, "I
followed her to a quiet grave, and I wept with them that wept."
While Charles had no dispute with his sisters, he had several
with John. They disagreed sharply over the matter of lay-preachers.
As Methodism gathered more and more people it found itself
without sufficientpreachers.WhileJohn and Charles wereAnglican
priests and intended being nothing else, relatively few Anglican
clergy sided with the Methodists, knowing that to do so would
render them suspect to Anglican officialdom. As a result, the
Methodist movement had to use more and more lay-preachers.
These preachers were zealous, sincere men whose dedication
entailed enormous personal sacrifice, but who lacked formal
academic training. Oxford-educatedhimself, John had insistedthat
they study five hours each day. His mandate here was unrealistic
in view of their lack of academic formation and even lack of time.
Admittedly, their theological under-exposure tended to foster
doctrinal imprecision, this in turn occasionally giving rise to
preaching that Charles found to be full of sound and fury yet
signifying little. Concerning one such lay-preacher, Michael
Fenwick, Charles wrote, "Such a preacher I have never heard, and
hope I never shall again. It was beyond description. I cannot say he
preached false doctrine, or true, or any doctrine at all, but pure,
unmixed nonsense. Not one sentence did he utter that could do the
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least good to anyone soul."5 John, however, insisted that
Methodism couldn't survive without lay-preachers and sharply
rebuked Charles for his fussiness. (In this regard John was
vindicatedconclusively.Methodismwouldn't have survivedits first
flowering without lay preachers whose sacrifice was nothing less
than exemplary. While the British Crown guaranteed Anglican
clergy an annual income of thirty pounds, lay preachers - John
was careful never to call them "clergy" or "ministers" and thereby
violate not only canon law but even the law of the land - were paid
only fifteen pounds per year.) Charles was forced to tolerate the
preachers whose utterance frequently grated on him.
The doctrine of Christian perfection, however, remained the
area of sharpest contention between the brothers. John insisted, in
confonnity with the tradition of the church catholic, that there was
no limit to the scope of God's delivering his people from sin's guilt
and grip in this life. To deny that God could "break every fetter"
now was to condemn the habituated to life-long bondage, offering
them only the faint comfort of release in articulo mortis. While
always reading the word "perfection" as "single-minded" - the
meaning it had in the King James Versionof the Bible, John never
thought it to mean "flawless" or "faultless". Charles riposted that
Eighteenth Century people invariably heard "perfection" as
"faultless". Charles found "perfection" unhelpful, even disastrous,
spawning as it did (he maintained) unrealistic self-estimation and
insufferable spiritual pride, only to be followed by unforeseen
vulnerabilityand embarrassingcollapse.John thought Charles held
out too little for people struggling with sin's addiction; Charles
thought John held out too much. Charles reiterated that if by
"perfection" John meant something less than what others generally
understood, he should stop using the term. John insisted that the
term was scriptural6Mordant pen in hand, Charles scripted some
of his sharpest exchanges with his brother:
S. Quotedin Dallimore,op.cit.,p.189.

6.For a detailed discussion of this point see Shepherd, V. "'Can You Conceive
Anything More Amiable Than This?' A Note on Wesley's Challenge Concerning
Christian Perfection" Papers of the Canadian Methodist Historical Society, 19971998, ed. Semple, N.; (Toronto: CMHS, 1998) pp. 18-43
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If perfect I myself profess,
My own profession I disprove:
The purest saint that lives below
Doth his own sanctity disclaim,
The wisest owns, I nothing know,
The holiest cries, I nothing am7

Sharper still, perhaps is his
Longer than all should forward press,
Should see the summit with his eyes,
Impatient for his own success
BE PERFECf NOW, the preacher cries!
He ruins by his headlong haste,
The wheat is choak'd with tares oer'run,
And Satan lays the lunacy and wasteS

It's interesting to note, however, that their sharp differences over
such a fundamental issue did not prevent John from being a great
admirer of his brother's hymns. We can see this in the famous
Collection of Hymns For The People Called Methodist which John
published in 1780. Of the 525 hymns in the book most of them
were by Charles,and manyof those hymns gavepoignanttestimony
to the ongoing battle against sin in the believer's life.
By 1756 Charles no longer had the stamina for an itinerant
ministry on horseback. He was 49 years old, had spent years being
rain-soaked, frozen, poorly-fed and assaulted by angry mobs. He
gave up the travelling ministry and establishedresidence in Bristol,
preaching there and in London regularly. By 1780Charles was 73.
Confusion had overtaken him. Poetry no longer leapt to his mind.
When he preached now he paused at length between phrases, trying
to recall what he wanted to say. In frustration he would thump his
chest with both hands while mumbling incoherently. Then, tired,
he would lean on the pulpit with both elbows. If he wanted more
7. Tyson,

JR.,; op.cit.. p.389.

8.Tyson, J.R. op.cit., p.387.

... ... . - - .........

44

...u

p. ---

--..

TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER, 2004

time he had the congregation sing a hymn; and if more time still,
another hymn.
He lived another eight years. John was in Newcastle when he
learned of the death of his brother. Next Sunday John was
conducting worship, entirely composed, when the congregation
happened to sing one of Charles' earliest hymns. When the
congregation came to the words
My company before is gone
And I am left alone with Thee

John unravelled. He staggered back into the pulpit chair, weeping
profusely. The congregation waited for him, and he recovered
enough to finish the service.
Charles's widow, moved to London and lived there with her
daughter and son. She died in 1822 at the age of 96.

Part II: The Art of Charles Wesley
To be sure, Charles Wesley was a genius, yet "genius" wasn't
the only ingredient in his poetic mastery. His classical education
and his unrelenting assiduity were equally important.
Charles left home for high school when he was eleven years
old. On Monday mornings the lower form boys wrote an English
prose precis of the sermon they had heard the day before; the middle
form boys wrote a Latin prose precis; the upper form boys, a Latin
verse precis. (Is there a high school student in Canada today who
could write a Latin verse precis of last Sunday's sermon?)
After high school Charles moved on to Oxford University
where he studied Latin and Greek for nine years, with concentration
in Latin poetry. By age thirty he had written hundreds of poems,
even though he had not yet penned any of the hymns that would
issue from his spiritual awakening. When the awakening did occur,
immersing him in a new world, it was so huge an event that Charles
likened it to the creation of the cosmos. Certainly he had read aright
the Greek text of 2ndCorinthians 5: 17: the man or woman renewed
in Christ lives in a new creation. He compared the brooding of the
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Spirit over him to the brooding of the Spirit over the primeval chaos
when the Spirit first brought the world into being:
Long o'er my formless soul
The dreary waves did roll;
Void I lay and sunk in night.
Thou, the overshadowing Dove,
Call'dst the chaos into light,
Badst me be, and live, and love.

All poets read other poets and are thereby informed by the ones
they read. Charles was no exception. He read chiefly Shakespeare,
Milton, Herbert, Dryden, Pope, Prior and Young. (Prior's poem,
"Solomon", is 100 pages long, and Charles expected his daughter,
Sally, to memorize all of it!) Yet none of the poets he read had
anything like the influence on him as did Scripture. Subsequently
his hymn-poems became conduits whereby the Methodist people
were steeped in scripture as they hummed tunes in the course of
their dailyaffairs.GenerallyCharlesembeddedat leastone scripture
text in each hymn line:
With glorious clouds encompassed round Ex. 24:16,17; Ps. 97:2; Ez. 10:4
Whom angels dimly see,
Isaiah 6:2
Will the Unsearchable be found,
Jobll:7; 23:3,8,9; 1 Tim. 6:16
Or God appear to me?
Isa. 59:2; Hab.I:I3; I Cor.l5:8
.....................

Come, then, and to my soul reveal
The heights and depths of grace,
The wounds which all my sorrows heal
That dear disfigured face.

Dan. 2:22
Eph.3:18
Isa. 53:4-5; I Pet. 2:24
Isa. 52:14; 53:9

While Charles's themes came from Scripture, his poetic
vocabulary was entirely his own, a fine blend of English words
from Latin roots and English words from Anglo-Saxon roots. His
basic vocabularywasAnglo-Saxon.Anglo-Saxonwords are largely
9.

See Hildebrant, E, and Beckerlegge, 0., eds. The Worksof John WesleyVol.

7, "A Collection of Hymns for the Use of The People Called Methodists"
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1983) pp. 730-731.
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monosyllabic;e.g., "hit", "wind", "swept", "thrust". They are more
vigorous than Latin words and have greater impact. English words
derived from Latin, on the other hand, tend to be polysyllabic.They
suggest not action but contemplation. They are capable of greater
precision of thought.
Those aramanthine bowers
Inalienably made ours.

(Aramanthine means "never-fading".) Charles was especially fond
of Latinisms ending in -able, -ible, -ably and -ibly. Note his
Christmas hymn on the Incarnation:
Our God contracted to a span,
Incomprehensibly made man.

In this vein we should note his hymn, "0 Thou who earnest from
above":
There let it for thy glory burn
With inextinguishable blaze.

If today we fmd Wesley's vocabulary difficult to understand in
places, we shouldknow that his vocabularyis neverthelessthe most
modem of all 18th century poets.
By dint of his 9-year immersion in classical poetry Charles
absorbed thoroughly the poetic conventions used so tellingly by
the classical poets.
Some of the rhetorical

devices CW used.

Anaphora: repeating the same word at the beginning of consecutive
phrases or sentences. E.g. (with respect to God's grace),
Enoughforall,enoughforeach,
Enoughforevermore.

Anadiplosis: beginning a stanza with the theme (re-stated, but not
reproduced word-for-word)of the last line of the preceding stanza.
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E.g., in "Jesus, lover of my sour',
stanza 3, last line: Thou art full of truth and grace.
stanza 4, first line: Plenteous grace with thee is found.
And again, e.g., in "And can it be that I should gain"
stanza I, last line: That thou, my God, should'st die for me!
stanza 2, first line: >Tis mystery all: th'immortal dies.

Epanadiplosis: beginning and ending a line ("book-ending" the
line) with the same word:
E.g.,Come,desireof nations,come.

Epizeuxis: repeating a word or phrase within a line.
E.g., Who for me, for me hast died.

(The foregoing four devices are forms of repetition used to lend
emphasis, continuity or cohesion.)
Aposiopesis: the speaker comes to a complete halt in mid-stanza.
E.g.,WhatshallI say?

Oxymoron: inherent self-contradiction.
E.g.,I wanta calmly-ferventzeal.
Parison: an even balance in the expressions or words of a sentence.
E.g., The good die young;
The bad live long.
Wesley used many other rhetorical

devices as well.

Some of the figures of speech CW used.
Metaphor: an implied comparison between two things.
E.g., He laid his glory by,
He wrapped him in our clay.

Synecdoche: one aspect of a person represents the whole of the
person.
E.g., The mournful, broken hearts rejoice.

Antonomasia: a proper name is used as a general epithet.
E.g., Come, all ye Magdalens in lust.
Hypotyposis:
lively description.
E.g., See! He lifts his hands!
See! He shews the prints of love!

Hyperbole: exaggerated language used to express the inexpressible.
E.g., I rode on the sky
(Freely justified II)
Nor envied Elijah his seat;
My soul mounted higher
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In a chariot of fire,
And the moon it was under my feet.

(Here CW was speaking of his experience of that grace which had
pardoned him. ("Freely justified II")
The Metre CW used.
(I' accented syllable; , 'unaccented syllable)
iambic
'I
trochaic
I'
anapestic
"I
dactylic
I"
spondaic
/I
CW wrote chiefly in iambic metre. Isaac Watts did too.
E.g.,
And then shall we for ever live
At this poor dying rate?
Our love so faint, so cold to Thee,
And thine to us so great! (Watts)

(Watts wrote 1000 poems, of which only 22 were in trochaic and 5
in anapestic.)
While CW preferred iambic, he also wrote significantly in
trochaic and anapestic, sometimes combining them: iambicanapestic (e.g., "Nor envied Elijah his seat") or iambic-trochaic
(e.g., "Jesus! the name that charms our fears' trochaic-iambic.) He
rarely wrote in dactylic (unlike Longfellow's Evangeline: "This is
the forest primeval", or even "Hickory dickory dock.") While most
poets can work well in one metre only, CW could write superbly in
any.
Stanza Forms CW Used.
CW wrote many fine hymns in 4-line stanzas, the 1st and 3rd
lines having 8 feet (syllables), and the 2nd and 4th lines 6, known
as Common Meter.
E.g.,
Jesus,unitedby thygrace,
Andeachto eachendeared,
With confidence we seek thy face
And know our prayer is heard.

He preferred 6 lines with 8 feet (8.8.8.8.8.8.)
E.g.,
Thenlet us sit beneaththecross,
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And gladly catch the healing stream,
All things for him account but loss,
And give up all our hearts to him;
Of nothing think or speak beside,
"My Lord, my Love is crucified."

(Note the rhyme scheme here: ABABCC)
His next favourite stanza form was 8.8.6.8.8.6. (romance metre)
E.g.,
If pure,essentiallovethouart,
Thy nature into every heart,
Thy loving self inspire;
Bid all our simple souls be one,
United in a bond unknown,
Baptized with heavenly fire. (AABCCB)

Endings CW Used.
Lines that end in an unaccentedsyllableare said to possessfeminine
rhyme: ("Love divine, all loves excelling"); lines ending in an
accented syllable, masculine ("0 what shall I do my Saviour to
praise?"). Masculine rhymes were thought to be "stronger",
imparting greater emphasis. CW wrote 300 hymns in feminine
rhymes, 8700 in masculine.
While the native genius and the formal training of Charles
Wesleywere importantingredientsin hishymn writing,they weren't
the most important. What counted above all was his life in God, in
particularhis experienceof the Crucified.Repeatedlyin hisJournal
Charles summarized his ministerial endeavour and its Spiritauthored fruit, "She received the atonement." His hymns sing preeminently about the cross. Despite his 9000 published poemsl
hymns, the depth and wonder and force of his immersion in God is
fmally inexpressible. His matchless words,
Depth of mercy, can there be
Mercy still reserved for me?

point us to the heart of One before whom all of us (Charles too) are
ultimately wordless.

---
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Review Articlel
THE DA VINCI CODE
by Dan Brown New York: Doubleday, 2003,
$37.95.
If you've not read Dan Brown's The Da VinciCode, you're in
a shrinkinggroup.More than 7 millionhardbackcopies of the novel
are in print, and it has by the publisher's count been translated into
more than 40 languages. It has remained at or near the top of most
bestseller lists since its appearance a year ago. The second in a
planned trilogy, the novel builds on the characters introduced in
Angels and Demons.
The plot involves a quest for the holy grail that begins with a
bizarre murder in the Louvre, races through the streets of Paris and
surrounding countryside, and eventually moves to the streets and
churches of England. It involves the work of two sleuths: Robert
Langdon, a Harvard academic who holds a chair of symbology
(the author's neologism), and Sophie Neven, a beautiful French
cryptologist whose encrypted name means Avenue of wisdom".
Brown fills the book with such riddles.
In Leonardo Da Vinci's paintings the two discover clues to
the meaning of the grail. In the end, inevitably, they fall in love.
Only then does the reader discover that the grail is not a chalice, as
medieval legend has it, but a tomb holding the bones of Mary
Magdalene. To make matters more interesting, the grail also
represents the womb of Mary Magdalene, who according to the
novel bore Jesus' child and whose descendants live on in France
today - Sophie being one of them. For this reason, the mutual
attraction between Langdon and Sophie not only creates sexual
interest but also hold theological import.
I
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Brown's novel is a conspiracy tract set in a fictional frame.
The conspiracy theory is built on an unorthodox account of
Christian history advanced in the 1980s by the book Holy Blood,
Holy Grail. In that pseudo-scholarlypublishing sensation,Michael
Baigent and colleagues argued, on the basis of documents found in
the Bibliotheque de Nationale, but later exposed as a hoax, that the
descendants of Jesus and Mary Magdalene were part of the
Merovingianroyal line of the earlyMiddleAges.The Romanchurch
sought to expunge evidence of this hidden history and eliminate
the descendants themselves for the sake of preserving church
authority and exalting orthodoxy.
Resisting the power of the church and guarding the secret
history of the grail over the years has been a secret society, the
Priory of Sion, presided over by a committee of senechaux (grand
masters). The society engages in a bizarre sex ritual Brown calls
Hieros gamos (sacred marriage).Although the meaning ofthis ~ct
remains unclear, it apparently celebrates "the sacred feminine" and
embodies the connection between the erotic and the holy expunged
by Christianity. Freud would have been pleased to know all this.
The plot thickensthroughthe violentmachinationsof an albino
monk who works for Opus Dei, an actual Roman Catholic
organization portrayed by Brown with lightly veiled contempt. A
former "British royal historian" named Sir Leigh Teabing, who
has devoted his life to fmding the grail, also plays a large part in
the story.
The book is, of course, fiction. Brown has made it clear,
however, that he regards the book as a serious contribution to a
revisionist history of early and medieval Christianity,a history that
offers insights into the nature of real faith and the identity of the
true church. Judging from the enthusiastic response, many readers
take him at his word. They find the book fascinating not only
because they consider it a good read but also because they discover
in it an appealing alternative reading of Christianity.
The book also presents the Roman Catholic Church as a
devious institution markedby deception,violence and scandal.The
plot plays on Christianity's patriarchal excesses and its conflicted
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approach to sexuality. A few allusions along the way tie this history
to the current scandal of priestly sexual abuse and its cover up. In
other words, the book has something for almost everyone unhappy
with the church.
The novel also trades on the spiritual hunger prevalent in our
day. Brown's characters frequently excoriate the church for its
various atrocities and omissions, and exalt what they see as a lost
spiritual aesthetic. "It is the mystery and wonderment that serve
our souls, not the Grail itself," we learn in the book's waning pages.
Brown's ambitions as a cultural commentator are not always
convincing. Not every reader will warm to the suggestion voiced
by one of the characters that we should embrace "orgasm as prayer"
and that men's sexual climax is "a moment of clarity during which
God [can] be glimpsed." In another scene, the novel scolds men
for resisting this liberated view of sex, as Langdon reminisces about
a lecture he'd recently given to undergraduates: "The next time
you find yourself with a woman, look in your heart and see if you
can approach sex as a mystical, spiritual act. Challenge yourself to
fmd the spark of divinity that man can only achieve through the
sacred feminine." To which the narrator adds: "The women smiled
knowingly, nodding." Brown clearly intends this as a compliment
to women. But the casting of females as sexual partners whose
primary role is to help men achieve enlightenment seems an illconceived way of honoring "the sacred feminine". Feminists will
not be impressed.
Brown is surely onto something in mingling religion and the
erotic, the mysterious and the pleasurable. Such a combination
strikes a chord among those who have rarely heard ministers say
much on the subject or who assume that Christianity is either
opposed to sexual enjoyment or un-equipped to deal with it. Brown
woos readers who hunger for passion and meaning, enticing them
with a vision that unites sexuality and spirituality. It's certainly a
package that sells.
In any case, many women - and according to Brown's claim
on his Web site, particularly nuns - purport to find this novel
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profoundly meaningful. Readers have warmed to the author's efforts
to envision a religion more deeply committed to women's
experience and leadership than the one they have encountered in
the church. Mary Magdalene, he contends, was a leader in the early
church - a fact that the church quickly acted to suppress. The real
story that Christianity has covered up is not about Jesus at all but
about this woman and her (female) descendants. According to the
novel, men rewrote the narrative to defend patriarchy and deny the
truth of this matriarchal lineage. For many people, apparently, such
claims are entirely plausible.
Brown's defense of this "history" gives fresh meaning to the
old cliche about "blind faith". In an interview on NBC's Today
Show, for example, when Matt Lauer asked Brown if he had based
the novel on "things that actually occurred," the author answered:
"Absolutely all of it. Obviously... Robert Langdon is fictional, but
all of the art, architecture, secret rituals, secret societies, all of that
is historical fact."
On the contrary. The novel relies on slipshod scholarship and
mixes occasional fact with a large measure of fantasy. There are,
of course, undisputed facts in the novel. Paris does have a Ritz
hotel. The Louvre does display Leonardo's Mona Lisa. Westminster
Abbey is in London. The quest for the grail - the chalice used at
the Last Supper - was a consuming fascination in medieval culture.
Opus Dei does exist, and the Vatican is located in the heart of Rome.
Beyond such matters, almost everything Brown asserts or implies
as fact is misleading or mistaken. Mostly the latter.
Some have applauded the book as creating a teaching moment
about the contours of Christian history and theology, and thoughtful
readers might well be intrigued by complex questions the novel
raises about Christian origins. They may also be vexed by the
evidence that points to the church's patriarchal history. Most,
however, will have neither the patience nor the knowledge to sort
occasional fact from overwhelming fiction.
Among the many errors, confusions and misjudgments is the
central claim that the Priory of Sion is of medieval origin, with a
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list of grand masters that includes Leonardo, his predecessor
Botticelli, and the likes of Robert Boyle, Isaac Newton, Victor Hugo
and even Claude Debussy. In actuality, this account of the priory
first appeared in France in the late 1950s, complete with a fabricated
history claiming links to the medieval Knights of the Temple. Brown
explains the importance of this connection: "Knights who claimed
to be 'searching for the chalice' were speaking in code as a way to
protect themselves from a Church that had subjugated women,
banished the Goddess, burned nonbelievers, and forbidden the
pagan reverence for the sacred feminine." Some of these indictments
of the church arise from the legacy of medieval patriarchy. But by
feminizing the Templars, Brown turns the plot into a sentimental
fantasy. Perhaps he has read too much Sir Walter Scott or fallen
under the spell of Camelot.
When Brown refers to heinous facts of church history, he either
gets them wrong or magnifies them out of proportion. An example
of the latter is his assertion that the church burned 5 million women
at the stake during the witch-hunts of the later Middle Ages. If the
historical record included only one such murder, it would be too
many, but the figure Brown offers would have de-populated Europe
altogether during this period. Historians with no interest in
protecting Christianity have set the number far lower - between
30,000 and 50,000. Miscalculating
by a factor of 100 is
understandable to make a point, perhaps, but not when such
information is passed along a factual.
A greater muddle is Brown's attempt to narrate Christian
origins. He contends that the emperor Constantine is responsible
for much theological mischief. For the first three centuries, he
asserts, Christians viewed Jesus "as a mortal prophet, a great and
powerful man, but a man nonetheless." This would have surprised
the apostle Paul and most of the theologians whose works defmed
Christian orthodoxy before the council at Nicea in 325 CEo All
shared a belief in Jesus' divinity, even if they sometimes described
it differently.
Brown insists it was Constantine who "upgraded Jesus' status"

by concoctingthe notionof his divinity- for politicalreasons.
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"Many scholars", Brown insists through the voice of one of his
characters, "claim that the early Church literally stole Jesus from
His original followers, hijacking His human message, shrouding it
in an impenetrable cloak of divinity, and using it to expand their
own power." Who were these early followers interested only in
Jesus the man, the great prophet, the human teacher? Brown does
not say, and the historical evidence for the claim is nonexistent.
One of the book's more ridiculous assertions is that the socalled Sangreal documents, held by the Priory of Sion, include
"the legendary 'Q' document," which "even the Vatican admits...
exists." A document collecting sayings by Jesus, referred to by
biblical scholars by this name, has long been posited as a source
for the Gospel writers. But the possible existence of such a
document does not justify Brown's excited tone.
In the category of the bizarre is Brown's claim that "any
gospels that described the earthly aspects of Jesus' life had to be
omittedfrom the Bible."What aspectswouldthesebe - his teaching,
his acts of compassion toward the sick, his care for his followers?
One can only conclude that Brown has not bothered to read
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, since these canonical Gospels are
persistently and profoundly interested in earthly details.
One of the book's embarrassing confusions is the notion that
the Gnostic Gospels were excluded from the canon because they
"speak of Christ's ministry in very human terms". In fact, such
texts, most of which date no earlier than the late second century,
favour an extreme dualism between spirit and body and offer little
consolation for those hoping to celebrate the sexual passions that
are so much on Brown's mind.They are largelycollections of secret
sayings, many bearing references that will strike modem readers
as surreal at best.
The noncanonical Gospel of Philip is an example. It does
contain a passage - much discussed by scholars - describing Mary
Magdalene as the one whom Jesus loved "more than the disciples,"
so much so that he used to "kiss her [often]," to the dismay of the
men. To read this as a veiled reference to marriage is as flimsy as
claiming that Judas' kiss was really about something other than
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betrayal.
Further, if this gospel needs to be recovered as authoritative,
as Brown insists, then what about its assertion, as few passages
later, that "God is a man-eater, and for this reason people are
[sacrificed]to him"? Or that "the world is a corpse-eater"and "truth
is a life-eater"? Brown seems unaware that the duality of Gnostic
cosmology portrays the "flesh" and its appetites consistently in
derogatory tones. So much for sacred sex.
In the category of the absurd is Brown's assertion that
references to the marriage of Mary Magdalene and Jesus "kept
recurring in the gospels." Exactly which gospels he is referring to
remains unclear. When he goes on to claim this as "a matter of
historical record" and to contend that "[Leonardo] Da Vinci was
certainly aware of that fact", one can only wonder what "record"
he is referring to. It is unlikely that mention of any such marriage
would be found in Gnostic sources, since these generally despise
sex because it requires the use of the body.
And what of Brown's claim that Leonardo's "Last Supper
practically shouts at the viewer that Jesus and Magdalene were a
pair"? Brown insists that the effeminate figure at Jesus' right hand
in this sceneis Mary Magdalene,not, as traditionhas it, "the beloved
disciple". To make such a claim he conveniently ignores the
iconographical convention of the day, which directed that the male
disciple described in John's Gospel as the one whom "Jesus loved"
be depicted in just such a manner. The late Renaissance was
interested in the affection between older and younger men, not in a
heterosexual liaison between Jesus and Mary Magdalene.
Art historians with nothing to win or lose from assessing
Brown's elaboratetheories aboutthe "code" in Leonardo's paintings
have largelydismissedhis specificclaims as well as his overarching
theory. Ironically, while Brown celebrates Leonardo's creativity,
he views art primarily as a useful way of concealing information.
In Brown's hands, Leonardo disappears as a masterly artist and
becomes little more than a technician inserting esoteric secrets on
his canvases. One can already imaginecrowds of American tourists
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lining up this summer, novel in hand, to scrutinize the paintings
cited in Brown's book. So much for art.
Among the ridiculous claims Brown forwards is that "the
Church" - by which he means the "sinister" forces of Opus Dei
and the Vatican- is bent on destroying the "Sangreal documents"
by any means, including violence, because they allegedly reveal
the secret truths about Jesus' marriage to Mary Magdalene and
disclosethe grail's true identity.All this is to be explained,according
to Brown's fiction and those who earlier advanced the conspiracy
theory, because such documents if ever released would destroy the
church's credibility.
All this is to say that TheDa VinciCode is based on manifestly
bad history and driven by ideological passions. As a novel it also
invites readers to an indulgence: if offers a taste of adventure, a
glance at art history and a sip of "sacred sexuality" in the form of
spirituality lite.
Chestertononce suggestedthatthe saintneededby each culture
is the one who contradicts it the most. Brown's Magdalene and
Jesus fail us on this point. His religion of the grail requires no
discipline of thought, no virtue in act and little in the category of
spiritual commitment.
By contrast, the old fashioned Jesus of the canonical Gospels
stands with the ancient prophets to condemn the misuse of power,
the failing of community and the pretensions of religions. He calls
us to a costly love for the sake of the vulnerable, the oppressed and
the marginalized. He summons us to the worship not of a womb or
even of a tomb but of the God ofjustice who exposes the idolatrous
worship of nation and power.About such real conspiracies against
the faith, Brown remains silent.
- Mark S. Burrows
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Reviews
MARTIN LUTHER
by Martin E. Marty
New York: Penguin Group
(USA), 2004. 199 pp.
$30.00
Some years ago, a columnistfor
the Dallas Morning News, having
just heard Martin Marty deliver a
series of lectures in that city, wrote
that at last he had heard a church
historian who could actually make
church history interesting for nonspecialists. By contrast, some
church historians, while admiring
Marty's prodigious output and his
work as a regular columnistfor The
Christian
Century,
have
occasionallycriticizedhis historical
work as "too popular" or "not
sufficientlyscholarly". In thisbook,
Marty has done what the newspaper
columnistfound so admirablewhile
at the same time producing a work
with which even Luther specialists
will find little to quibble.
Written as a volume in the
Penguin Lives Series, this book is
relatively short and is intended for
a general audience. It reads easily
and well. The styleis vintageMarty,
with his usual careful choice of
words and his clever turns ofphrase
designed to convey key insights.
One finds the pithy story, the
memorable statistic about some
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aspect of 16thcentury German life,
or the shockingquotation that grabs
the attentionof the readerfor whom
this biography is an early foray into
Christian religious history.
In his "Preface", Marty outlines
clearly what he will, and will not,
do in this biography. He also
indicates the lens through whichhe
judges Luther to be most clearly
discerned:"He [Luther]makesmost
sense as a wrestler with God,
indeed, as a God-obsessed seeker
of certainty and assurance in a time
of social trauma and of personal
anxiety,beginningwithhis own" (p.
xii). Marty divides the work into
four chapters of more or less equal
length, each chapter devoted to a
particular period of Luther's
life:1483-1519, 1520-1525, 15251530, and 1530-1546, concluding
with a brief "Afterword: Luther in
the New Millennium".
Marty returns regularly in the
work to Luther's agonized and
agonizing search for certainty that
he is in right relationship with God.
He accurately describes how that
personal search led Luther,
inexorable step by inexorable step,
to his break with the established
church of his day and how that
desire for "certainty and assurance"
continued to influence Luther's
subsequent development. Marty
also shows the critical importance
of the printing press for the success
of Luther's movement, which
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enabled a rapid dissemination of
Luther's ideas - a developmentthat,
in turn,madehis movementdifficult
to suppress. Despite the book's
brevity, Marty summarizes well
writings of Luther that had
particular importance either for the
initial success of his reform effort
or its later development. His
summaries of Luther's three great
treatises of 1520 are especially
noteworthy for the clarity with
which Marty presents
the
theological ideas involved.
Marty recounts well Luther's
troubled relationship with the
developing Reform tradition, both
before and after the Colloquy of
Marburg. Marty's consideration of
Luther's antipathy toward the
Anabaptists,whilesolid, was a little
lesssatisfyingin my view. The book
also examines Luther's writing and
speaking about Jews and Muslims.
A particular strength of this
book is Marty's considerationof the
"later Luther". This period of
Luther's life is virtually ignored in
general surveys of this era and also
in some biographies of Luther. The
Luther of those later years is often
an angry, querulous figure
struggling withhis health,the death
of his favourite child, and
disappointment
at
some
developments of the movement he
had inadvertently begun in 1517.
Many of Luther's most troubling
and vitriolicwritingscome fromthis
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period. Marty deals with those
writings,setting them in the context
of Luther's life and thought during
this period.
This book has much to
commend it. Marty presentsLuther
as the sixteenth century human
being he was, doing so
sympathetically but with no denial
of Luther's "warts". The book is
an excellent introduction to Luther
for a person who knows little or
nothing of either him or the
Reformation. It strikes me as a
particularly good volume for an
adult study group interested in
exploring this aspect of Christian
history. A reader unfamiliar with
Luther or with this era will also be
aided by two excellent maps - one
locating key places in Luther's life
and work on a map of contemporary
Germany, and the other outlining
key features of the Europe in
Luther's day. The location of these
maps at the book's beginning also
makes the move from text to map
and backto textan easyone. A brief
annotated list "For Further
Reading"offersgood guidanceboth
for the person who would like to
probejust a littlemore into the story
of Luther and his era and for the
reader now stimulated to do
extensive reading. The person who
has never read anything of Martin
Marty's beforemay well be tempted
to search out more of his work.
- John H. Young
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READING THE BIBLE
FOR THE LOVE OF
GOD
by Alan Reynolds
Grand Rapids: Brazos
Press 2003. 143 pp. $18.99
The premise of Alan Reynolds'
book is simpleenough. As a United
Church pastor,he spentmuch of his
ministrywrestlingwith thequestion
of how to help people find and
develop faith. His answer was to
find ways to invite people into a
reading of the Bible based on an
understandingthat it is a text unlike
any other in our culture. It is a text
to be read not for information but
to find relationship - relationship
with God, and beyond that, deeper
and more meaningful relationship
with each other and with God's
world.
Despite the fact that most folks
in our congregations can read, and
most have a Bible somewhere in
their homes, we live in an era of
widespreadbiblicalilliteracy. Most
of us engaged in pastoral ministry
can tell countless storiesof working
out of false assumptions of how
well-knownour biblical storiesare,
such as the time I asked the children
who the baby in the manger in the
creche scene was and none of them
could answer. For more than a
generation now we have struggled
to know what to do with the
questionof how to "educate"people
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in our congregations about the
Bible. We have tried different
curricula and methodologies in
Sunday Schools. Wehave called it
Christian Education, Christian
Development, Bible Study, and
Small Group Ministry.
Reynolds suggests that we may
have been asking the wrong
questions. The problem as he sees
it is that we have not helped people
to understandhow to read the Bible.
In this, he is suggesting that all of
our well-intentioned attempts to
educate people have missed the key
element of relationship. He
emphasizes that the Bible is not a
book to be read for information as
much as an invitation to a
relationship with God and with
God's world. In this volume
Reynolds suggests that one way to
help people find faith, or to
strengthen the faith they already
have, is through encouraging them
to read the Bible as an invitation to
a trusting, loving relationship with
God.
The ideas Reynolds offers are
not new, but he presents them in a
clear and accessible manner. He
roots his thoughts andreflectionsin
his own experience both as a
seeking Christian and as a pastor.
This book provides a helpful
overview of some of the influences
that challenge us as leaders in the
church, whether lay or ordered, to
re-imagine the way we read and
teach the Bible.This understanding
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is based far more on viewing the or redemption - reflected back to
Bible in personal and relational us in the Word of God. Reynolds'
terms than on historicalor scientific book encourages us to continue to
terms.
According
to this strive to find ways to make that
understanding, the Bible is for our transforming experience central to
encounterwithGod and ourjourney our experience of being faith
of livingin love. Reynoldssuggests communities in today's world.
that we find fulfillment in life
- Susan Tough
chiefly in relationships with one
another, in agape love, and THE HEART OF CHRISultimately,in relationshipwith God. TIANITY: Rediscovering
It is clear to most of us within A Life of Faith
the churchthatwe are livingin times
Borg
of radical change. This presents us by Marcus
New
York:
with both phenomenal challenges
and awesome opportunities as we HarperSanFrancisco 2003.
seek to find ways to make faith and 234pp $34.95
churchrelevantto today's world. As
This is a book that puts forward
Reynolds illustrates, this is an age
of overwhelming spiritual hunger. an expression of what Marcus Borg
People are asking questions of calls "progressive Christianity". He
meaning, value and identity. The sees it as an alternative to all forms
Christian story and the Christian ofbiblicism and to a good deal more
church have an important response that is taught in conservative
to these questions. Our task is to Christian circles. He stakes out a
find ways to make that story position that is somewhat different
available to people in a post- from much that is found in the
Christendomerain whichwecannot history of Christian thought, though
assume that the Biblical stories are he
sees
contemporary
foundational to our culture any fundamentalism to be a particularly
longer. Reading the Bible for the modern phenomenon. In any case a
Love of God is a helpful resource Canadian reader becomes aware
that Borg lives in a society where
in responding to that challenge.
One of the greatest joys of very conservative Christianity is a
ministry is the experience of seeing huge part of the landscape, more so
someone make the connection
than in Canada. Borg is writing, not
between their story and our Story. to convert fundamentalists, but to
It is transforming to see our own instruct more liberal Christians on
profound human experience - how to interpret the Christian faith

J.

whether of joy or grief, brokenness
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in an effective way. And he does it
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well.The book is fullof the wisdom
of a mature scholarwho has thought
about these thingsdeeply for a long
time.Mostreaderswillreceivegreat
benefit from going through these
pages.
For instance, Borg tries to offer
an alternative to what he calls
"supernatural theism". What he
means by that is the notionthat God
has an existence in a place called
heaven. God in that view is simply
another object, though outside of
the normalparameters of space and
time. Like Paul Tillich a generation
ago, Borg wants to challenge this
outlook. Tillich said that God does
not exist, but is the ground of
existence,the groundof being.Borg
takes the position of what he and
others call panentheism. Not
pantheism, which calls everything
God, but panentheism, which sees
that "Weare in God; we live in God,
move in God, have our being in
God.God is not 'out there' but 'right
here', all around us" (p. 66). One
of the consequences of taking this
position, Borg says, is abandoning
the notion of God intervening in
world events. Instead we see God
as being "in, with, and under"
everything, "not as the direct cause
of events, but as a presence beneath
and within our everyday lives" (p.
67).
Borg implies that such a
position is in accordance with the
Bible, but I must say I wonder.
Throughout the Old Testament the
"hand" of God is seen to be active
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in the world, and the central event
in the Old Testament story, the
Exodus, is perceivedto be the result
of God's very specific intervention.
And the New Testament writers
testify that "the Wordbecame flesh
and dwelt among us". God is seen
as intervening decisively in the
human story by coming Himself as
the person of Jesus Christ.
And this brings me to another
place where I have questions about
Borg's stance. Throughout he sees
Jesus as the revealer of God but
doesn't see Himalsoas the One who
is revealed. Borg frequently
compares Jesus to other religious
leaders
like
the Buddha,
Mohammed, and Moses, which of
course is often done, and which
would be an understandable
position for a non-Christianto take.
But a Christian should recognize
that it's not an adequate
interpretationof the New Testament
witness. For it's clear that the New
Testament writers revere Moses, as
do all good Jews, but they don't
revere Jesus; they worship Him.
They accord Jesus Christ the same
adoration that they give to God,
something no Jew would ever give
to any figure in their tradition, and
something Moslems do not render
to Mohammed. According to
Moslems Mohammed provides the
decisiverevelationof God but is not
himself God. Christians take that
critical step in affmning that God
actually came as a human person,
that God in the person of the human
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Jesus was on the cross. Borg never
goes that far. It seems clear that he
would see God as identifying with
Jesus in His death, but it would be
similar to the way God would
identify with any person suffering
an unjust violentexecution.It's true
that at onepoint Borg refersto Jesus
Christ as being the second person
in the Trinity, but we can see that
he doesn't really take that seriously,
for in his main chapter on God he,
incredibly, hardly ever refers to
JesusChrist!He talksaboutGod not
being an object, but being
underneath everything. What the
Bible testifies to, however, is that
God does in fact become an object
for us, or perhaps we should say he
becomes a subject, in that He
appears to us in the person of Jesus.
What most readers can identify
with in the book is Borg's concern
about Christian exclusivism. Borg
is quite right in pointing out that
many Christians past and present
have asserted that only believers in
Jesus Christ can be saved meaning that the door to eternal life
is firmly closed to all those
"outsiders". I am in complete
agreement with Borg, and I'm sure
that Touchstone readers generally
will be on his side, when he finds
this an unacceptable position to
take. However, Borg's way of
coping withthepassagesin the New
Testament, like the one in John's
Gospel that has Jesus say, "No one
comes to the Father but by me", is
to follow Krister Stendahlin calling
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it the "love language" of Christians.
Just as lovers develop an
extravagantlanguageto express the
intensity of their love, so Christians
have an unrestrained language to
speak about Jesus Christ. But here
I would differ with Stendahl and
Borg. I wouldmaintain that the love
language explanationdoesn't do an
adequate job of interpreting those
New Testament texts. To get at the
issue let me refer to an image that
Borg uses - one that is often
employed by others - which is that

of the "Sacred One" being on the
top of a mountain.The pathsleading
up the mountain, which represent
the various religions of the world,
are far apart at the bottom, but the
closer they get to the top the closer
they get to each other. This is the
favourite metaphor for those who
wish to make the point that in the
end all religions are moving toward
the same object. But Christian faith
doesn't say thatwe mustreach away
up for the "Holy One". It says rather
that the most high God has come
down to our level. He doesn't wait
for us to climb up to Him but He
seeks us out where we are. He is to
be found herein the person of Jesus
Christ, and is still here when He is
taken andcrucified.Place the "Holy
One" at the top of the mountain and
you take Him away from the cross,
which is what we must never do.
It seems that Borg is unable to
work withwhat is sometimescalled
the "scandal of particularity". But
we cannot abandon it. Just as we
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cannot give up on the conviction
thatJews, of all the peopleson earth,
are the chosen ones, so we cannot
repudiate the texts in the New
Testament that assume the
identificationof God theFatherwith
the Son Jesus Christ. But this
certainly does not mean that only
Christians are to be included in
God's kingdom. That position is to
be completely rejected. What God
did in Jesus Christ was done for the
world, notjust for Christians.All of
humanity is the object of God's
grace, and He poured out His life
for all. The forgiveness of sins in
the cross is forgiveness for all. But
it means that ultimately, when
humans of whatever background
enter God's kingdom,they willmeet
the crucifiedonewho died for them.
That is, they will come not before
some generic deity, but before the
God who is Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit

-

the Saviour and Redeemer

of all humanity.
Before bringing this review to a
close I must refer to one other place
where I find myself differing with
Marcus Borg. As he has done in
other books, he affirms here the
spiritual rather than the bodily
resurrection of Jesus Christ. And
one of the inevitable consequences
is that he completely blurs the
distinctionbetween the meetingsof
the disciples with the resurrected
Jesus and the experiences we might
have of the living Christ. The New

Testament writers testify to the fact
that there were specific encounters
with Jesus in a bodily presence in
the days following His death, and
those who had those meetings
became unique witnesses to Jesus
and His resurrection. The great
irony of Thomas' situation, for
example, was that he refused to
accept the word of his fellow
disciples who had actually seen the
risen Jesus, and then, having seen
Him himself, had to go out and
witness to people who must take
him at his word that Jesus is risen!
For the New Testament writers
never suggest that those concrete
meetings with Jesus continued
indefinitely. The "experiences" of
the livingChrist that the Holy Spirit
gives to people since that time are
enormously significant, but must
not be equated with the bodily
encounters with Jesus the original
apostles were given. However well
developed we become spiritually
we still depend upon the apostolic
witness to the risen Jesus.
It's clear, then, that there are
places in this book where I have
reservations.NeverthelessI am able
to commend it to the readers of
Touchstone. It is written by a
devout, committed Christian
scholarwhopossessesgreatwisdom
and insight. Anyone who chooses
it will,I believe,comeawayfromit
enriched, as I was.
- Mac Watts

