
co
m

m
e

n
ta

ry

ministry for the real world



2  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  3

A question of 
character

Johnny Juckes introduces this 
edition of Commentary, which 
focuses on the development and 
encouragement of good character 
in church leaders and church life

with us. I’ve written about our thinking 
on this essential preparation for 
ministry on page 24.

In this edition of Commentary, 
developing and encouraging good 
character emerges as a theme. 
Michael Williams, for example, writes 
in praise of teachability (on page 
34). ‘All of us are carrying bags 
which might have quietly become an 
obstacle to us learning new truths 
about God,’ he says. He offers three 
practical and thoughtful steps to 
becoming more teachable.

Loneliness is in the news today, says 
Brad Bitner (on page 10), and some 
commentators say we are suffering 
an epidemic of loneliness. ‘Even in 
the gathering of Christ’s church for 
worship and fellowship there can 
be great loneliness,’ he says. Brad 

When churches come to choose a 
new pastor, although they look for fine 
and faithful preaching, and pastoral 
ministry which genuinely connects 
with people, above all, they look for 
good character. ‘Character, including 
godliness, family faithfulness, and 
temperance, is a widely accepted 
given in ministry,’ says Andrew 
Nicholls, in his article on what is truly 
important in church ministry (see 
page 4).

This is something we have been 
thinking about at Oak Hill for a long 
time, of course. But in the past year, 
we’ve been consolidating our earlier 
thinking by developing a graduate 
profile, which sets out the character, 
competencies and skills we are 
seeking, by God’s grace, to grow in 
our students throughout their time 

does some theological and pastoral 
thinking about this issue, encouraging 
churches to respond to loneliness 
through hospitality and direct ministry 
initiatives.

Dan Strange (page 18) has been 
thinking about death recently, and 
writes for us about death as a teacher, 
with many modules to cover in the 
curriculum of mortality. He says, 
‘Our culture continues to redefine 
our mortality in a myriad of ways, 
domesticating it, being terrified by it, 
denying it. However, the intractability 
of death remains.’ 

Cynicism is one of the defining 
characteristics of our time, says 
Lourens Du Plessis (page 31), and 
it has been forcefully challenged 
recently by two authors: Michiko 
Kakutani and Jordan Peterson. 
Lourens looks through their eyes 
at the decline of rational discourse, 
‘which hardly started with Donald 
Trump’.

Tim Ward continues our new series 
where Oak Hill faculty members offer 
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commentary
commentary on biblical passages by 
opening up the Book of Jonah (see 
page 22). He says, ‘At root, Jonah is a 
disturbing and disruptive book, sent 
to fly under the radar of Christian 
leaders especially.’

The Handmaid’s Tale was back on 
our screens in the summer, with its 
story of a repressive, Orwellian regime 
in which women are valued mostly for 
their ability to reproduce. Eric Ortlund 
writes (on page 7) about how the TV 
show has been shaped differently to 
Margaret Atwood’s novel, especially in 
its depiction of religion.

Kristi Mair has a new book coming 
out in the new year, MORE > Truth. 
It’s part of an IVP series aimed at 
non-readers, non-philosophers, non-
theologians, and non-big thinkers. We 
asked Kristi (on page 28) why she 
wrote it, and who she is hoping will 
read it.

Ben Clube, who is currently studying 
at Oak Hill, has a heart for church 
planting, which grew out of his 
involvement in Trinity West Church 
in Shepherd’s Bush. He talks to us 
(on page 14) about his experience 
at college: ‘The course has opened 
my eyes to the scriptures, exposed 
and strengthened my weak-spots, 
taught me more of grace, and grown 
my affection for God and people 
(admittedly with some help from the 
Holy Spirit).’

Finally, Chris Green reviews two 
recent books which repackage 
Stoic philosophy for modern times 
(page 36). ‘Our serious minded 
non-Christian friends are looking for 
answers, and if they’re reading these 
books, or the podcasts they influence, 
we can do business,’ he says.
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Bill and Mary are chatting about the search for a new 
minister. ‘I just think we should get the best preacher we 
can find. That’s the really vital thing, isn’t it? Someone to 
dig out the treasure for us on a Sunday.’

‘We did that last time. But lots of people find sermons 
too long and impersonal. They need someone they can talk 
to – someone really pastoral. I think we should be looking 
for someone like that.’

It seems commonplace for churches to feel the need to 
choose. For some, experience has taught them you can 
only have one or the other – a preacher or a pastor, by 
which they mean a public minister or a personal one. The 
pulpiteer is, perhaps self-evidently to many, a different 
sort of person from the privately patient and personally 
engaged.

Godliness and leadership

Before addressing this tension, it’s worth mentioning 
a couple of qualities on which Bill and Mary can agree. 

What kind of 
pastor?
What varieties of word 
ministry do we expect 
pastors to be competent 
in? Public ministry from the 
front, or personal ministry, 
one to one? Andrew Nicholls 
explores the connections 
between the two

First, it is widely noted these days that being a teacher of 
the word alone is not enough of a person specification. 
Character, including godliness, family faithfulness, 
temperance, and so on, is a widely accepted given.

We might helpfully ask ourselves whether we really ask 
the nitty-gritty details of what kind of a husband or father 
this potential leader of God’s family is, what quantity 
of alcohol he consumes, and so on. Application forms, 
interviews and references can all be rather generic and 
tend to reinforce the idea that all we really want is a bland 
reassurance rather than a clear, actual reflection of the 
detailed criteria given by Paul in 1 Timothy and Titus.

Secondly, we have seen increasing stress laid in recent 
years on the importance of an ability to manage the 
household of God. Churches rarely if ever manage 
themselves very effectively, even when all the members 
are Christians, which is why Paul requires elders to be 
appointed who can lead them in following Jesus.

These two categories – godliness and leadership – are 
both of vital importance if we take the Bible seriously. We 
do need word ministers who are both godly and able to 
lead. Bill and Mary will hopefully both have these things 
on their list of necessary qualities. But what about their 
disagreement? What kinds of word ministry do we expect 
a minister to be competent in, and for which kinds ought 
the pastor to be trained?
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Conversational word ministry

It’s hard to imagine a college such as Oak Hill sending out 
people without hearing them preach. For sure, we expect 
people to have demonstrated ability before they arrive 
here to study, but we also invest a chunk of the curriculum 
in improving the skills of pulpit communication.

Homiletics matters greatly to a church. The church must 
gather around the word, and when they do, they must 
hear the Lord speak as his word is proclaimed, with its 
content accurate, and its contemporary, urgent authority 
to comfort and call clear in the daily lives of God’s people. 
Reading and preaching the word is the central means by 

which God addresses those he gathers into his church.
But Oak Hill is also investing in conversational word 

ministry. The two main reasons are these.
First, as every pastor knows, private conversations are 

seen as a potential source of help for the many challenges 
the church family faces: marriage difficulty (including 
domestic abuse), parenting problems, same sex attraction, 
money worries, persistent low mood, worry, anger 
management, and so on.

For those who come to a pastor with these woes, how 
will the pastor respond? ‘Not my field, let me pray for you, 
I’ll send you off to a professional,’ would be typical among 
the more alert, leaving open the question of whether the 
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same gospel that grows the church really has anything 
deeply helpful to say to any of those issues. I’ll argue below 
that it does!

And second, God’s plan is clearly for the church 
as a whole to be able to keep each other ‘from sin’s 
deceitfulness’ (Hebrews 3:13); or ‘speaking the truth in love’ 
to each other as the means of growth from vulnerable 
infancy to being fully mature in Christ. The work of the 
pastor equips the saints for this ministry of mutually 
edifying conversation (Ephesians 4:12-16).

Even if we agree with a minority of translations (for 
example, the King James Version) that the punctuation 
should indicate that the pastors and teachers and not 
the saints do the work of ministry in verse 12, verses 14-16 
make clear that each part of the body does the edifying 
work of ‘truthing in love’.

The thrust of Ephesians 4:15 is that God achieves the 
unity of the church under Christ, central to his plans for 
the cosmos, in the conversations between his people, 
for which they are fed by the preaching of the word in 
digestible, nutritious meals.

If conversational word ministry is so important, it matters 
that pastors know this, and know something of how to do 
it, and how to lead and encourage others in it.

Biblical counselling

It may be worth observing that this kind of ministry, the 
sharing of counsel from the Bible, can rightly be called 
biblical counselling. This raises a helpful expectation, that 
the Bible is a place of first resort and central importance 
in all of life. However useful the secular disciplines of 
therapy and care can be (and they are very often useful 
and in extremis they are indispensable), our universal and 
greatest need is to walk with God through every valley, and 
only the Bible shines his light on our path.

The Christian’s greatest acts of brotherly love will often 
be to come alongside another in their walk with God, not 
just facilitating a stoic perseverance, but encouraging them 
in courageously continuing to follow Jesus. For this we 
need the scriptures. Others will find ‘biblical counselling’ 
too clunky or confusing a term, and prefer to call it pastoral 
care, soul-care, the ‘cure of souls’, discipling, or some such. 
They may be right. But can we all agree it is indispensable?

Perhaps we can’t. Some people argue that in a church 
where the preaching is most excellent, biblical counselling 
is unnecessary. More likely, though, where the preaching is 
truly most Ephesian, biblical counselling will be happening 
already. Others point out that much counselling happens 
from the pulpit. Praise God if so, but do we mean to imply 
that only the pastor’s pulpit words are given the power of 
God in the congregation?

The preaching team may be small, but the word ministry 
team could be every believer, with every brother or 
sister, round every family table and at every hospital bed. 
Certainly Hebrews insists it must be happening ‘daily’ 
(Hebrews 3:13).

In all this, the pastor could be an able leader and visible 
example. The pastor’s example of progress in repentance 
and faith, in prayer and godliness, as well as his grasp 
of the truth, is part of what Paul requires of Timothy (1 
Timothy 4:15-16) so that people will learn from him and be 
saved. So too, if a pastor can listen as well as he speaks, 
grow to understand the myriad complexities of those 
he serves, and show in a few sentences that the gospel 
speaks to each facet with gracious compassion and loving 
authority, the congregation will learn their own non-pulpit 
word ministry from him.

This is emphatically not to say that all the church’s 
counselling is on the pastor’s to do list. Rather, that it 
would help if he knew well enough what it looked like, did 
enough regularly to be an example, and talked enough 
about the importance of everybody joining in so that 
each member of the congregation grows their own word 
ministry following that lead.

It will also help his preaching to equip the people for 
a work he understands and shares, and it will ensure his 
sermons really connect with the actual congregation 
he has, as he grows to know them more deeply and to 
communicate with them more personally. By God’s grace, 
he will grow to love his people more, as sheep who need 
the shepherd, just as he does.

In short, we should look for pastors for both Bill and Mary. 
And that being the case, Oak Hill is committed to training 
in biblical preaching and in biblical conversation.

Andrew Nicholls is Director of Pastoral Care at Oak Hill
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A TALE OF TWO 
HANDMAIDS

The TV updating 
of the Margaret 
Atwood novel, The 
Handmaid’s Tale, 
reveals much about 
liberal fears and self-
righteousness, says 
Eric Ortlund

In Margaret Atwood’s 1985 novel The 
Handmaid’s Tale, the United States 
has collapsed into the Republic of 
Gildead, a repressive Orwellian regime 
in which women are valued mostly 
for their ability to reproduce. Most 
of the women in the novel are either 
infertile wives, household servants, 
or concubines, the latter group 
euphemistically named ‘handmaids.’ 
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The only other option is to be sent 
into the environmental wasteland that 
is all that exists outside of Gilead.

Offred (‘of Fred’, her owner, and also 
‘offered’) has the misfortune of being 
assigned as a handmaid, and spends 
her days trying not to get noticed, 
fighting off boredom and attacks 
from the jealous wife of the house she 
has been assigned to, doing her sad 
duty as a concubine (‘one detaches 
oneself’ and describes it neutrally, she 
says), and relating to the reader the 
fractured memories of her former life, 
when she had her own name and a 
husband and son.

I find The Handmaid’s Tale both 
compulsive reading and morally 
convincing. Some feminist arguments 
are (to me, anyway) almost 
unbearable, just because women have 
been treated so badly in patriarchal 
societies in the past – and still are 
today, around the world. One wants 
to throw up one’s hands and say, 
‘Stop preaching at me!’ But Atwood 
deftly avoids any such sanctimonious 
effect simply by narrating this 
not-implausible new world all from 
Offred’s perspective, making us 
utterly sympathetic to her and her 
suffering.

Offred wants to talk to the other 
handmaid she goes to town to buy 
groceries with, but doesn’t dare, 
since they might report each other. 
She’s shocked at the sensuality of 
female tourists who wear skirts which 
reveal their calves. She hides a pad of 
butter in her room to use as a lotion 
for her face. This little luxury means 
a great deal: since all that matters 
is reproduction, cosmetics aren’t 
allowed, but Offred wants some way 

to care for herself outside of her job 
as a concubine.

Atwood’s prose is as unadorned 
as the stripped world Offred lives in, 
but all the more powerful as Offred 
reveals to the reader the humanity 
struggling to find expression in a 
world when none is allowed and the 
threat of punishment is omnipresent.

The TV version

The televised version of The 
Handmaid’s Tale has definitely 
resonated with viewers, to the 
point that some women have 
begun wearing the costume of the 
handmaids – a red robe with a white 
wimple – at women’s right’s marches. 
For its part, the show stays mostly 
close to the source material, especially 
in the sense-smothering oppression 
which pervades the handmaids’ lives. 
Elisabeth Moss, the actress portraying 
Offred, is especially convincing as 
she hints at the emotions Offred 
experiences but cannot reveal. 
Two small but noticeable changes, 
however, give the show a significantly 
different ‘charge’ from the novel. 

The first is the role of religion. In 
Atwood’s novel, Gilead is not truly a 
theocracy: the official ideology of the 
state is not specifically theological. 
If anything, the reason behind 
having handmaids is practical: as the 
environment has worsened, fertility 
has dropped precipitously and babies 
are needed just to keep society 
going. Religion does play a role in 
how this future state coheres. The 
house Offred is assigned to gathers 
for Bible reading and prayer every 
night. Strikingly, however, the Bible 

is kept locked up, and only certain 
passages from Genesis having to do 
with fertility are repeated. In the novel, 
Offred understands that reading the 
whole Bible could be very disruptive 
for the totalitarian government which 
has enslaved her! In one especially 
moving scene, when Offred is forced 
to pray, she silently tells God, ‘I don’t 
believe for an instant that what’s 
going on out there is what You 
meant.’

A number of these details are 
preserved in the show, but overall, the 
use of religion to subjugate women 
is more pronounced. During her 
indoctrination, she’s told God caused 
rising infertility rates as punishment for 
immorality. When one girl argues, her 
right eye is removed, and a religious 
justification given: ‘If your right eye 
offends you...’ During one especially 
ugly scene when Offred is doing her 
duty as a handmaid, ‘Onward Christian 
Soldiers’ plays in the background. In 
other words, the televised version of 

‘These seem to be the 
only two options in 
this new version of 
The Handmaid’s Tale: 
oppressive, totalitarian 
patriarchy, or the 
freedom of progressive 
liberalism, a freedom the 
handmaids remember 
with longing’
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Gilead is more obviously a theocracy 
than the novel’s.

The horrifying treatment of gay 
characters in the televised version of 
the story is also emphasized more 
strongly than in the book. In Atwood’s 
novel, homosexuals are executed; in 
the show, we are shown an actual 
trial, in which the Old Testament is 
cited as evidence and sentencing, and 
the camera follows the convicts to a 
scaffold where one character is hung. 
The teacher who indoctrinates women 
to be handmaids explicitly contrasts 
this new morality with the immorality 
of modern Western society before the 
fall of the US government. 

Progress reversed

These changes are small but 
significant, especially in light of the 
massive changes in modern Western 
society in the last 10 years. The show 
explicitly presents the Republic of 
Gilead as a reaction against our 

current progressive democracy and 
seems, in effect, to be asking, What 
if all the changes in society of the 
last few years were undone? What 
if all the ‘progress’ we’ve seen was 
reversed? These seem to be the only 
two options in this new version of 
The Handmaid’s Tale: oppressive, 
totalitarian patriarchy, or the freedom 
of progressive liberalism, a freedom 
the handmaids remember with 
longing. And this is probably why 
I find the show so unconvincing. 
After all, is there anything modern 
Westerners have less to fear than 
theocratic patriarchy?

Furthermore, the show seems blind 
to how progressive liberalism has 
shown itself deeply intolerant of 
outsiders, just as it has made great 
gains in recent years (most of the 
recent attacks on free speech come 
from the left). On the other side of 
the equation, Christianity can act as a 
powerful force against the oppression 
of women: one thinks of Josephine 
Butler, a Victorian Christian social 
reformer who worked tirelessly for 
women’s suffrage and property rights.

Atwood herself understands this 
point well. In a recent interview on the 
Sojourners website, she clarifies that 
she meant to portray a bastardized 
form of Christianity being used to 
solidify a totalitarian state, but that 
only such a twisted form would serve 
this purpose. She goes on to state 
that you ‘can find the same in any 
power situation, such as politics or 
ideologies that purport to be atheist.’ 
The show seems less convinced on this 
point, and less convincing as a result. 
The makers of the show cite Trump’s 
election as evidence of its relevance, 

but Trump’s agenda is very far from 
the future portrayed in the show.

Screwtape’s advice to Wormwood 
in Letter 25 of The Screwtape Letters, 
written several decades before 
Atwood’s novel, takes on prophetic 
clarity at this point: 

We direct the fashionable outcry of 
each generation against those vices of 
which it is least in danger... The game 
is to have them all running about with 
fire extinguishers whenever there is 
a flood, and all crowding to that side 
of the boat which is already nearly 
gunwale under. Thus we make it 
fashionable to expose the dangers 
of enthusiasm at the very moment 
when they are all really becoming 
worldly and lukewarm; a century later, 
when we are really making them all 
Byronic and drunk with emotion, 
the fashionable outcry is directed 
against the dangers of the mere 
‘understanding’. Cruel ages are put 
on their guard against sentimentality, 
feckless and idle ones against 
respectability, lecherous ones against 
Puritanism; and whenever all men are 
really hastening to be slaves or tyrants 
we make liberalism the prime bogey.

Atwood’s novel won me over with 
its deceptively powerful prose and 
unflinching attention to its central 
character. The morally simplistic 
universe of the television show and 
its self-congratulatory tone may help, 
very ironically, to reinforce a different 
version of the oppressive and stifling 
society it fears.

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

Reproductive rights marchers dressed as 
handmaids in Austin, Texas.
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Loneliness is much in the news these days. A report from 
the London-based Campaign to End Loneliness puts the 
number of those in the UK who are ‘always or often lonely’ 
at 9 million. The BBC’s Loneliness Experiment surveyed 
55,000 people: some groups we might have expected 
reported higher levels of loneliness, including the elderly, 
the bereaved, and those with poor health. Other results 
were more surprising: 40 per cent of 16-24 year-olds 
reported being ‘often or very often’ lonely. A similar picture 
emerged from the Office for National Statistics: people 
aged 16-24 reported the highest loneliness levels of any 
age group, at a rate three times that of those 65 and over.

Another feature of recent reports, including an Age UK 
overview, is the distinction between loneliness and social 
isolation. Loneliness is usually understood in primarily 
affective terms; it is the feeling of being disconnected, and 
related emotions. As Olivia Laing, author of The Lonely 

A hideous weather 
of the soul

City, puts it, loneliness ‘feels like being hungry when 
everyone around you is readying for a feast.’

In distinction, social isolation is seen as in fact being 
disconnected to a high degree. This is often the result 
of someone’s physical condition (for example, being 
disabled or ill) and/or the thinness or scarcity of a person’s 
relational connections. Social isolation does not necessarily 
lead to loneliness, but easily can do. To adapt Laing’s 
metaphor, social isolation is like feasting alone or even 
being hungry alone. Yet for all this, intense or frequent 
feelings of loneliness are not limited to those who are 
socially isolated.

This latter reality leads Lars Svensden, a philosopher of 
loneliness, to note that ‘loneliness inhabits every social 
space’. Many know too well the feelings and realities of 
disconnectedness. In the midst of crowded city spaces, 
among a multiplicity of relationships, in busy workplaces, 

Loneliness is such a feature of modern 
life that some commentators say we are 
suffering an epidemic of loneliness. Brad 
Bitner, who has thought theologically and 
pastorally about loneliness, encourages 
churches to respond through hospitality 
and direct ministry initiatives
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and even in the gathering of Christ’s church for worship 
and fellowship, there can be great loneliness. In our day, 
many contend there is a looming ‘epidemic of loneliness’. 
But surely, as Svensden reminds us, the recent surge in 
attention to loneliness ‘does not necessarily mean there 
is more of it out there.’ Loneliness has always been – and 
until Christ’s return, will always be – with us as a sorrow 
and a challenge. But renewed attention to loneliness 
presents gospel opportunities for our churches.

God sets the lonely in families

As those created in God’s image for relationship and 
rest, we learn loneliness early. The God who made Adam 
said it was not good for him to be alone. Sin and its 
consequences only exacerbate our isolation from God 
and others. ‘As soon as we are fully conscious,’ writes CS 
Lewis in The Four Loves, ‘we discover loneliness. We need 
others physically, emotionally, intellectually; we need them 
if we are to know anything, even ourselves.’ In an age that 
considers identity to be something I construct for myself 
for my own fulfilment, what a thought this is – that actually 
I need others to help me know who I am, to tell me about 
myself. And though this biblical conception of identity 
doesn’t solve the problem of loneliness, it gives us a 
framework for engaging with it faithfully and creatively.

Solitude and silence may bring us welcome respite 
from time to time, but we are designed for presence 
and relationship, for knowing and being known, for the 
mutuality of love, care and support. Modern culture works 
against us in many ways. Hyper-mobility and urbanisation 
disrupt traditional patterns of relationship. Dynamics 
embedded in social media and the voyeuristic tendencies 
fed by our culture incline us to know about, communicate 
with, and gaze at others, but often without truly engaging 
in relationship in ways that ease the gnawing loneliness 
within us.

Yet, the Creator knows his creatures and Psalm 68:6 tells 
us that God sets the lonely in families (NIV). These lonely 
ones (yəhidîm) are, according to one commentator, ‘those 
who live alone... who as “singles” have no connection to a 
supportive family and therefore are brought by God into 
a sheltering household.’ In context, these solitary ones are 
grouped with the fatherless and widows (Psalm 68:5); they 
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are those who are socially isolated. But they also know the 
emotional hunger of loneliness.

David in Psalm 25 cries out to the Lord using the same 
term: ‘Turn to me and be gracious to me, for I am lonely 
(yahîd) and afflicted. Relieve the troubles of my heart and 
free me from my anguish.’

Hospitality and loneliness

In order for the lonely to find connection and solace in a 
new family, the gospel needs to be working in the church 
and in its members in order to cultivate an ethos marked 
by hospitality. We know that God has designed his church 
to be the new household, the new family (Ephesians 2:11-
22; 1 Timothy 3:15) in which the lonely can find redemption, 
relationship and rest in the Lord Jesus and among new 
brothers and sisters in Christ. In Romans 12:13, Christians 
are exhorted to seek to show hospitality as they care for 
one another in love. 1 Peter 4:9 adds that this should be 
done cheerfully, willingly, without grumbling. Hospitality is 
among the qualifications for ministers and leaders in God’s 
church (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:8; see also Hebrews 13:2).

In her recent book on hospitality, The Gospel Comes with 
a House Key, Rosaria Butterfield pleads with believers 
to practice ‘radically ordinary hospitality’. Butterfield’s 
argument is simple: if we have truly grasped the depth of 
God’s love and grace in Jesus Christ, we will be compelled 
to open our lives and our homes – lovingly, courageously, 
sacrificially – to our neighbours and fellow church 
members. The radical gospel of grace will, and must, 
cultivate a radical, daily habit of Christian hospitality.

What is the hospitality index of your church? Of 
your home? How intentionally and warmly are visitors 
welcomed and woven into relationships over coffee? 
How systematic and natural is it for the members of your 
church to invite others to their homes for a meal, whether 
after Sunday service or during the week? And what is the 
character and the quality of these times together? Is your 
church life focused on gathered worship and Bible studies 
(and hopefully it is!) in such a way that deep and growing 
relationships are sidelined? How often are unbelieving 
neighbours found gathered around your dinner table?

If we believe the gospel of grace and the family of grace 
are God’s primary means of addressing the deep and 

complicated issue of loneliness, then surely we must pay 
more attention to the cultivation of an ethos of hospitality 
in our churches and our homes. Butterfield writes, ‘[My 
husband] and I practice daily hospitality as a way of life 
because we must. We remember what it is like to be 
lonely... We believe that the blood of Christ is thicker than 
the blood of water. Daily hospitality, gathering church and 
neighbours, is a daily grace.’

Diaconal ministry and loneliness

In view of widespread loneliness, another area of church 
life that needs more attention in many cases is diaconal, 
or mercy, ministry. In addition to hospitality – indeed as a 
mode of hospitality – God’s word draws our attention to 
the need for an organised, dedicated ministry to widows, 
orphans and, by extension, other vulnerable folk around 
us (1 Timothy 5:5; James 1:27). In our age and contexts 
the lonely and socially isolated are certainly among these 
vulnerable ones in desperate need of the church’s care.

A robust diaconal or mercy ministry for the poor, the 
needy and the lonely of our congregations and of our 
communities is a great blessing to the church and the 
work of the gospel. And (I write this as a Presbyterian 
committed to the ‘spirituality of the church’) expanding 
our intentional diaconal care of mercy beyond our 
members and regular attenders is biblical as well as 
strategically practical. As CN Willborn argues, we ought 
to have ‘a broader view of “poor and needy” than simply 
“our brothers” of the church... to take this view does not 
injure the doctrine of the spirituality of the church. Rather, 
it supports it, if done carefully and biblically. The diaconate 
becomes, through the administration of temporal 
assistance, an agent of spiritual care with the intention and 
desire of having those strangers “live with you” (Leviticus 
25:35). Those who are far away may be brought near 
through the agency of the diaconate.’

Friendship and loneliness

In our lonely world, a further area deserving more thought 
and intentionality is Christian friendship. Of course, 
loneliness is not just an experience of those ‘outside’ 
the congregation. Church members, church leaders, 
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even vicars and pastors, can experience deep loneliness 
in the midst of their lives and callings. For the apostle 
Paul, it was often his friends and fellow-workers that 
brought him comfort in the midst of his loneliness and 
disconnectedness (Acts 27:3). As he struggled with the 
anguish of broken relationships and uncertainty about the 
state of the Corinthian church, Paul was deeply comforted 
by his friend Titus (2 Corinthians 7:6, 13).

But beyond biblical examples, there is a rich tradition 
of philosophical and churchly reflection on what makes 

for deep, sustaining friendship. Yet, as Alan Jacobs 
lamented 25 years ago, ‘Why are there so few attempts 
by contemporary Christians to formulate a theology of 
friendship?’ What makes friendship so precious and so 
elusive? What capacity has the Lord built into me that 
allows me to be a good, loyal and self-sacrificing friend? 
How is it the case that friendship, particularly Christian 
friendship, can sustain us in very difficult circumstances?

Drew Hunter has recently grappled with the nature 
and cultivation of such friendships in his book Made for 
Friendship: The Relationship that Halves our Sorrows and 
Doubles our Joys. He points to the creational goodness 
of God’s provision of friendship: what a balm it can be 
to loneliness, and what a solid joy can come from true, 
Christian friendship.

Joy and loneliness

The thought of joy is not a bad place to come to rest in our 
consideration of loneliness and our responses to it. Thomas 
Wolfe thought that the emotions of the lonely person are 
best characterised as ‘a hideous weather of the soul’. If 
that describes the inner life of so many of our congregants 
and neighbours, then the joys to be found in creation and 
redemption are the emotional breaks in the weather for 
which they long and pray.

In the context of worship and growing community within 
the new family of God, we want everyone to know the 
delightful reality held out to us in Philemon 7: ‘For I have 
derived much joy and comfort from your love, my brother, 
because the hearts of the saints have been refreshed 
through you.’ Joy, comfort, love, family and refreshment – 
these spiritual blessings constitute a powerful answer to a 
culture of loneliness, enabled by the gospel at work among 
God’s people.

Ultimately, a more thickly woven network of church 
life which is marked by hospitality, energetic and 
creative diaconal ministry, growing friendships, and joy 
in relationship with the Lord and one another, is part of 
the divine design to mitigate loneliness this side of the 
consummate new creation.

Brad Bitner is Director of Learning, Teaching and 
Assessment, and Acting Academic Dean at Oak Hill

WHAT’S THE 
LONELIEST YOU’VE 
EVER FELT?
‘What’s the loneliest you’ve ever felt?’ A recent project 
on loneliness, as reported in The Atlantic magazine, 
opened with this question. The answers were strikingly 
specific and evocative:

‘Train platform alone, age 13.’

‘While I was pregnant, and the year after I gave birth.’

‘I planned a birthday party... only one person came.’

‘We left Iran when I was 8... a year in Dubai and 
then... a refugee hospital in Italy... one room with a 
bed, and all three of us – my mum, my brother and 
me...’

‘A restaurant... on a Saturday night... “Novocaine 
for the Soul” was playing on the radio... the world 
around me kept spinning without me participating
in it.’

What’s the loneliest you’ve ever felt? How would you 
answer that question? How would others in your 
street, your office, your family, your church?



14  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  15

What’s your story so far?

I’m Ben. I’m from a beautiful, faraway 
land called Stevenage. It’s the beating 
heart of England, the birthplace of 
Lewis Hamilton and the nation’s first 
pedestrianised town centre. The 
highlight of my upbringing there was 
delivering what can only be described 
as a seminal performance as an 
Oompa Loompa at the Gordon Craig 
Theatre circa 95, or potentially hitting 
the leaderboard on one of the dance 
machines at the Hollywood Bowl.

My dad was a banker by day, electric 
guitar hero by night. My mum has 
a PhD in astrophysics, which made 

‘WE SERVE 
A GOD WHO 
CARES ABOUT 
BEAUTY’
Ben Clube’s life before coming to Oak 
Hill as a student included a degree in 3D 
animation and involvement in a church 
plant in Shepherd’s Bush. We asked him 
our best what, where, why and what’s 
next questions

the rest of us look seriously thick. My 
parents became Christians after a 
surgeon shared the gospel with dad 
during surgery. I became a Christian 
around 18.

I’m married to the exquisitely 
beautiful Sarah from t’up north, who 
works in rehabilitating offenders. She 
also rides a vintage Royal Enfield 
motorcycle, which makes my plastic 
commuter scooter look (if possible) 
even less cool. She became a Christian 
when a university friend told her the 
gospel. We live in Shepherd’s Bush 
and absolutely love our church family 
at Trinity West Church. Right now, I’m 
in my final year at Oak Hill.
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And your work life before you 
came to Oak Hill?

Well, despite my grandad’s best 
efforts for me to do a ‘normal degree’, 
I went and studied 3D animation 
– which actually is a real degree, 
with lectures and everything. After 
that, I moved to London for a job in 
advertising, working with some super 
talented people between London, 
New York, Chicago and Thailand.

We produced some award-winning 
work with some of the world’s biggest 
brands, and I absolutely loved it! 
Incidentally, all the rumours you’ve 
heard about the creative industry 
are true. We had an office dog, 
impromptu Nerf-gun fights, and 
my colleague Dave wore eccentric 
snakeskin boots. Alongside all that, I 
also ran a design and streetwear label 
in my free time.

Faith and work – how have they 
interacted for you?

People are still surprised at this mash-
up of creativity and Christianity, which 
blows my mind, because we worship 
such a creative God. I mean literally 
the first thing we learn about him in 
the Bible – book 1, chapter 1, verse 1 – 
is that he creates. And there’s nothing 
bland or utilitarian about his work. It’s 
boundless, beautiful, breathtaking. 
It often seems preposterously 
extravagant! But here’s the thing 
that gets me: He looks at all of it and 
says we are his masterpiece. We are 
the centrepiece. We (of all things), are 
made to reflect God to the galaxies 
and waterfalls and peacocks. When 
we pick up paintbrushes, MacBooks, 

cameras and create, we are being in 
some ways ‘like our Father’.

This breathes massive significance 
into the arts. It’s not only writing a 
novel, singing on stage, designing 
a dress, carving a statue, plotting 
a building – it’s proclaiming to the 
universe that we serve a God who 
cares about beauty. We’re pushing 
back chaos and the winding weeds of 
the curse by tending to God’s good 
garden, which he’s entrusted to us.

I believe Christian artists, more 
than other artists, should seek 
creative excellence. No cheap, ugly 
breeze-block buildings, no shoddy 
craftsmanship, no tepid music and 
design. Look at this world! Clearly, 
aesthetics mean something to God 
and they should mean something to 
us. Knowing that Jesus was a creative 
storyteller tells me something: 
imagination is central to our faith. 
How else are we to ‘fix our eyes on 
what is unseen’?

You’ve switched career. Why?

Jesus is the best news I’ve ever heard. 
When I became a Christian, none of 
my friends or extended family really 
believed this stuff. I don’t hear about 
it on TV, and it’s not being spoken 
about on the streets. A guy rose from 
the dead and the world doesn’t care! 
Some people don’t even know.

That doesn’t mean you have to get 
behind a pulpit. The most normal way 
to tell people is in homes, offices, 
and third spaces, but I always had 
this passion I can’t quite put into 
words that God was calling me to 
work for the church. Older Christians 
encouraged me along that path, and 

‘Aesthetics mean 
something to God 
and they should mean 
something to us. 
Knowing that Jesus was 
a creative storyteller 
tells me something: 
imagination is central to 
our faith. How else are 
we to fix our eyes on 
what is unseen?’



16  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  17

through the years I’ve understood 
more of what it means to care for 
the souls of people God cherishes 
immeasurably, and that both excites 
and terrifies me.

Has Oak Hill lived up to your 
expectations?

It’s blown my expectations out of the 
water. Every day, I bundle into these 
jam-packed sardine tins to commute 
for three hours on three lines (which 
should effectively assassinate any 
excitement), but honestly, I still wake 
up buzzing to get in. I never imagined 
it could be such good fun to hang out 
with a bunch of trainee vicars, study 
ancient languages and write a treatise 
on Johannine hamartiology, but I’d 
recommend it to a friend. Admittedly, 
I’m also writing a dissertation on 
artificial intelligence which is more 
self-evidently awesome.

What has your time at Oak Hill 
given you?

I’ve never met a minister who said this 
job was easy. A lot are burning out 
physically, emotionally, even spiritually. 
Obviously, this degree is not a silver 
bullet, but it has seriously helped 
prepare me for what’s ahead by giving 
me quality time to dive deeply into 
important topics.

It’s an insane privilege to explore 
Old and New Testament, doctrine, 
theology, history, philosophy, ethics 
and counselling with world-class 
scholars and lecturers, whose love 
for Christ I’ve never doubted. To do 
all that while making meaningful 
friendships with others who are 

entering the same challenging and 
isolating work is something I hope to 
treasure for years to come.

The course has opened my eyes 
to the scriptures, exposed and 
strengthened my weak spots, taught 
me more of grace, and grown 
my affection for God and people 
(admittedly with some help from the 
Holy Spirit). We will never, ever know 
the depths of how much God loves 
the people he gives us to care for. 
Anything I can do in my power to do 
that job well, I want to do it.

Thinking ahead 10 years, where 
do you see yourself?

If the tech-giants I’m exploring for my 
dissertation are correct, then we’ll be 

nearing the robotic uprising and I’ll 
have transferred my consciousness 
into a machine and planted the 
world’s first virtual reality church. But, 
failing that... Plan B.

As God reminds us repeatedly in 
scripture, we literally have no idea 
what’s going to happen tomorrow. We 
could be anywhere and Jesus might 
have come back. But Sarah and I have 
a heart for church planting in areas 
where we’ve lived and worked, so 
we’ll see.

Truthfully, I’d like to own a dog, but 
Sarah’s pretty allergic, so healing 
prayers appreciated.

Ben Clube is studying on the 
Theological and Pastoral Studies 
stream at Oak Hill

Ben and Sarah Clube are featured 
in the latest in our series of short 
films about Oak Hill alumni. Shot at 
Shepherd’s Bush, London, the film 
focuses on Reuben Hunter (pictured 

above), who pastors Trinity West, 
a church plant. Ben was a ministry 
trainee there before he came to Oak 
Hill. See the video on the website: 
oakhill.ac.uk/alumni-videos
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OAK HILL 
SCHOOL OF 
THEOLOGY 2019 
IN HIS IMAGE

In our day, the great battle for truth is in the doctrine of 
humanity. Who and what defines human identity? What 
are human rights? Who qualifies, and why? Are we 
mammals? Machines? Free-floating individuals or do we 
only find meaning in community?

This year’s School of Theology on Tuesday 9 July 2019 
will analyse our culture’s varied accounts of humanity, 
and then develop a systematic and theological account 
tailored to meet the challenges and opportunities of 
today.

LANGUAGE REFRESHERS
Following the School of Theology, we’ll be offering two-
day Language Refreshers for Ministry on Wednesday 
10 and Thursday 11 July 2019, with a choice of Greek 
or Hebrew. The focus of these days is on revitalising 
language use for sermon and talk preparation.
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Recently, death has been on my mind. First, taking the 
funeral of a church member aged 103; second, still feeling 
the aftershock following the sudden death of Oak Hill’s 
principal Mike Ovey nearly two years ago; and third, 
being alongside and witnessing the slow but inexorable 
deterioration of a dear friend and colleague in church 
ministry who, over a decade after being diagnosed with a 
terminal brain tumour in his early 40s, went to be with the 
Lord earlier this summer.

These experiences have been personally painful, but 
accompanying that pain has been a faltering but growing 
sense of privilege, of the Lord’s perfect pedagogy in a 
sanctifying exercise to de-mortify my mortality. As David 
Gibson says, in his contribution to the book, The Pastor 
as Public Theologian, ‘Death creates as well as kills. It can 
shape and mold as well as tear and shatter... Death is a 
Teacher.’

Mrs Mary Loomes was born on Christmas Day 1914, the 
day of the football matches played in no-man’s land along 
the Western Front. One could argue that she classified as 
an Edwardian. In that year, Chaplin made his film debut 
in Making a Living, George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion 
opened to positive reviews, and Tarzan of the Apes was 
published. Velázquez’s Rokeby Venus was slashed by 
suffragette Mary Richardson in the National Gallery.

Different times, a different world, even, and to think of a 
single human being spanning it all! We made a lot of Mary’s 
age, particularly as she passed 100: a special birthday 
party, a local newspaper article showing her skipping well 

The Rolling Stones
will stop

into her 90s, the card from the Queen (though no longer 
personally signed). No doubt, she was an extraordinary 
Christian women who gave a lifetime of service to the Lord 
as a wife, mother and London City Missioner.

For that, we rightfully gave thanks to the One who had 
upheld her since her birth, and who had carried, sustained 
and rescued her even to her old age and grey hairs (Isaiah 
46:3).

And yet what I have reflected on most in this unusual 
instance of human longevity, is a stark, full in the face 
stare at human finitude and mortality, of the inevitability 
of death, of the ephemerality of life, and of our mutability. 
I didn’t recognise Mary’s sweet soprano voice cutting 
through the crackle of the reel-to-reel recording played at 
the thanksgiving service. I only heard the grumbling and 

How does our 
culture relate 
to death? Has it 

bought into amortality, ‘the mass 
condition where people don’t act 
their age and don’t acknowledge 
death’? Dan Strange reflects 
on death as our teacher, with 
many modules to cover in the 
curriculum of mortality
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growling bass baritone sitting behind me on a Sunday. 
And in any other context, I would have had no idea of the 
identity of the smiling young women on her wedding day, 
shown to me over refreshments. I only knew a very wrinkled, 
wizened old lady. At this point I have never seen with such 
clarity the Creator-creature distinction: the unchanging ‘I am 
he’, contrasted with our ever changing creatureliness.

Death’s curriculum

There are many modules to take in death’s curriculum. 
Death and mortality is God’s wrath revealed, an unnatural 
curse to be endured and feared, a fitting judgment on our 
puny pretensions to be as God (as Psalm 90 makes clear). 
For those in Christ, of course, death is ‘ours’ (1 Corinthians 
3:23), no longer a penalty for sin, but a stingless servant 
and gateway to life.

However, as Ephraim Radner points out in his 
extraordinarily rich study, A Time to Keep: Theology, 
Mortality and the Shape of a Human Life, we are reminded 
also that ‘the ordering of the traversal of the world, clothed 
in skins, is itself a divine gift’.

While the ‘hope of heaven’ is a central Christian 
commitment, it should not be one that is based on the 
theological rejection of the grace that marks our being 
alive at all, given within the form of mortality. To say 
that mortality limits our being in a definitive fashion, 
theologically, is not to deprive our self-understanding 
of transcendent elements. That could happen only if 
our mortal existences were not created – that is, if they 
were not utterly dependent upon God. Indeed, the loss 
of a sense of creaturehood is what has determined the 
desiccated character of modern ‘immanence’, noted by 
critics such as Charles Taylor in his studies of secularism.

Such creatureliness means that amortality, ‘the mass 
condition where people don’t act their age and don’t 
acknowledge death’ (in the words of a review of Catherine 
Mayer’s book, Amortality), is a denial of our created 
givenness. It’s futile, foolish and fantastical. One day, even 
the Rolling Stones will come to a stop.

Our mortality and death are meaningful in that they 
reveal things about ourselves and about our Creator. Our 
culture continues to redefine mortality in a myriad of ways, 
domesticating it, being terrified by it, denying it. However, 

the intractability of death remains. We can argue that 
our contemporary cultural context is one where gospel 
‘points of contact’ are being pushed further and further 
underground. They are there (and are always there), but 
require us both to excavate with the power of a bulldozer, 
and operate with the deftness of a surgeon. Apologetically 
and evangelistically, death is not an easy target, but 
perhaps remains an easier target: death is stubborn and 
just won’t die quietly.

Art of dying

In previous ages of low life expectancy and high infant 
mortality rates, days of plague, pestilence, famine and war, 
death was everywhere all of the time, hence the tradition 
of the totentanz and the danse macabre. Could it be that 
we need to re-appropriate such traditions? As Ephraim 
Radner states:

Part of our Christian vocation is to proclaim the reality 
of death itself. Nothing could be more revelatory of 
contemporary forgetfulness – or faithfulness – than 
the disappearance of this proclamation from Christian 
teachers and preachers as a central part of the gospel they 
announce. The tradition of memento mori – ‘remember 
that you must die’ – was not merely a medieval invention. 
Is stands as a central scriptural focus (e.g. Psalm 39:6; Luke 
12:20). For to proclaim death, at least in its central aspect 
of our existence, is to return always to that form of our 
being as creatures. To announce our creaturehood is to 
proclaim God.

Importantly, even when our culture does admit death’s 
existence, we distract ourselves from its harsh reality, 
reinforcing our bravado in the face of it, to put whitewash 
over the kind of universal fear that would actually haunt us 
if we only stopped to think about it. In a recent Guardian 
article, ‘How death got cool’, Marisa Meltzer evidences how 
dying well and ‘death positivity’ is becoming a defining 
obsession of our time in some subcultures.

One of Meltzer’s interviewees is mortician Caitlin 
Doughty, founder of The Order of the Good Death, which 
describes itself as ‘a group of funeral industry professionals, 
academics, and artists exploring ways to prepare a death 
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phobic culture for their inevitable mortality.’ Members of 
the order, most of whom appear to be in their 20s and 
30s, include a ‘grave garment designer’, a ‘mushroom 
decomposer’, a ‘smell of death researcher’, a ‘post-mortem 
jewellery designer’, and a ‘morbid cake maker’.

Groups such as these do want to have a public 
conversation about death, which is an obvious point of 
contact for us. What we must lovingly but firmly point out 
is that ultimately, ‘death positivity’ does have the resources 
to deal with the hard reality and ‘negativity’ of the 
awfulness of death. As the journalist commentator Owen 
Jones (whose views are often antithetical to orthodox 
Christianity) confessed recently, following the death of 
his father, ‘I have no idea if, or how, our culture will ever 
come to terms with death.’ Into this vacuum, we hold out 
that one can only ‘die well’ within the subversively fulfilling 
narrative of the gospel of Christ. 

For Christian believers, remembering our death enables 
us to prepare for our death. One creative suggestion 
comes from Professor John Wyatt (emeritus professor of 
neonatal paediatrics at University College London) in his 
new book Dying Well. Coming from within the memento 
mori tradition, he reminds us of the late medieval ars 
moriendi (the art of dying). These were ‘self-help manuals 
for the person who was dying’ (because a priest might not 
be available) and that ‘could be read while you were still 
healthy, but the manual was also to be kept for use during 
the final days and hours.’

A standard format emerged, which consisted of a 
commendation of death; warnings on temptations that 
beset the dying person and how they could be overcome; 
a catechism on repentance, with the assurance of 
forgiveness; Christ’s seven prayers on the cross as a model 
for the dying believer’s prayers; and finally an exhortation 
on the importance of this preparation, with suggested 
prayers for those caring for the one facing death. Wyatt 
notes at the beginning:

Scholarly works on the ars moriendi are starting to appear 
and the question of what it means for Christian people to 
die faithfully is being discussed with renewed energy. What 
would happen if we tried to translate the medieval art of 
dying into our world, the world of technological medicine 
and care pathways for dying people?

This is what the rest of the book attempts to do, as each 
chapter is structured around the various stages of the ars 
moriendi.  

Day numbering

Finally, as we remember and prepare for our death, we 
will learn the art of living. As Ephraim Radner states, 
‘whatever the church’s full vocation may be at this time of 
unprecedented global transformation, it must include as a 
central element the ministry of day numbering.’

This is also a major theme in David Gibson’s excellent 
study of death in Ecclesiastes, Living Life Backwards: 
‘Dying people, who truly know they are dying, are among 
all people the most alive. They are not here to live forever. 
They are here to live for now, for today – and most of all 
they are here to live for others.’ 

It’s been my privilege for over a decade to have 
witnessed this truth first hand as I have ministered to, 
ministered alongside, but most of all been ministered to, by 
my brother in Christ, Simon. His tumour was his memento 
mori literally inside his head, guiding his steps and shaping 
his decisions. Of course, there was much pain and many 
tears of sorrow and frustration, but there was also so much 
laughter and tears of joy as he lived and loved his family 
and his congregation.

Mortality gifted him a depth, intensity and quality of 
relationship with God and others that was beautiful to 
behold, and produced so much fruit. He was a good pupil 
of Death the Teacher, numbering his days aright, and so 
he became a wise man, for he experienced (as we need to 
know) that we are all on borrowed time. He lived for Christ 
and is with him:

Q: Since then Christ died for us, why must we also die?

A: Our death is not a satisfaction for our sin, but only a 
dying to sin and an entering into eternal life (Heidelberg 
Catechism Q 42).

Dan Strange is College Director at Oak Hill. A longer 
version of this article appeared in Dan Strange’s regular 
editorial column, Strange Times, in Themelios 43/2, in 
August 2018
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Everyone engaged in pastoral ministry 
has to deal with people who are angry 
with God – angry that he allowed a 
loved one to die, for example, or angry 
that he did not prevent some hurt that 
they still carry with them. Often such 
people are on the fringes of church life 
and we may think they are probably 
just baby believers, at best.

One of the particular works of the 
Holy Spirit through the book of Jonah, 
I suggest, is to reveal that profound 
anger with God can in fact lodge most 
stubbornly and unashamedly – and 
unexpectedly – elsewhere:

• In the hearts of those who hold 
positions of leadership among God’s 
people (Jonah 1:1, and 2 Kings 14:25, 
where Jonah is called a servant of 
God and a prophet)

• In the hearts of those whose 
ministries God has used to bring 
great blessing on his people (2 Kings 
14:25)

• In the hearts of those whom the 
Lord chooses to perform great tasks 
(Jonah 1:2 and 3:1-2)

• In the hearts of those whose prayers 
are impressively biblical in content 
and language (Jonah 2:2-9).

Of course everyone loves the book of 
Jonah: ‘Look, a big storm! Look, a big 
fish!’ Yet at root it is a disturbing and 
disruptive book, sent to fly under the 
radar of Christian leaders especially. 
This becomes most obvious at 
the junction of chapters 3 and 4. 
Jonah has preached to the people 
of Nineveh and they have turned 
from their evil ways. In response, 
God decides not to send calamitous 
judgment on them (Jonah 3:10). Then 
the narrator gives us a direct insight 
into Jonah’s mind and heart: ‘But to 
Jonah this seemed very wrong, and 
he became angry’ (Jonah 4:1).

Jonah’s assessment of what God 
has done is very clear: in withholding 
judgment from Nineveh, God is simply 
in the wrong. Jonah is therefore angry 
and in addition feels that his anger is 
entirely justified. Indeed, he feels this 
so deeply that he openly tells God 
that he would rather die than live in 

a world in which God’s ways, which 
to him are plain evil, are going to 
continue (Jonah 4.3).

In this, Jonah is doing precisely the 
opposite of what all the pagans in the 
book have done. When the sailors on 
the boat encounter God’s power, they 
turn to the Lord (Jonah 1:16); offering 
sacrifices to the Lord and making 
vows to him is a thoroughly godly 
thing to do in scripture. When the 
Ninevites encounter God’s prophet 
threatening God’s power coming on 
them, they turn from their evil, led by 
the example set by their king (Jonah 
2:5-9). Pagans encounter God and 
acknowledge that he is in the right 
and they are in the wrong, and act 
accordingly.

ANGRY WITH GOD
As part of our series where Oak Hill 
faculty members offer commentary on 
the Bible, Tim Ward opens up the Book 
of Jonah, with its shocking insight into 
the state of the prophet’s heart
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But a prophet of Israel witnesses 
what God did (or didn’t) do to 
Nineveh, and he alone, of all the 
characters in the book, remains 
convinced that God is in the wrong 
and he is in the right, and refuses to 
budge. In Jonah 4:2 we even learn, in 
a narrative flashback, that Jonah had 
haggled with God over this when he 
first received his commission back in 
chapter 1: ‘Isn’t this what I said, Lord, 
when I was still at home?’ The narrator 
has withheld that bit of the story 
until chapter 4, I suspect, to heighten 
the impact on us. It’s only in the final 
chapter that the reality of Jonah’s 
heart towards God is laid bare.

Why is Jonah so certain?

This sense we are seeing the full 
horror of Jonah’s heart in chapter 4 is 
one aspect of the book that inclines 
me to the view I take of a major tricky 
issue that everyone grappling with 
this book has to face. Does Jonah’s 
prayer in chapter 2 portray a spiritual 
upturn in Jonah’s relationship with 
God, which leads him to obey happily 
the second time the commission 
comes (in Jonah 3:1-3)? Or should we 
see his prayer as a rather sickening 
example of the ease with which hard-
heartedness can come before God 
cloaked in sound biblical language?

Good commentators still disagree 
on this, but I incline quite strongly to 
the latter. The particular way in which 
God’s final act in chapter 2 is narrated 
reveals that he is sickened by the 
prayer too: ‘And the Lord commanded 
the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto 
dry land’ (Jonah 2:10).

Why is Jonah so certain that on 

this issue of Nineveh’s survival God 
is wrong and he is right? There are 
surely a number of good answers to 
this which scripture gives us; after all, 
emotion this strong rarely has just one 
cause. The background we find in 2 
Kings is helpful in discerning at least 
one crucial cause of Jonah’s anger.

He lived in the northern kingdom, 
Israel, at a time when the power of 
Assyria, where Nineveh was located, 
was declining. Because of the word 
that the Lord gave Jonah, the king, 
Jeroboam II, extended and secured the 
borders of Israel (2 Kings 14:25). Surely, 
so Jonah might think, in light of all 
God’s promises to his chosen people 
Israel, he would not now do anything 
to threaten this security! Surely now 
would be the perfect time for God to 
go in for the kill on Nineveh! Surely, if 
God at that moment turned away from 
a perfectly just opportunity to destroy 
Nineveh, it would amount to a perverse 
refusal to further the covenant 
promises that he himself had made!

In this light, we can see something 
crucial laid bare in Jonah’s anger. He 
simply will not accept a world in which 
God chooses to keep his promises to 
his people by a route which threatens 
his own people’s safety. God’s own true 
Son, of course, was precisely willing to 
accept – and indeed to come and live 
in – such a world. The fulfilment of the 
promises which his Father had made 
to him would lie only on the far side 
of his destruction at the hands of his 
enemies, and he came anyway.

A question for us to answer

The book of Jonah presents the same 
challenge to us. God may at times 

make our preaching of the word 
very effective, as he did Jonah’s. But 
ultimately, the fulfilment of God’s 
purposes for the world does not 
necessarily include the visible success 
of our own ministries. Indeed, God’s 
covenant purposes for his creation, 
when worked out through us, may 
well involve constant threats to the 
well-being, success and reputation of 
our own ministries and lives.

Are we glad to live in a world in 
which that is how God works? Or are 
we offering ourselves to the Lord for 
his service on the tacit understanding 
that the unfolding of his purposes will 
involve our safety, comfort and visible 
success?

To put it starkly, then, rather more 
is laid bare in Jonah than that he 
just doesn’t want to tell people of 
a different ethnicity about God’s 
mercy. What’s also laid bare in him is 
that, when God chooses to keep his 
covenant in ways that disturb Jonah 
because they threaten his success and 
safety, he comes to hate God for it.

The book ends with God asking 
Jonah a question about what it is 
right for God to do; we never hear 
Jonah’s reply. This opens the book out 
to us. Will we choose to live gladly in 
a world in which God will often further 
his purposes in ways that threaten 
much that we hold dear about our 
ministries? Or will we come to the 
angry conviction that the ways in 
which God has chosen to work are 
just plain wrong?

Tim Ward teaches homiletics at 
Oak Hill
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At the Oak Hill leavers’ BBQ early in the summer, we 
thought for a few moments about Paul’s three images 
underlining for Timothy the suffering at the heart of the 
Christian life, and of the life of every Christian minister.

Every minister is to be a soldier, an athlete and a farmer, 
and in Paul’s mind these images picture important aspects 
of the suffering that ministry always involves, and several 
dimensions of the rewards that follow later. Paul promises 
that soldiers of Christ who do not entangle themselves 
in civilian affairs can look forward to pleasing their 
commanding officer.

A startling number of senior soldiers in the US army have 
been in trouble in recent years. Since 2003, 129 senior US 
army officers have been relieved of their duties, including 
seven generals, for one misdemeanour or another. Former 
US soldier Charles Allen published a paper in which he 
explores ‘how army leaders and their organizations have 
lapsed into questionable ethical conduct’. He suggests 
the US army needs an evidence based programme on 
individual character and moral development, and an 
instrument for measuring the ethical climate across the 
organisation.

Over here, we may be tempted to comfort ourselves with 
the thought that there is obviously a vast buffer, as big as 
an ocean, set between the recent failures of leadership in 
the US army, and their moral and ethical climate issues, 
and the Christian world in the UK. We may feel relatively 
safe on the basis that the careful application of the 

Growing in love, 
truth and joy

In the past year, we’ve been 
consolidating our earlier thinking 
by developing a graduate profile, 
which sets out the character, 
competencies and skills we are 
seeking, by God’s grace, to grow 
in our students throughout their 
time with us. Johnny Juckes 
explains the thinking behind this 
new profile

means of grace enables character development and the 
formation of leaders within evangelical churches, which 
makes it more or less certain that we will never have to 
face such uncomfortable numbers, or a comparably painful 
catalogue of ministry disasters. We may think we will never 
have to ask ourselves how ‘leaders and their organisations 
have lapsed into questionable ethical conduct’.

It is time to think again. We are members of a world order 
that has only ever witnessed a solitary perfect human 
character, and the outcome was murder. A single, sinless 
human life leaves everyone else without exception in the 
dock, scarred by sin, certain to sin, with every minister 
guaranteed to be a sinner.

Long sentence alert! How shall we train ministers of 
the gospel to take seriously their own sin, and their own 
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weaknesses, to discover their strengths and capabilities, 
leaning daily on the grace of God, loving the people of 
God, digging deeply from the word of God, learning from 
the theological and historical resources of God’s people, 
listening carefully to the culture and the context in which 
they are called to serve, speaking boldly the gospel of 
God in a world and a church in which suffering for Christ is 
inevitable?

Graduate profile

Over the last few months at Oak Hill, we have been 
consolidating earlier thinking addressing these concerns 
by a developing a graduate profile. Maybe Paul had 
something similar in mind in Colossians, where he sets out 
his goal that one day he will present everyone in his sights 
‘fully mature in Christ’. As Paul and his team proclaim 
Christ together, Christ is the curriculum, the core message, 
and the central focus of his ministry. He needs all wisdom 
to proclaim Christ appropriately to all kinds of people, 
training and shaping each person individually, positively 
and negatively, teaching and warning according to the 
situation and the person. It takes the energy that Christ so 
powerfully works in him to make such labour possible.

Every minister of the gospel is committed to the same 
task in the local church, or at a school assembly, or a death 
bed, or a church council meeting, or one to one, or at the 
kitchen table. Such a ministry is sweaty and back breaking, 
sometimes demoralising, occasionally exhilarating, often 
exasperating, and always impossible, with the day when it 
will be time to present everyone fully mature in Christ still 
in sight.

If nobody is yet fully mature, what might mature enough 
look like? Our new graduate profile sets goals for helping 
our students become more like Christ, in love, truth and 
joy. Some details about the profile are available on the Oak 
Hill website.

We’re certainly not going to use this list of character 
qualities, skills and wisdom as a big brother checklist that 
sets up students to fail because they don’t score top marks 
in all these areas of life and ministry. Instead, we hope 
the profile will help students identify areas of strength, or 
special interest, that they would like to pursue through a 
first post and beyond, as well as highlighting any gaps.

Love, truth and joy

We want the qualities set out in the profile to cascade 
down into the individual modules which students take 
during their time at Oak Hill. There are three particular 
strands of DNA built into that process: love, truth and joy.

We are eager for Oak Hill to be a place where love comes 
first: God’s love for us in Christ, brought home to us by the 
Spirit, mysterious, everlasting, irresistible, and undeserved 
love. Individuals who are growing in awareness that they 
are loved grow in their capacity to love in return, to share 
love in response and to show love to the unlovely.

We pray that everyone at Oak Hill will be growing in their 
knowledge of the truth: the truth about God as he has 
revealed himself to us, as Father, Son and Holy Spirit; the 
truth about ourselves that he increasingly reveals to us as 
we grow in our knowledge of him; the truth about life that 
he teaches us; the truth about his people and his world in 
its beauty and brokenness.

We pray that Oak Hill as a Christian community will be 
filled with joy: the kind of joy that was set before the Lord 
Jesus, as set out in Hebrews, the joy that enabled him to 
endure the cross and scorn its shame; the kind of joy that 
will strengthen our students to keep going and not to give 
up, through a lifetime of public ministry. We want love, 
truth and joy to be woven into the fabric of each module 
at Oak Hill.

‘It’s not only in London, but across 
the country as a whole, that we need 
more evangelists and ministers of 
the gospel of the right kind, with 
enough maturity in Christ to make 
the distance, and enough strength of 
character and purpose, and sufficient 
love to make Christ known to 
everyone who will listen’
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The graduate profile begins to flesh out what ‘mature 
enough in Christ’ might look like for a minister, at an early 
stage on that overall journey towards the full maturity 
that Paul has in mind. But a heap of personal and 
theological formation has already taken place long before 
a student comes anywhere near Oak Hill. Every mother 
is a theologian of a kind, and every father is a theological 
educator teaching either truth or error.

One woman looks back to her childhood home in these 
terms: ‘My parents were very clear on their doctrine of 
sin. If ever I did wrong, they punished me, withdrawing 
affection from me, and then my mother would sulk. I, as a 
teenager, had to make the first move to put things right. 
They never taught me anything about forgiveness, and 
when they did something wrong themselves, they never 
apologised or asked for forgiveness.’

If a student comes to college for theological education, 
further personal formation, and training in skills for life 
and ministry, she can learn a great deal in a relatively short 
time. But whatever background and experience students 
bring with them, they all arrive already knowing far more 
than they think they know, and a short time later they 
leave knowing far less than they think they know!

A single statistic from London illustrates the scale of 
the task facing the churches. There are around 340,000 
teenagers in London. The Diocese of London has been 
growing consistently over the last few years and some of 
the largest churches in the country are in London. These 
are flagship churches from across the spectrum, with 
many fine fresh initiatives and vast resources. On any one 
Sunday in all the Church of England churches combined in 
London there are only 2,000 teenagers.

It’s not only in London, but across the country as a 
whole, that we need more evangelists and ministers of the 
gospel of the right kind, with enough maturity in Christ 
to make the distance, and enough strength of character 
and purpose, and sufficient love to make Christ known to 
everyone who will listen.

Will you kindly pray with us that we can find fresh ways 
to identify and then train many more evangelists, and 
many more pastor-teachers to make Christ known to 
everyone everywhere?

Johnny Juckes is the President of Oak Hill
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What prompted you to write this 
book?

Life continues to throw theological 
challenges at us as Christians, and 
the question of truth – what is truth? 
– isn’t one that’s going to go away 
any time soon. If anything, we’ve seen 
a new development in the abuse of 
truth with post-truth rhetoric, fake 
news and alternative facts dominating 
headlines and subtext for a while now. 
Life seems to be imitating art: Orwell’s 
1984 doesn’t seem like such a far cry 
from reality. Truth is a challenging 
and an unpopular idea. It feels cold, 
aloof, divisive, irrelevant, and even 
dangerous.

IN AN AGE 
OF FAKE NEWS, 
WHAT IS TRUTH?

Kristi Mair’s new book is part 
of an IVP series aimed at non-
readers, non-philosophers, 
non-theologians, and non-big 
thinkers. Kristi explains why 
she wrote it, and who she is 
hoping will read it

As Christians we are tempted to feel 
exactly the same way, even though 
we claim to know Truth himself. That’s 
why it was important to write MORE > 
Truth. Our cultural moment demands 
answers of us. Truth matters. What we 
see in all of this is a desire to know the 
truth. Our society wants more truth, 
not less. If Jesus really is the way, 
the truth, and the life, how are we to 
understand what it means to know 
and enjoy truth, communicate truth, 
and live in truth?

As Christians, we know that truth 
matters, but we are often too busy 
and it seems like too much of a big 
subject to wrap our brains around, 
so we tend not to bother. But the 

thing is, when that happens, we stop 
being counter-cultural, and we start 
to doubt that Christ crucified really is 
good, true news.

I hope MORE > Truth will help us 
engage with our own weary hearts, as 
well as society’s, as we come to see 
how good, beautiful and true truth 
really is.

Why did you think it was 
necessary to write?

Throughout the Old Testament, God’s 
people are encouraged to walk in 
the way: God shows sinners the way 
(Psalm 25:8), he guides the humble 
in what is right, and teaches them his 
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way (Psalm 25:9), and Isaiah shares 
these words from the Lord: ‘I am the 
Lord your God, who teaches you for 
your benefit, who directs you in the 
way you should go’ (Isaiah 48:17).

When Christ finally appears, 
declaring he is ‘the way, the truth, and 
the life’, he puts a choice before us. 
Will we follow the way of truth leading 
to life (Christ himself), or the way of 
the deceiver leading to destruction 
(the father of all lies)?

Many of us are so weary in this 
information-saturated world. We 
don’t know how Jesus could possibly 
point us to truth, let alone be truth. 
And so in this mind fog of confusion 
and frustration, many of us are 
walking away from Jesus because 
we just don’t know what to believe 
anymore.

Church is telling us one thing on 
a Sunday, and then we get back to 
our graduate scheme, class room, 
or work place on a Monday and we 
are bombarded by a whole host of 
contradictory truth claims and modi 
operandi. We know it’s wrong to lie, 
but the politics of the workplace 
values and rewards distorting the 
truth; or we know God calls us to live 
sacrificially, but the call of comfort 
and Netflix is the way of truth we 
want to follow. It’s the path of least 
resistance and most immediate 
pleasure.

We struggle to see how Christ 
connects to our quotidian realities. 
And yet, if we give up, if we walk away 
from truth, we walk away from Christ 
himself. This is the very difference 
between life and death. I can’t think 
of anything more necessary to write 
about.

Who are you hoping to talk to?

The More > series is aimed at non-
readers, non-philosophers, non-
theologians, non-big thinkers. It’s for 
those who are busy and haven’t had 
time to really think about truth. It’s 
an easy read which can be grabbed 
and gobbled up ‘on the go’. The 
book is full of short, snappy chapters 
helping students, young professionals, 
new Christians, and others, to start 
exploring the nature of truth, and how 
we can live and speak for truth in our 
lives.

Aren’t questions of propositional 
truth outmoded and outdated?

Ah! Well, I suppose it depends which 
field of academic study you’re in. 

‘We want to know 
who we can trust and 
who we can listen 
to. Expense scandals, 
#metoo, Facebook 
privacy issues, Trump, 
Putin, and Brexit are just 
a few phenomena which 
have uncovered this 
desire for truth’

Above: Demonstration against Donald 
Trump’s immigration ban, Los Angeles, 2017.
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Very much the feeling ‘on the street’ 
is that the experts have let us down. 
Propositional claims to knowledge 
are boring, outdated and irrelevant. 
Our cultural moment praises personal 
meanings, personal truths.

In the past 10-15 years, there has 
been a vitriolic rebuttal against grand 
meta-narratives – those absolute 
claims to knowledge which allegedly 
govern and direct our lives. Now, 
though, I think we live more in a ‘meh 
mood’. Absolute truth claims are still 
seen as ignorant, dangerous, and 
naïve. In that sense, propositional 
claims have been pushed to one side.

Society has been inoculated against 
absolute truth claims through the 
vaccine of late modernity, but it 
hasn’t restrained our desire for truth, 
which is the authoritarian’s most fatal 
adversary. However, the ‘meh mood’ 
means that while many of us want 
truth, the task of pursuing it seems 
utterly pointless and exhausting. Who 
has the time, let alone the ability, to 
do that?

Our post-truth climate is nothing 
new, and not only is it nothing new, it 
actually exposes our desire for truth. 
We want to know who we can trust 
and who we can listen to. Expense 
scandals, #metoo, Facebook privacy 
issues, Trump, Putin, and Brexit are 
just a few phenomena which have 
uncovered this desire for truth.

Propositional truths may be written 
off as false ideals of Enlightenment 
thinking, but we are clamouring 
for credible truths on a daily basis. 
Many of us live between this tension 
for objective truth and the desire 
to create our own meaning. It’s in 
this contradictory vat of confusion 

many of us find ourselves. We dislike 
that our own personal narratives 
can’t provide us with a common, 
trustworthy foundation in society. 
Why shouldn’t the loudest and most 
affluent voices dominate, control, and 
use their position to manipulate the 
populace?

Doesn’t talk about truth lead to a 
narrow biblicism?

I suppose it can and does for 
some people. This is something we 
definitely need to address. Living out 
truth is what the biblical writers called 
wisdom. And wisdom begins with 
the fear of the Lord (Proverbs 9:10). 
But it doesn’t end there. Proverbs 
6:6 illustrates this marvellously. We 
are told: ‘Go to the ant, you sluggard; 
consider its ways and be wise!’ 
Wisdom begins with the Lord, and he 
provides us with the means and ways 
to grow in wisdom, as we seek to 
apply his truth. There is a wisdom of 
industry learned from observing ants.

The Bible points to realities outside 
of itself in order to teach us. We are 
told to read the ants to be wise. So, 
while talk of truth can lead us to a 
kind of biblical solipsism, where only 
what is specifically addressed is held 
to be true, doing so would undermine 
the very biblical category of wisdom, 
applying truth to all of life.

What’s the impact on young 
people of the fake news 
phenomenon?

It’s mixed. Conversations I’ve had 
recently mainly focus on confusion 
and anxiety, but I think it has also 

galvanised a few to critically assess 
their diet of daily truth claims. Many 
are weary, some are thinking ‘what’s 
the point?’, and for others, it moves 
them to hold their convictions even 
more unwaveringly. Still others want 
a viable option which can hold the 
weight of their weary hearts, but they 
just haven’t heard Jesus presented 
to them in a way that captures the 
totality of their humanity. There are a 
lot of reluctant atheists out there.

What is the truth about Jesus, 
and how do you articulate that 
and make it accessible in today’s 
culture?

I’d land on Jesus is truth. Truth is 
relational, he’s personal. Truth has 
walked this earth. And because 
truth is relational, Christ – the God-
man – unites the false dichotomy of 
objective, propositional truth, and 
subjective, personal truth. In a world 
which longs for truth it can trust, 
Jesus offers us not only truth we can 
trust (in himself), but he also shows 
us what truth is really like. Truth 
stoops and serves, truth dies for his 
beloved.

Jesus’ life isn’t a truth claim brokered 
in the corridors of power. He is the 
truth claim who backs it up with his 
own life, death, and resurrection. He 
is unique. At a time when we fear 
manipulation and power-plays, seeing 
the credibility of Christ in community 
is also a powerful articulation of truth.

For more, you’ll have to read the 
book!

Kristi Mair is the Pastoral Support and 
Research Fellow at Oak Hill
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Cynicism is one of the defining characteristics of our 
time – an ethos seemingly permeating the air we breathe. 
Two recent writers on this topic, Michiko Kakutani and 
Jordan Peterson, would probably not consider themselves 
ideological or political soulmates.

Kakutani, a former chief book critic for the New York 
Times, is a divisive icon of the liberal American elite who 
has been mentioned in popular TV shows such as Sex 
and the City, and Jonathan Franzen’s book, Purity. She’s 
been credited with boosting the careers of David Foster 
Wallace, Ian McEwan and Zadie Smith, and Vanity Fair 
called her ‘the most powerful book critic in the English-
speaking world’.

Peterson is a clinical psychology professor at the 
University of Toronto, a prolific podcaster, speaker and 
public intellectual. He probably rose to fame in the UK 
most significantly in an interview on Channel 4 News in 
early 2018, when the journalist Cathy Newman repeatedly 
clashed with him.

While they are arguably more or less popular on 
opposite sides of the left-right ideological spectrum, 
they both address the pervasive cynicism seen in society 
with forceful recent ripostes. Neither is known for their 
tempered commentary. But both recognise the danger of 
the cynicism which nihilism has fostered.

Michiko Kakutani

Kakutani’s recent book, The Death of Truth, traces the 
decline of rational discourse, ‘which hardly started with 
Donald Trump’. Some of this has been deliberate, with 
storm clouds gathering for many decades. Among many 

How to live in a 
culture of cynicism

The cynicism of our time has 
been forcefully challenged 
recently by two authors: Michiko 
Kakutani and Jordan Peterson. 
Lourens Du Plessis looks through 
their eyes at the growth of 
competing truth claims, the rise 
of cynicism, and the decline of 
rational discourse, ‘which hardly 
started with Donald Trump’
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examples which have served those in power well, are the 
way the Nazis evacuated words in a way that made it 
hard to see what was going on before it was too late; the 
McCarthy witchhunts in the US in the 1950s; and more 
recently, the deliberate obfuscation and misdirection 
regarding climate change.

But the ground has been well prepared for a new, 
ground-up societal nihilism: a general culture of cynicism 
bred by overexposure to a multitude of information 
sources and channels, with competing truth-claims. The 
danger of such a firehose of information directed at us 
24/7 is not, in the end, moral or epistemic relativism. 
Postmodernism does not tend to survive. If all meaning 
is valid, cynicism does not take long to hold. If anything 
can mean anything, very soon everything means nothing: 
nihilism.

What the internet activist Eli Pariser calls the ‘endless 
you-loop’ of echo-chamber feedback on social media has 
exacerbated the problem. And it provided very fruitful 
ground for the weaponization of information overload. 
Hannah Arendt, the 20th century political philosopher, 
observed in her book, On Totalitarianism: ‘Mass 
propaganda discovered that its audience was ready at all 
times to believe the worst, no matter how absurd, and did 
not particularly object to being deceived because it held 
every statement to be a lie anyhow.’

Kakutani traces how this societal nihilism resulted from 
and formed the basis for political nihilism, as public life 
was well prepared for the nihilistic agenda to flourish. 
Rising income inequality, perceived injustices regarding 
how normal people rather than big banks bore the brunt 
of the financial crash after 2008, and violently partisan 
political rhetoric provided fertile ground for it. She goes 
on to discuss Donald Trump, who has long espoused 
nihilistic, ‘dog-eat-dog’ views of the world, and had a 
casual approach to the truth long before formally turning 
to politics. She asks, ‘Why get upset by his lies, when all 
politicians lie? Why get upset by his venality, when the law 
of the jungle rules?’

It has never been easier to open the tap for what the 
Rand Corporation has called ‘the firehose of falsehood’, 
and unleash the mass cynicism which is in many ways 
characteristic of our modern culture. David Foster Wallace 
described it as a legacy of ‘sarcasm, cynicism, a magic 

ennui, suspicion of all authority, suspicion of all constraints 
on conduct, and a terrible penchant for ironic diagnosis of 
unpleasantness instead of an ambition not just to diagnose 
and ridicule but to redeem. You’ve got to understand 
that this stuff has permeated the culture. It’s become our 
language.’

Jordan Peterson

It is to this cynicism and lack of an ambition to redeem 
that Jordan Peterson speaks, and which perhaps describes 
his success in a significant way.

His recent book, 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos, 
has been a runaway bestseller on both sides of the 
Atlantic and beyond. It was on a publicity tour for it that 
his (in)famous Channel 4 interview took place. It arose 
out of questions posed to him on the public internet site 
Quora. Compared to other questions he’d engaged with, 

Michiko Kakutani (above) and Jordan Peterson (opposite, right), 
speaking in 2018.
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such as what makes life meaningful, his response to the 
question ‘What are the most valuable things everyone 
should know?’ was in the 99th percentile of the most 
popular answers on the site. It seemed that people 
wanted to know how they should live in a (seemingly) 
chaotic world, where cynicism seemed like a logical 
answer.

Peterson’s solution is to ‘live properly’, which he distils 
into twelve rules – such as rule 1, ‘Stand up straight with 
your shoulders back’; rule 3, ‘Make friends with people 
who want the best for you’; rule 6, ‘Set your house in 
order before you criticize the world’; rule 7, ‘Pursue what 
is meaningful, not what is expedient’; rule 8, ‘Tell the truth 
– or, at least don’t lie’; and rule 9, ‘Assume that the person 
you are listening to might know something you don’t’. As 
an aside, it is notable how many of Peterson’s rules have 
echoes in the Bible, and he acknowledges how much he 
has been influenced by Christianity.

But in the end, Peterson’s approach seems somewhat 
cynical in itself. While he refers to Genesis 3:16-19 in rule 
7 to explain that suffering is to be expected in this world, 

his realisation of suffering as an ultimate reality has no 
solution without the gospel. He writes: ‘It was from this 
that I drew my fundamental moral conclusions. Aim 
up. Pay attention. Fix what you can fix... Consider the 
murderousness of your own spirit before you dare accuse 
others.’

This is admirable, but it is cynical with no other basis than 
suffering. He taps his hat in the introduction: ‘People need 
ordering principles... chaos otherwise beckons. We require 
rules, standards, values – alone and together. We’re pack 
animals, beasts of burden. We must bear a load, to justify 
our miserable existence. We require routine and tradition. 
That’s order.’

Accept the buffeting winds of life, and march forward 
through the lashing rain coming at you.

Calming the storm

Perhaps Derek Keyes has a better approach when he 
discusses Jesus calming the storm in Mark’s Gospel. This 
might not be where we naturally go when thinking about 
cynicism, but as Keyes points out, fear and cynicism go 
hand in hand. And strikingly, while the disciples were afraid 
before Jesus calmed the storm, they were more afraid 
after it.

‘It was not the fear of death that made them suddenly 
very interested in God. The actual presence of God and 
his power made them suddenly more afraid of him than 
they had been of death. I am suggesting that it tells 
of an experience of God that does not fit the cynical 
explanation. God does not exist in human experience just 
as a projection to ensure safety and comfort when nature 
is coldly impersonal.’

The disciples encountered a holy God as a person. He 
knew them intimately as a person, but as a holy God, he 
is ‘other, beyond, transcendent, able to stop wind and sea 
with a word.’ The answer to cynicism and chaos is not to 
be more aware of totalitarian politicians’ plans (Kakutani), 
or to live properly resigned to suffering (Peterson), but 
to place ourselves in the hands of the Lord of the storms 
which buffet us.

Lourens Du Plessis is studying for an MA in Theology 
at Oak Hill
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‘Leave your bag of knowledge at the 
door.’ That’s what Dave, our student 
Bible study leader used to say. 
‘Whatever you think you know about 
this passage, just park it for now. Let’s 
just look at what the passage actually 
says.’

It was a helpful image to have in 
your mind as we came to a Bible 
study, especially if we were going 
to be studying a passage we were 
all already pretty familiar with. So 
often, our reading of a passage is 
coloured by all sorts of different bags 
we’re carrying without even realising 
it. We come to a text, and without 
being aware of it, we unload all sorts 
of things into the conversation. 
Bags of habits from our childhood 
experiences, bags of assumptions 
from our denominational culture, 
bags of conclusions we came to the 
last time we were in this passage or a 
passage like it.

These bags of previous study and 
past experiences, of course, aren’t all 
bad. God in his grace matures us as 

TEACHABILITY
IS AN ABILITY

Christians through these things, but 
we must regularly pause to make sure 
they are functioning as platforms for 
further learning, rather than obstacles 
to it.

Every now and then, we need to 
be reminded to leave our bags of 
knowledge at the door, so we can 
learn something new. There’s no point 
in putting ourselves in an environment 
where we’re asking to be taught, if 
we’re not also making an effort to 
make ourselves teachable. We need 
to be honest about the fact that 
being teachable isn’t something that 
comes naturally to us. But teachability 
matters.

If we fail to take our own teachability 
seriously, we risk falling into any 
number of serious traps. One of them 
is making ourselves incapable of 

being rightly corrected. A Christian 
incapable of taking correction is 
someone who risks falling into the 
stream of sin and being swept away 
by it, simply because they are too 
proud to accept that what they are 
doing or thinking isn’t right.

Another danger in failing to take 
our own teachability seriously is that 
our Bible teaching will suffer. If God’s 
word is not shaping and correcting us 
as we study it, all we will be doing is 
regurgitating the same old messages 
we’ve always heard, or the messages 
we’ve got so comfortable sharing 
ourselves, whether or not those 
messages are actually true. We will 
preach what is familiar rather than 
what is biblical. We will proclaim our 
own Christian culture, rather than the 
true message of God’s living word.

Being teachable is not 
something that comes 
naturally to us, says Michael Williams. 
He offers three practical and thoughtful 
steps to help us truly hear and be 
transformed by God’s living word
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There is a lot more that could be 
said about what damage we could 
be doing by not taking our own 
teachability seriously, but assuming 
that we do want to make an effort to 
be teachable students of the Bible, 
what are some things we can be 
doing day to day? Here are just a few 
things.

Appreciate biblical correction

Being the naturally proud things 
we are, we should cherish having 
godly people around us who will be 
brave enough to love us and love the 
truth enough to correct us when we 
get things wrong. As we approach 
studies in the Bible, this means being 
humble enough to ask, ‘how might I 
have got this wrong in the past?’, and 
being willing to listen to a scriptural 
explanation of a position that might 
be different to ours.

The words of 2 Timothy 3:16 tell 
us that the Bible is, among other 
things, a tool for correcting the 
person of God as they are trained 
in righteousness and equipped for 
the good works of service to the 
kingdom that the Lord has for them. 
As we participate in scriptural learning 
alongside other Christian brothers 
and sisters, many of whom will be 
more mature than us, seeking out 
correction and appreciating it when it 
comes our way will stand us in good 
stead.

Relax in gospel unity

Discussions around secondary 
issues in the church can often 
become heated, and when we are 

discussing with people from other 
denominations, we can feel we have 
to fight our corner. However, when 
we remember the incredible unity 
we have in the gospel, we can find 
reason to relax in these kinds of 
conversations.

Before we are Anglican or 
Independent students, we are 
followers of Jesus. Before we are 
credo- or paedo-Baptists, we are 
sinners saved by the astonishing grace 
of the sovereign God. We shouldn’t 
feel like we are in competition with 
each other, when the reality is that 
we are bound together by the gospel, 
with its divine strength and eternal 
significance.

The gospel unity we enjoy means 
we can relax with each other as 
we discuss issues of secondary 
importance. We can be honest about 
where we need to think more deeply, 
and be unafraid to ask others how 
they came to adopt the positions they 
have taken.

Ultimately all these conversations 
should be taking us back to the Bible, 
the one place we all want our roots 
to be sinking in; and when we are 
bound together by the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, we can afford to relax as 
we talk. We can let our guard down, 
and trust in God’s sovereign power to 
guide and instruct us as he uses his 

word and his people to make each of 
us more like our Saviour.

Remember how much more 
there is to learn

As we’re reminded in Romans 12, none 
of us should think of ourselves too 
highly, or act like we have figured it all 
out. Whatever knowledge we have is a 
gift from God, and is only a tiny drop 
in the ocean of truth which belongs 
to him. As he reveals things to us, we 
should have a humble, dependent 
approach towards learning: eager 
to learn, seeing ourselves as created 
beings, deeply loved by an all-knowing 
creator who is revealing truths to us, 
such as we are capable of grasping.

So let’s make an effort to be 
teachable. Let’s appreciate scriptural 
correction when we’re presented 
with it. Let’s relax and be at ease as 
we discuss matters of secondary 
importance, knowing that we are 
united in Christ. And let’s remember 
and rejoice in the fact that there is still 
so much left for us all to learn.

There’s a lot more we could say 
about teachability. All I know is I’m 
trying to be honest about the bags 
of knowledge I’m carrying around 
with me. Not because what God has 
already taught me is irrelevant, but 
because I am proud. If I don’t watch 
myself, I will be studying with a hard 
heart and a fixed mind, rather than 
with a spirit that is seeking to be 
continuously transformed by God’s 
living word.

Michael Williams is studying on the 
Theological and Pastoral Studies 
stream at Oak Hill

‘The gospel unity we 
enjoy means we can 
relax with each other 
as we discuss issues of 
secondary importance’
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Sorry about that – I didn’t choose 
the book to shock you. Go into any 
bookshop, and you’ll find a range of 
these Who Gives A (insert expletive of 
choice) genres. This particular title is 
currently #1 in WH Smith’s non-fiction 
charts, so it can claim to be the best 
(or, most popular) of the bunch.

Hidden inside is a hard-hitting 
repackaging of the ancient Greek 
and Roman philosophical school of 
Stoicism, which explains the other 
book on the list: a set of 366 daily 
readings, with selected quotations 
from the most famous Stoics, and 
daily contemporary reflections. This 
second book is more earnest than the 
first, and more thought-provoking. 
It’s also less covered in foul language, 
less funny, and less likely to be in your 
nephew’s Christmas stocking. That’s 
the target market, by the way.

So who were the Stoics, and why 
do they matter? They were a loosely 
connected series of thinkers, of 
whom three are the most famous, 
and still easily available in paperback: 
Epictetus was a lecturer who had 

once been a slave; Seneca was a 
writer and playwright, who became 
massively wealthy under his pupil the 
emperor Nero; and Marcus Aurelius, 
who became a reluctant (and 
apparently rather good) emperor 
himself.

Timewise, Epictetus and Seneca 
were roughly contemporary with 
Jesus, although living longer. Seneca’s 
brother, Gallio, famously brushed 
aside a legal claim against Paul (Acts 
18:12-17). Marcus Aurelius lived a 
century later, and was emperor from 
161 to 180. Epictetus left nothing, 
but his pupil Arrian transcribed his 
teaching into some written lectures. 
Seneca left many writings, for this 
purpose most notably his letters, and 
Marcus Aurelius left his Meditations, 
which were basically, his journals. All 
three are quite readable.

There were many other Stoics, 
too, some of whose writings 
have survived, and they have a 
recognisable approach. ‘Stoic’ simply 
means: people who met in the stoa, or 
marketplace, to discuss.

BOOKS

The Subtle Art of 
Not Giving a F*ck
Mark Manson
London: Harper, 2016

Chris Green has been delving into 
two books of Stoic philosophy, 
repackaged for the 21st century. 
He asks: What do we say when our 
non-Christian friends are looking for 
answers in books such as these?
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the gods. This is more than a hat-tip, 
though of course it’s barely more than 
an allusion to fate or luck. The gods 
may have plans, and though Marcus 
Aurelius is very keen that we trust 
them to be good, there is no way of 
knowing what those plans are, and of 
course none of those plans survive 
our death.

Today’s writers face in an opposite 
direction. Although philosophers 
debate whether Stoicism proper 
would require someone to be a theist, 
popular level Stoicism is knowingly 
atheistic. You live, you die, you rot.

And Stoicism is big on death. Our 
own death is the inescapable reality 
each of us must accept, and live 
(and die) aware of. Death relativises, 
equalises, and erases each of us in 
turn. The Subtle Art makes a big 
issue of this as its climax, where the 

author’s coming to terms with his own 
mortality while mountaineering, is the 
exhilarating point of the climb.

How then should we live? By paying 
attention to being and doing good, 
and above all, paying attention to our 
own character. Seneca was tutor to 
the young Nero; when that sociopath 
turned on him, demanding Seneca’s 
suicide, the older man complied. We 
all know Nero is cruel, he said, so why 
complain when he turns that cruelty 
on you? Instead, pay attention to your 
virtuous response to that cruelty.

Virtue, by the way, is our default: 
humans are naturally good, and evil 
is unnatural. Sin and sinfulness have 
no place in their worldview. Why be 
good? Because it aligns with our 
human nature as God’s children.

The best way to read the best Stoics 
is through Ecclesiastes. Stoicism is 
how to live, if life ‘under the sun’ is all 
there is. Ecclesiastes, remember, gives 
you pain and pleasure, goodness, 
wisdom and foolishness – and even 
God; but then you die, and that’s it. 
There’s nothing more for you, and the 
world will turn without you.

Ecclesiastes, of course, is a thought 
experiment. Imagine, says the writer, 
what life would be like without 
the grand biblical narrative of sin, 
covenant, salvation and judgment. 
Imagine under-the-sun life in all 
its aspects, and you will see that it 
is meaning-less, and then we die. 
The last two verses lift the lid on 
the experiment, and suddenly air 
rushes into the vacuum: the air of the 
God who will bring every deed into 
judgment.

Stoicism is a very good example of 
how to live ‘under the sun.’ There is a 

Perhaps the simplest way to access 
the mindset is to grasp that when 
people today say that so-and-so 
is ‘being philosophical’, they mean, 
roughly, ‘Stoical.’ It means accepting 
the way the world is, and accepting 
one’s place in it, whether high or low, 
painful or pain-free, and living in the 
given moment with as much realism 
and courage as may be needed, 
without fuss.

We are mostly average people, living 
average lives, and then we die. The 
goal is to live as freely as possible, 
not enslaved to money, pleasure, 
power, pain, sex, ambition, vanity, or 
anything else that might entrap. Are 
you given a beautiful bowl? Then 
imagine it already shattered, so that 
when the inevitable does happen, you 
are already prepared because you lost 
it years before. So with friendships, 
loves, parents, children – and your 
own life too.

Perhaps the most striking contrast 
between Stoicism then and now, is the 
God question. The ancients assumed 
some kind of supernatural providence, 
whether they refer to God or Zeus, or 

‘Our serious minded 
non-Christian friends 
are looking for answers, 
and if they’re reading 
these books, or the 
podcasts they influence, 
we can do business. 
The New Testament is 
consciously not Stoic’

The Daily Stoic
Ryan Holiday
London: Profile Books, 
2016
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reason that the big three Stoics are 
still read and re-read today, because if 
you want to live responsibly, you need 
a guide, and if you need something 
that has not a breath of Christianity in 
it, you turn to the best of the ancient 
world.

Morally responsible non-Christians 
who are repelled by self-indulgence, 
greed or narcissism, will find fellow 
spirits in Seneca, Epictetus and 
Marcus Aurelius. And the less serious 
readers who still browse the self-
help sections will find their teachings 
filtered through Matt Haig, Tim Ferris, 
or Tony Robbins. Jordan Peterson is a 
Freudian Stoic.

How then do you respond when 
your nephew is reading The Subtle 
Art?

First, we need to accept that their 
quest is a good one. How then do we 
live, in the light of our mortality? Why 
do I let my time be filled with tweets 
and updates, so I’m affected by 
irrelevance? If I quiet myself, close my 
door and think, what really matters? 
What is real and virtuous? If your 
friend’s asking that, that’s got to be 
good.

Second, we must therefore challenge 
the fundamental assumption that the 
world turns, and nothing changes, and 
death just is. Because the big news 
is that the world will not always turn, 
but is heading to its judgment day, 
which has already broken in through 
the death and resurrection of Jesus.

The biggest challenge to the endless 
continuity of history is the empty 
tomb. That changes everything, and I 
think explains why Paul, when he met 
the Athenian Stoics in Acts 17, argued 
in a similar way to them about being 

God’s offspring (Acts 17:28, quoting 
a Stoic poet) but moved smartly to 
Jesus, the one true image bearer, and 
the reality of judgment in the light of 
his resurrection (Acts 17:18, 28-32). 
Likewise, Judgment Day requires each 
person to exist beyond death.

A God who acts in history is not an 
unknowable, unguessable Zeus. This 
God has an answer to the question, 
‘How shall we then live?’, and his 
views have priority. This option never 
struck the big three, of course, but it 
is unmissable for us, and we shouldn’t 
let its familiarity dull its evangelistic 
and apologetic relevance for our 
contemporary Stoics: if Jesus has 
been raised from the dead as our 
judge, his teachings on how we live 
and die must be examined.

Third, we need to make sure that 
Stoicism has not crept into our own 
souls, and the best test for that is how 
we pray. Stoic prayer is a matter of 
honest resignation over reality, and 
ordering one’s personal response. God 
and his providence can be trusted, but 
never known.

That is obviously different from a 
believer’s prayer, who asks expecting 
the Father to answer and act. As Paul 
wrote, ‘On him we have set our hope 
that he will continue to deliver us, as 
you help us by your prayers. Then 
many will give thanks on our behalf 
for the gracious favour granted us 
in answer to the prayers of many’ (2 
Corinthians 1:10-11). A God who hears, 
answers, and acts, and people who 
ask, hope and thank, are not in a Stoic 
universe.

And fourth, we must look at our 
emotional responses. Stoics were not 
unemotional, but their emotions had 

to be appropriate and bounded. Why 
take pleasure in the warmth of the 
sun, when a dog or a horse might do 
the same? Why fear inevitable death 
or weep at a graveside?

Now what they’re opposing, of 
course, is emotional excess, and the 
pursuit of pleasure for its own sake, 
but we need to guard against the 
Stoic position, because it is so very, 
very British, built into our education. 
Instead, the biblical God is a God of 
joy, who recreates that joy in us, and 
intends we should know it increasingly 
and eternally. Delighting in him, his 
salvation and his creation are good 
things.

Similarly, our response to loss and 
death is not Stoic resignation: ‘It 
was bound to happen.’ Well, yes, of 
course, and we show patience, faith 
and courage. But standing by a tomb, 
Jesus was no Stoic. Jesus wept. His 
death and resurrection means we ‘do 
not grieve like the rest of mankind, 
who have no hope’ (1 Thessalonians 
4:13). We grieve and we have hope – 
Stoics cannot (should not) do either.

Our serious minded non-Christian 
friends are looking for answers, and 
if they’re reading these books, or 
the podcasts they influence, we can 
do business. The New Testament is 
consciously not Stoic. If you want to 
experience that for yourself, buy The 
Daily Stoic and read it, asking each 
time, ‘Why, exactly, do I disagree with 
this?’ Better yet, read the big three 
and give yourself a workout.

Chris Green is the Vicar of St James, 
Muswell Hill, and the author of several 
books, most recently, The Message of 
the Church
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Over my forty years of 
pastoral ministry, I’ve 
come to the conclusion 
that ministers need 
more comprehensive 
and exacting 
theological education 
today than when I 
came into the work. 
I’ve been an admirer 
and a beneficiary of the 
ministry of Oak Hill for 
years, and often cite it 
as a model for effective 
and faithful theological 
education.
Tim Keller, Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church, 
New York City
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