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One of the old Greek myths tells how the hero Odysseus 
has to navigate between two dangerous sea monsters, Scylla 
and Charybdis, who will threaten the lives of him and his 
crew. Which is the greater danger? How can he avoid being 
destroyed by one or the other?

Our task as Christians in this world sometimes seems to 
be like steering between Scylla and Charybdis: we are to 
be in the world but not of it. There is the Scylla of being so 
wrongly disconnected from the world that we can no longer 
fulfil the great commission with respect to it. Then there is 
the Charybdis of being so wrongly connected to the world 
that we have been assimilated by it and have then so lost 
touch with the great commission that we no longer call the 
nations to repentance and the forgiveness of sins through 
Christ.

Scylla: not really in the world. Charybdis: too much of the 
world. Both feature disobedience to the Lord Jesus and lack 
of spiritual love for our world.

Except our particular situation is even more complex than 
the one Odysseus faced. Not only are there the monsters of 
Scylla and Charybdis, there is another peril too – the voices. 
You see, on another occasion Odysseus has to listen to the 
voices of the Sirens, voices that lure unsuspecting sailors 

onto the rocks while busily telling them all is safe and how 
there are no rocks there.

We have Siren voices, too. It’s a real double whammy: not 
just the Scylla-Charybdis scenario, but simultaneously the 
Sirens. These voices sometimes say we’re too close to Scylla, 
that we are in danger of being too disconnected from the 
world, when actually we’re nowhere near disconnected 
enough and the reality is we’re too close to Charybdis. 
Sometimes the voices say we’re too close to Charybdis and 
too identified with the world, when actually for one reason 
or another we’re being too disconnected from the world and 
the reality is that we’re too close to Scylla. And no doubt the 
voices mislead us about where the real dangers are, or aren’t, 
in other ways too.

The last year has certainly seen some obvious examples 
of voices saying we’re too far from the world when in fact 

Monsters and 
voices Mike Ovey introduces this 

edition of Commentary, 
which focuses on issues 
surrounding the always 
difficult task of being in the 
world, but not of it

Both dangers feature 
disobedience to the Lord 
Jesus and lack of spiritual 
love for our world
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we’re all too close to it. The rhetoric in support of the Same 
Sex Marriage Bill comes under that heading. Others are less 
blatant. Thus, I sometimes wonder whether the well-meant 
voices that downplay the skill of apologetics on the grounds 
of its worldliness don’t disconnect us from the world.

This edition of Commentary charts some of the difficulties 
around being in the world but not of it and how we can be 
more discerning with the voices. Nick Tucker picks up that 
latter point as he looks back on the 1934 Barmen Declaration, 
where for German believers the question of ‘whose voice?’ 
was central.

Other pieces deal with other aspects of navigating these 
waters. Fiona Gibson writes about the subtle challenge of 
acedia and how in the world we can be not so much overtly 
hostile as simply indifferent to the voice of Christ. Matt 
Kottman deals with differences between the ‘worlds’ of the 
US and UK over risk-taking, while Matt Graham considers 
the pressing question of how evangelicals can stay in the 
Church of England without worldly compromise.

Hugh Bourne’s piece on tweeting takes us to the way we 
interact and communicate with the world, while Efrem 
Buckle considers authentic engagement in the world of 
urban ministry. The College’s Director of Free Church 
Training designate, Graham Beynon, tackles the place of 
emotions in a world which sets such store by them. Chris 
Green reflects on his 14 years at Oak Hill, and also on the 
importance of theological training for the future health of 
the church. My own article on the worldly pull of celebrity 
culture within the church completes the set.

We are all too aware that we have only scratched the 
surface of this question, so our prayer is that this edition 
does not just address the specific questions, but helps us 
think about how to re-apply some of the principles to fresh 
and different issues.

Let me close with one of the great thoughts from the 1934 
Barmen Declaration: there is one voice we must listen to 
without compromise – the good Shepherd, the Lord Jesus 
Christ, not the competing voices of pseudo-shepherds. The 
trick is spotting they are pseudo-shepherds and where we 
are listening to them.
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On Harvest Sunday this year, an old technology made its 
absence felt in our church. In general, the congregation 
appreciates the flexibility that a video projector gives and 
we don’t miss our hymn books all that much.

At Harvest, though, as we concluded by singing Henry 
Alford’s ‘Come ye thankful people come’, the organ 
continued into a fourth verse while the PowerPoint 
operator, only having three to show, put up the screen for 
the end of the service. Cue a congregation lustily bellowing, 
to the tune of St George’s Windsor, ‘Please do join us in the 
foyer for coffee’. Try it, it doesn’t even scan.

This was, I suppose, one of those situations in which it 
becomes pretty clear why sheep are a preferred biblical 
metaphor for people. Such behaviour is often harmless 
and even benign, but not always. It is still uncomfortable 
to watch old film footage of the cheering crowds which 
greeted the dismantling of democracy in Germany in the 
spring of 1933. It is chilling that, in a modern, technologically 
advanced, well educated European nation, books should be 
so jubilantly burned, and truth so willingly suppressed.

Having lived through that period, French philosopher 
Simone Weil observed that: ‘Evil when we are in its power is 

The courage the 
church needs 
today As the church today is 

increasingly under pressure 
to conform to cultural change, 
Nick Tucker draws inspiration from an 
earlier generation of the church which 
stood firm against the sins of its culture

not felt as evil but as a necessity, or even a duty.’ What Weil 
points out highlights an existential and apologetic problem 
for the church in every generation: that what seems natural 
and good to a society and what God defines as good in 
scripture may not entirely overlap.

What happened under Hitler is an extreme, hideous and 
(thanks to God’s common grace) rare illustration of this, 
but if God really does get to define good, then any deviation 
from his definition must in some way be evil.

This is something that has been masked in Britain by a 
deep-rooted Christian heritage. We can easily forget just 
how much impact the Bible had on our forebears, especially 
during the 19th century. In that sense we have been what 
some people call a ‘cut flower’ civilisation for some time. The 
roots which nourished the shared set of values we held have 
been severed, but for a time the flowers continued to bloom. 
For some, I suspect, the inevitable withering has happened 
amazingly fast.

To change the metaphor, watching public moral discourse 
in the UK has been akin to observing the demolition of a 
group of buildings. For days, weeks even, as the roof tiles 
are removed and fixtures and fittings stripped out, nothing 
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much changes. But then suddenly the buildings vanish in 
a matter of hours as the walls come down. Soon there is 
nothing left but rubble.

How can the church respond to a situation that is 
changing so fast? Where once she shared, at least to some 
extent, a system of values with the surrounding culture, 
now much of what she stands for is understood to be not 
only questionable, but wicked, and what she is bound to 

reject is called good. Such a situation 
is bewildering and brings with it great 
pressure to ‘get with the programme’ or 
‘join the 21st century’. That is where the 
example and testimony of those who lived 
through the horrors of the Second World 
War in Germany is so encouraging and 
enlightening.

In the midst of the horrors of that time, 
the church in Germany was not caught 
up in the sins of her culture. Instead, she 
shone out like a beacon: not swept along, 

but standing firm against a monstrous tide. So impressive 
and unique was her testimony that it forced Albert Einstein 
to extoll her virtues.

We are not, perhaps, all that accustomed to hearing tales 
of the church’s heroism from the luminaries of science, 
but Einstein, lamenting the silence of the universities and 
the press, ‘whose flaming editorials in days gone by had 
proclaimed their love of freedom’, wrote from exile:

“Only the church 
stood squarely 
across the path of 
Hitler’s campaign for 
suppressing the truth. 
I never had any special 
interest in the church 
before, but now I feel 
a great affection and 
admiration for it...”
Albert Einstein

Photo: Orren Jack Turner / 
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Only the church stood squarely across the path of Hitler’s 
campaign for suppressing the truth. I never had any special 
interest in the church before, but now I feel a great affection 
and admiration for it... I am forced to confess that what I 
once despised I now praise unreservedly.

This praise was for the so-called Confessing Church, which 
on 31 May 1934 issued the Barmen Declaration, stating 
graciously but firmly that they must obey God rather than 
human powers. In doing so, they followed in the footsteps of 
Martin Luther who, when he appeared before the Imperial 
Diet (literally in German, ReichsTag) of his day, declared:

Unless I can be instructed and convinced with evidence from 
the Holy Scriptures or with open, clear, and distinct grounds 
and reasoning – and my conscience is captive to the Word of 
God – then I cannot and will not recant, because it is neither 
safe nor wise to act against conscience.

For the Confessing Church and for Luther it was better to 
face possible death at the hands of the political authorities 
than risk disobeying the God who has spoken.

In Germany in the 30s, the distinction between God 
and the creation had become blurred and broken down. 
God was seen as a being who was developing along with 
human culture. What the writers of the Barmen declaration 
recognised was that, in the end, this view fatally undermines 
the Christian faith. The church’s identity and message, 
as they understood it, came from God and could not be 
changed at will. ‘We reject the false doctrine, as though the 
Church were permitted to abandon the form of its message 
and order to its own pleasure or to changes in prevailing 
ideological and political convictions’ (Article 3).

It was widely believed then, as it is now, that if the church 
was to survive she would need to keep up with social and 
intellectual ‘progress’. That belief was profoundly mistaken. 
In the end, the church survived as the church because she 
refused to change her basic identity.

The fundamental question for the church in the 21st 
century is, do we still believe in God? That is, do we 

believe in God as expressed in the creeds and our various 
historic formularies? To take Anglicans as an example, the 
39 Articles begin: ‘There is but one living and true God, 
everlasting, without body, parts, or passions; of infinite 
power, wisdom, and goodness; the Maker, and Preserver of 
all things both visible and invisible.’

This is the view of God that underpins a willingness to 
speak prophetically to a broken world and not just be swept 
along. Fundamental to the courage displayed at Barmen, and 
the courage needed by the church today, is the unshakeable 
belief that God is right when he says: ‘I am God and there is 
no other’ (Isaiah 46:9). He defines the church and is supreme 
over culture, not vice versa. Now as then, the church cannot, 
must not, capitulate to a way of thinking which recasts God 
in the image of contemporary culture.

The God in whose service the Confessing Church was 
able to stand against the ideology that had befuddled the 
consciences of those around them, is a God who names 
himself ‘I Am’. This God cannot and will not be defined by 
anyone else. This God claims a right to define himself and 
everything else.

It should not surprise us if our culture increasingly feels 
uncomfortable with his ‘god complex’. But this is the God 
who alone is worthy of our worship, and who can give 
today’s church the courage to be the church and not some 
dreary shadow of itself.

This is a longer version of an article that first appeared in 
the Church of England Newspaper on behalf of Latimer 
Trust. Nick Tucker is a Research Fellow at Oak Hill College

It was widely believed then, as 
now, that if the church was to 
survive she would need to keep 
up with social and intellectual 
‘progress’. That belief was 
profoundly mistaken
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To tweet or 
not to tweet?

Selfies and likes, clips and 
comments, tweets and timelines 
are all now part of the everyday 
experience of most Christians. 
Hugh Bourne considers the 
opportunities and challenges of 
social media for the church

Social media, especially Twitter and 
Facebook, have dramatically altered 
the way we think and communicate. 
It’s hard to overstate the impact 
they’ve had in the heads and hearts 
of individuals, or on the world in 
which we live. The church, of course, 
is not somehow immune to these 
monumental shifts in culture and 
communication.

Rather than falling into the 
temptation of bemoaning the decline 
of letter writing, paper bound books 
and face-to-face relationships, the 
church needs gospel ministers who 
deeply understand the ever shifting 
culture in which they minister. We 
need to recognise the impact of social 
media for good and for ill.

Today we live in a world of 24/7 news 
entering our consciousness through a 
plethora of media. News is everywhere 
and social media has revolutionised 
our ability to access it – anytime, 
anywhere with as many sources and 
angles as we choose. Many people are 
so deeply immersed in this world that 
the virtual has become reality. This 
is now the world in which we live. 
You don’t have to like it, but you can’t 
ignore it.

However, I firmly believe that social 
media is a mission field. It is a field 
that has far too few missionaries, but 
a mammoth harvest. Who is speaking 
the gospel into the lives of the Twitter 

Photo: sotaglass
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trolls, the Facebook stalkers and 
Instagram addicts?

It’s easy to be critical of the culture, 
but perhaps we need to examine 
ourselves first. The way social media 
causes information overload is all too 
obvious, but there’s a danger that the 
church can be guilty of doing exactly 
the same. Are we overloading our 
church members?

Church on Sunday (twice), home 
group, prayer gathering, leaders’ 
training, business meetings, serving, 
giving, weekend events, evangelism, 
and out at work 7-till-7. People have 
busy lives and are overloaded through 
their electronic devices. Is the church 
in danger of becoming yet another task 
on the to-do list?

And there is another somewhat 
pointed parallel for those in ministry. 
We rightly acknowledge the danger 
over being immersed in online 
relationships to the detriment of the 
face-to-face conversation. However, we 

How many 
Facebook friends 
have I got? How 
many shares and 
comments did I 
get? Why hasn’t 
anyone liked my 
new picture yet? 
It’s been online for 
10 minutes!

must also recognise there are plenty 
of ministers out there (I’ve met a few) 
who feel most comfortable behind a 
desk with their head in books for the 
bulk of the week to deliver an eloquent 
and engaging sermon from the pulpit.

But ask them to open up and have a 
normal conversation with a member 
of their congregation and they’re 
floundering. It’s easy to critique new 
technologies, but it’s harder to face our 
own character flaws.

So should the church leader tweet? 
It’s worth remembering that every 
church minister has an audience ready 
to listen, a message that changes lives 
and a freely available tool, unparalleled 
in human history in its capacity to 
communicate with a global audience.

Social media may not be your thing. 
You may be a bit of a technophobe, you 
may be worried it will waste your time, 
but you can’t say you’ve got nothing 
to say. So to reject it outright would be 
folly. Even within an already saturated 
inbox and diary, I think there can still 
be room to speak peace into distracted 
hearts. Tweeting is used by people for 
many things: conversation, marketing, 
gossip, funny YouTube videos, showing 
off and telling stories. But it can also be 
used for preaching.

Social media extends the reach of 
our influence. Many of us carry out 
our ministry in churches where the 
majority of our congregation don’t live 
locally. Others of us lead large churches 
where we may not even know all our 
members, at least not beyond the 

basics. There’s a danger in both those 
contexts of church members feeling 
disconnected: ‘I don’t really know my 
pastor’.

But if we are smart and personal in 
the way we use social media, we can 
effectively know and be known by 
a much larger group of people than 
face-to-face relationships allow. We 
can do this by offering our followers a 
mixed diet in our tweeting or Facebook 
posting: sending out thoughts and 
short readings, for example, mixed 
with personal responses to those who 
reply to us. At heart, social media is 
sociable.

At the same time as taking up the 
positive challenges of social media, 
we need to be aware of the negatives 
people can fall into. One church 
member commented to me: ‘I feel like I 
know Jennifer [name changed] so well 
through her blog, but I wish she’d be 
that open in person, at church.’

The virtual mask of a blog, Facebook 
profile or Twitter feed can be genuinely 
positive, of course, providing a creative 
outlet for personal communication 
and engagement. But if it becomes 
a substitute for face-to-face 
relationships, the danger is that people 
can start living vicariously through 
their social media profiles.

Compounding that, the concept of 
Facebook, as Tim Chester has noted, 
is that it allows users to portray 
themselves in an image of their own 
creation, always looking beautiful and 
doing something exciting. Facebook 
is turning us into a new generation of 
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narcissists, obsessed with the portrayal 
of ourselves which we create day by day. 

This can become something 
approaching an identity crisis when 
we start believing our own hype. It 
leads to what the philosopher Alain de 
Botton calls ‘status anxiety’ – a craving 
for love, acceptance and respect 
from the world. How many Facebook 
friends have I got? How many shares 
and comments did I get? Why hasn’t 
anyone liked my new picture yet? It’s 
been online for 10 minutes!

For some people, the world of social 
networks leads to pride, inflating their 
ego with their measured popularity 
on display to the world. For others it 
leads to despair, as their isolation and 
ostracization is displayed for no one to 
see, at least not anyone who cares.

The dramas of social media and the 
strong feelings they give rise to tell 
us that social networks are the new 
battleground for the hearts and minds 
of the people we serve.

I believe church leaders can have a 
role to play in showing how to use 
social media well, and in using digital 
communication as a springboard 
for face-to-face engagement. We 
can befriend the lonely and tweet 
encouragement to the downcast.

Although it’s fair to say that much 
social media is filled with selfies and 
pictures of cats, the reality is that 
people are sharing and living out their 
lives through these new media. To 
take an example from Paul’s letter to 
the Thessalonians, what would it look 

Facebook fasting

Although I’m slightly skeptical 
of ‘Give up Facebook for Lent’ 
campaigns, I do think there is 
wisdom in fasting from social 
media. Sometimes we simply 
need to switch off and disconnect 
from the media that invades our 
homes and pervades our lives. The 
distraction of endless notifications 
is no mere interruption, but 
demands our attention, often at 
the expense of our families, friends 
and God.

It’s striking how often in the 
Gospels Jesus retreats to the 
solitary place to pray. Even in a 
world that was entirely unwired 
by technology, Jesus recognised his 
need to switch off to the world and 
switch on to his Father.

We need to help people develop 
wise habits for using social media, 
and that includes knowing when to 
switch off.

But we should also encourage the 
redemption of social media – using 
Facebook messages to encourage, 
following helpful pastors and 
teaching on Twitter, and using apps 
such as YouVersion, which bring 
the Bible to our smartphones, and 
PrayerMate which helps us to pray.

like if we shared not only the gospel 
through social media, but also our 
lives? I have a suspicion that while 
Paul longed to see his people face-to-
face, he would probably have made the 
most of all the tools at his disposal to 
build those long distance relationships: 
tweeting Timothy, skyping Silas and 
texting Philemon.

Most of us would be happy if we 
knew that church members (and 
even beyond) were downloading and 
listening to our sermons on the way to 
work. It is only a small step from that 
to tweeting 140 characters of truth 
and encouragement to our followers 
on Twitter. And if you can’t summarise 
your weekly sermon in that length it’s 
probably not going to be memorable 
anyway.

At a time when people are overloaded 
with information and burdened 
by status anxiety, we need gospel 
ministers who resist the temptation to 
indulge in critique from the sidelines, 
and instead enter this important new 
world to live out and proclaim the 
redeeming work of Christ. Entering 
the world of social media will look and 
feel differently depending on your 
personality and gifts, and the kind 
of ministry you are doing. But used 
wisely, new media can enable you 
to speak a timeless and timely word 
directly into the hands of the people 
God entrusts to your care.

Hugh Bourne is an ordinand at Oak 
Hill who holds a degree in Internet 
computing
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Staying in 
without 
caving in

Matt Graham, who 
recently completed 
his ordination 
training at Oak Hill, 
asks: Will anyone 
still believe in the 
Church of England?

I’ve just completed four years of training for ministry in the 
Church of England, and, God willing, have ahead of me many 
years of gospel ministry in the Anglican Church. However, 
there seems to me to be more pressure than ever to doubt 
the integrity of that position. How can an evangelical who 
takes seriously his stewardship of revealed truth ever with a 
good conscience take office in the Church of England?

That very current-sounding question was actually JI 
Packer’s summary of the same dilemma facing a would-be 
Anglican ordinand back in 1981. He wrote a short, book-
length reply to a young man wavering over the possibility 
of ordained Anglican ministry in the Church of England. In 

General Synod meeting in 2009. Photo by Catholic Church 
(England and Wales)
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it he sets out the principled decision to stay, despite it being 
theologically mixed. His reply was called A Kind of Noah’s 
Ark: The Anglican Commitment to Comprehensiveness.

Given the breadth and doctrinal free-for-all of the Church 
of England (what Bishop JC Ryle in 1884 called a Noah’s ark 
of every kind of opinion and creed), Packer asks how can 
evangelicals stay? What makes it possible for them to accept 
it? Have they ceased to regard faithful stewardship of God’s 
revealed truth as the church’s calling, and theirs too? Or are 
they compromising their principles by ducking the issues?

As Packer stresses, these are proper and pressing 
questions. Anglican evangelicals cannot be excused from 
facing them, or commended if they try to get along without 
an answer to them.

John Stott believed in the 
Church of England. He 
believed that the great 
commission calls for a 
national mission. We need 
gospel witnesses in every 
parish to bring Christ to 
the nation
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During my time at college I had a change of heart. I went 
with firm convictions about the power of the gospel to 
transform lives, and with a desire to serve the local church 
and proclaim the living, enduring word of God and the 
name of the Lord Jesus. Those convictions have only been 
strengthened. My change of heart has been less about 
the how and what of gospel ministry, and more about the 
where.

If the gospel is true and powerful to change hearts; if the 
Lord’s promise stands, that his word will not return empty, 
why not seek to proclaim it in places starved for the word of 
God? Why not win back the pulpits woefully lacking biblical 
ministry, for the sake of dear sheep, loved by the Saviour, so 
often without a pastor to care for them faithfully? This is an 
argument I came across in the provocatively titled book by 
Mike McKinley, Church Planting is for Wimps.

In short, why only plant new churches when in pulpit 
after pulpit and parish after parish, faithful, gospel-focused 

preaching and ministry is desperately needed? As Lee Gatiss 
of Church Society put it, ‘The Lord has many sheep within 
Anglican folds who need steadfast shepherds to fight off the 
wolves.’

My change of heart has been a growing desire to see this 
nation reached for Christ, as poor and even anti-gospel 
witnesses are transformed into effective displays of God’s 
glory. Yes, we must pray for church planting too. But I have 
increasingly been challenged by the biblical burden to grow 
existing churches, so that the powerful, transforming word 
of God might remind, rebuke and call to repentance what is 
lukewarm, dying or dead.

This is what Jesus does in his letters to the churches in 
Revelation chapters 2 and 3, for example. Over time, the 
gospel is powerful to bring new life, to restore, revitalise and 
reform churches. It replaces a false witness and establishes 
vibrant communities which in turn sound out the gospel to 
those outside the church.

I have found the biblical burden for church revitalising 
compelling. But as Anglicans, our ecclesiology also seems 
to compel us ‘to proclaim the gospel afresh in every 
generation’. The assumption of the reformers was that 
this would be necessary. Packer’s clarion call to stay, not 
compromising but rather contending for the truth, is not 
based on rosy hopes for the future. This side of the Lord 
Jesus’ return, the Church of England and every other church 
or denomination faces the constant threat of doctrinal 
disorder. Jesus promised as much.

But is this kind of reform and renewal possible? Without 
doubt, the gospel is powerful to effect change. But is there 
an answer to Packer’s question? Is there a way to make 
a stand without losing integrity, without compromising 
the distinctive reformed and evangelical principles of 
Anglicanism? Or is withdrawal the conscientious person’s 
only option?

John Stott wrote a short piece in 1984 titled, ‘I believe in 
the Church of England’. His positive, if provocative, decision 
to stay in the Church of England and remain a member in 
good conscience, flowed from the firm conviction that to be 
an evangelical Anglican is no misnomer. Undoubtedly his 

‘Let us stand fast, and fight for 
the truth. Let us not desert our 
post to save trouble, and move 
out to please our adversaries, 
and spike our guns to avoid a 
battle’ JC Ryle
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first loyalty was to the Christian faith, the gospel, and the 
hallmarks of reformed evangelicalism: sola scriptura and 
sola gratia. In that sense, Stott was keen to be known as an 
Anglican evangelical (the noun following the descriptive 
adjective).

However, since the formularies of the Church of England 
are biblical and evangelical, to be reformed and evangelical 
is to be an Anglican loyalist. Stott, like Packer, picked up the 
language of ‘comprehensiveness’. He rejected the definition 
of that word as a doctrinal free-for-all in which no opinion 
is prohibited, let alone condemned as heretical. Instead, he 
called for comprehensiveness without compromise: staying 
in without caving in.

Ryle argued that while there is the possibility of 
distinctive evangelical witness, and while official doctrine 
does not deny the gospel, ‘let us stand fast, and fight for the 
truth. Let us not desert our post to save trouble, and move 
out to please our adversaries, and spike our guns to avoid a 
battle. No! In the name of God, let us fight on and contend 
earnestly for the faith once delivered to the saints.’

Like Ryle before him, Stott was convinced that the way of 
principled patience was better than the way of secession. Or 
as Ryle put it in his book Knots Untied: ‘By preaching, and 
by praying, by pulpit and by platform, by pen and by tongue, 
by printing and by speaking, let us labour to maintain 
evangelical religion within the Church of England.’

As I’ve prepared to make my ordination vows, I’ve been 
encouraged again, by Ryle, Packer, Stott and others, to 
see that compromise or withdrawal don’t have to be 
the only options. To preach, pray, love and stay (as Mike 
McKinley puts it) in the Church of England, not out of pure 
pragmatism, but on principle, could still be a decision some 
of us in good conscience can make. It may well be (as Packer 
calls it) a hard-made decision. But for the sake of the 2 
million souls who occupy the pews of 16,000 parish churches 
up and down the length and breadth of the nation month by 
month, might it yet again, even today, be the best decision? 

John Stott believed in the Church of England. He believed 
in a national church not for denominational reasons, or 
because the parish system is perfect, or because it’s the 
established church. Instead he believed that the great 
commission calls for a national mission. We need gospel 
witnesses in every parish to bring Christ to the nation.

So, letting Ryle have the final say: ‘For our nation’s sake, 
for our children’s sake, for the world’s sake, for the honour 
and glory of our God. Let us gird up the loins of our minds, 
and resolve that the struggle shall be made... We must not 
allow Evangelical religion to be thrust out of the Church of 
England without a struggle.’

This article was first published in Crossway, the magazine 
of Church Society. Matt Graham is Curate at Christ Church, 
Little Heath, Potters Bar

Packer asks how can 
evangelicals stay? Have 
they ceased to regard 
faithful stewardship of God’s 
revealed truth as the church’s 
calling, and theirs too? Or 
are they compromising their 
principles by ducking the 
issues?
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The noonday 
demon Weariness and despondency are 

seen in Christian thought not 
merely as an affliction, but as a sin. 
Fiona Gibson takes a fresh look at ‘the 
noonday demon’, as it was once known

hardly described as ‘deadly’ by most 
people. So what is acedia doing in a list 
of deadly sins or habits of thought and 
behaviour which threaten our spiritual 
well-being? We need to understand 
more about what acedia actually is to 
see how deadly it can be.

Evagrius of Pontus, a 4th century 
monk, wrote extensively about acedia. 
He used words such as despondency, 
slackness, limpness and emptiness to 
describe the feelings that come from 
acedia. Evagrius thought that monks 
were particularly prone to acedia 
in the middle of the day, hence its 
nickname of ‘the noonday demon’.

The effects of acedia were many. 
The monk would find chanting the 
psalms wearisome, he would find 
the company of his fellow monks 
wearisome, he would find his physical 
work wearisome, and he would long to 
leave the monastery and go back to his 
former life. 

At this point, you might be feeling 
some sympathy with the medieval 

In the mid 2000s, one of the most 
popular characters in TV comedy was 
Catherine Tate’s Lauren – the stroppy 
schoolgirl who, if challenged, would 
wait a moment, raise one eyebrow, wait 
another moment, and then utter the 
immortal line, ‘Am I bovvered?’

So popular did the phrase become 
that it could be heard in offices, 
classrooms and family homes all over 
the UK. Tate killed off Lauren in 2007, 
but the attitude lives on.

It lives on in the weary cynicism we 
feel when faced with headlines about 
phone hacking or rises in energy prices. 
It lives on in the weary confusion 
we feel when trying to understand 
government policy on state benefits, 
or what to do about the Middle East. 
It lives on in the weariness we feel 
when faced with the demands of work, 
family, church and life in general. And 
it shouldn’t surprise us that it does.

The writer of Ecclesiastes wrote 
about this weariness thousands of 
years ago. 

‘Meaningless! Meaningless!’ 
says the Teacher. 
‘Utterly meaningless! 
Everything is meaningless.’

Which is just another way of saying, 
‘What’s the point?’

Where does this disillusionment, this 
weariness, come from? One answer 
is that it’s the modern manifestation 
of an ancient vice: acedia, or sloth. 
Medieval monks knew all about acedia, 
as it was included in the seven deadly 
sins, and I suggest we need to go 
back and learn again what it is, how 
it affects us, and how we can fight it. 
I fear that, if we don’t, the toxic mix 
of narcissism and acedia that is so 
prevalent in our society, and even in 
the church, is going to do an enormous 
amount of damage in the coming 
decades.

Acedia, sloth, laziness. That’s the 
progression in meaning that the word 
has undergone over several centuries. 
And laziness, while not applauded, is 
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monks, and wondering why acedia 
is defined as a sin! We all know 
the weariness of doing the same 
repetitious task day after day. Dare 
I say it, we all sometimes know the 
weariness of being with the same 
group of people day after day. When 
we’re in the middle of a task it can 
seem never-ending, and we can long 
for something – anything – else to 
think about. At that ‘acedia moment’, 
making a coffee can seem like a wildly 
exciting prospect.

So why is acedia defined as a sin and 
not just an affliction? Here Thomas 
Aquinas is helpful. Writing in the 13th 
century, Aquinas saw acedia first and 
foremost as a failure to love. It sees 
love as a burden. It sees relationships 
as burdens. It isn’t far from there to the 
realisation that acedia sees anything 
outside the self as a burden.

That’s where the link with narcissism 
comes into play. Narcissism is self-love, 

Photo: © Francis G. Mayer/Corbis
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Other-person centred love is what we 
are called as Christians to model in the 
church and to the world – for the sake 
of the other. So acedia, which sees love 
and relationships as a burden, is a sin 
to be battled because it leads us to turn 
in on ourselves. It causes us to draw 
back from engaging with the world, 
our neighbour and God, because all 
those engagements are wearisome and 
burdensome.

Engaging with the world is hard 
work. Trying, prayerfully, to come to a 
Christian understanding of the issues 
of our day and how to respond to them 
is hard work. Staying faithful to our 
calling, in whatever sphere of service 
that may be, is hard work. Loving 
the unlovely is hard work. Fighting 
injustice is hard work. Standing up 
for the gospel in a hostile society is 
hard work. How much easier, whispers 
acedia, not to bother. Not to be 
bothered. To withdraw, or run away.

Acedia is a sin, rather than merely 
an affliction, because it causes us to 
show a lack of trust in God’s goodness. 
We are discontented, thinking we 
would feel less weary or sad if only 
we could change something about our 
circumstances. We withdraw from the 
world, from one another and from God, 
thinking that we would be happier if 
only we could be left alone to do our 
own thing.

This is not the same as clinical 
depression. In clinical depression, no 
way out can be seen. Acedia tempts 
us to think that the way to happiness 
is by moving away from where God 

has put us, or by withdrawing from 
relationships altogether. 

Acedia isn’t that one-off feeling of 
malaise we all have occasionally. It is a 
combination of deep-seated frustration 
and resentment experienced over 
a long period of time, leading to a 
withdrawal from the perceived burden 
of engagement with others and with 
God. Acedia isn’t bovvered.

As people made in the image of God 
and redeemed by the grace of God, we 
are called to love the Lord with all our 
heart, soul, mind and strength and 
to love our neighbours as ourselves. 
That’s the very opposite of acedia.

So what can we do if we realise 
we have fallen prey to the noonday 
demon? Evagrius has some very 
practical advice, as relevant in the 21st 
century as it was in the 4th.

First, pray. But not long, elaborate 
prayers. Pray short, intensive prayers. 
Set a specific goal in each task and work 
at it until it is finished. Meditate on 
scripture. Preach it to yourself, to break 
the vicious cycle of acedia-inspired 
despondency. Fill your mind, as the 
apostle Paul exhorts us, with whatever 
is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, 
admirable, excellent and praiseworthy. 
Pray that you will be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind.

In that way, over time, and by God’s 
grace, acedia’s toxic grip on our minds 
will be loosened and we will be free live 
for God and for others.

Fiona Gibson is Assistant Curate at 
Christ Church, Bedford

Aquinas saw 
acedia as a failure 
to love. It sees love 
as a burden. It isn’t 
far from there to 
the realisation 
that acedia sees 
anything outside 
the self as a 
burden

love turned in on itself to worship 
the self. Acedia is failure to love or 
want to engage with anything or 
anyone outside the self. Together 
they are toxic. If left unchecked and 
unchallenged, they will destroy our 
relationships with others. They will 
destroy our relationships with our 
work, and even seek to destroy our 
relationship with God.

At the core of his being, God himself 
is other-person centred love. That 
intra-trinitarian love which has existed 
from all eternity is what defines love. 
Another medieval writer, Richard of St 
Victor, wrote that love can’t be defined 
as love if it’s aimed only at oneself. 
Love turned inwards is disordered love. 
In fact, it’s not love at all. 

Other-person centred love is what 
brought us to God in the first place. 
His other-person centred love, which 
flowed out in creation, redemption, 
justification and sanctification, 
brought us to him and keeps us in him. 
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Mike Ovey looks at celebrity 
in the life of our culture and in 
church and asks: what would 
the Apostle Paul say about it?

When celebrity 
culture comes 
to church
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It’s a familiar enough problem. We talk quite a lot about it 
and I wonder whether we quite know what to do about it. 
The problem is evangelical celebrity culture. 

But let me pose a question. What’s wrong with a celebrity 
culture? I take the point that the celebrities celebrated 
by the world – such as Kate Moss, Russell Brand and 
others unwise enough to patronise Jonathan Ross’s show 
– can readily seem a bit odd. But what’s wrong with us 
evangelicals having our own celebrity culture?

In fact, you can imagine people saying that we do indeed 
have our own celebrity culture. You could argue that it is 
manifest in the way we advertise conferences (not so much 
on the substance of what is taught but on who teaches it) 
through to the way we listen to big names on the web, no 
matter what they are taking about.

I think we do have a certain suspicion of celebrity 
culture, but I wonder whether is it isn’t one of those partial 
suspicions, the kind of suspicion that is operative when I 
am looking at your celebrities, or when you are looking at 
mine: I am ready enough to be suspicious of your choice 
of celebrities, while not being similarly suspicious of the 
celebrity status that key individuals enjoy within my own 
little group. It can be almost like an irregular verb...

I have respected pastors who are teaching giants.

You have showmen.

He, she or it has glitzy but empty celebrities who are one step 
away from being charlatans.

We could at this point just give a shrug of the shoulders and 
say it is inevitable we have a celebrity culture in evangelical 
Christian circles. Arguably, that inevitability comes from 
the way there is an element of public performance in key 
aspects of Christian ministry, such as teaching the adult 
congregation. We may differ over who the celebrity is, but 
we will end up having one.

Paul does not, I think, allow us to do this. However, the 
way Paul deals with celebrity culture, or more accurately the 
version of celebrity culture in his context, is intriguing.

Look with me at 2 Corinthians, chapter 1 verse 12. Part of the 
context of 2 Corinthians is Paul’s need to address the way 
that the church in Corinth has been affected by the visits of 
‘super apostles’. It is not the first time that personality has 
played a big part of the church in Corinth, as the opening 
chapters of 1 Corinthians show. Personalities there have 
been focal points for partisanship within the congregation.

By the time we are in 2 Corinthians, Paul is dealing with 
the aftermath of people coming in posing (as he says) as 
super apostles. That may be his term rather than theirs. 
They seem to have been hugely impressive, very capable of 
self advertisement, highly plausible and well versed in skills 
that would have been admired in the world outside the 
Corinthian church as well.

Paul’s response is to enter a boast of his own in verse 12. 
It is a magnificently subversive moment. Why? Well, given 
everything that Paul says elsewhere about boasting, the 
last thing you expect him to do is boast. After all, for Paul 
boasting can only be done in God and in Christ Jesus. That 
is an emphatic note in his account of salvation. For him to 
boast here ought to rock us.
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You could of course say that Paul is simply being 
inconsistent, or even slightly hypocritical, by forbidding 
others from boasting while vigorously indulging in it 
himself. That, however, is an unsatisfactory explanation 
because of what Paul is boasting in. His boast is about 
things that are deeply unglamorous: holiness and sincerity 
from God.

Whether they are considered by the pagan world of 1st 
century Corinth or the neo-pagan world of 21st century 
Britain, holiness and sincerity of heart are just not 
particularly sexy. Integrity of heart does not have the looks 
of George Clooney, nor the musculature of Daniel Craig. 
It does not have the high-sounding, ear-pleasing rhetoric 
of President Obama, nor the relentlessly self-advertising 
cleverness of Steven Fry – let alone the attention-grabbing 
wealth of Roman Abramovich. The obvious response to 
Paul’s putative boast is to ask: ‘Why on earth is it worth 
boasting in that?’

And that is the point. Paul’s boast is based on something 
in which the super apostles would not boast. They would 
boast in qualities that are much more impressive, at least 
in the eyes of the world. And it’s just there that you realise 
Paul is subverting the whole boasting package. By boasting 
in something so very unostentatious and so cringingly 
non-glitzy, he undermines the kind of boast that points 
to how clever, how funny, how earthy, how in-your-face, 
how aggressive, how politically correct, how titillatingly 
shocking, how high-class, how aesthetic – or whatever it 
may be – a particular person is. 

By boasting in something so unworldly, Paul exposes 
just how worldly some of the Corinthian thinking is – and 
our thinking too, come to that. He makes us ask whether 
our celebrities boast in worldly or unworldly things. And 
by extension he gets us to question what we prize in our 
celebrities: worldly or unworldly things?

This in turn makes us ask whether, deep down, we want 
celebrities who are just Christian versions of worldly 
celebrities, but with essentially the same values, or whether 
the people we celebrate will be those whose lives manifest 
Christ, and whom we celebrate for that reason.

Now I add that final clause because, please note, there is a 
subtlety here. I think some of the people who are treated as 
celebrities by evangelicals have many godly characteristics. 
Nor would I dispute that they provide valuable spiritual 
leadership and teaching for our constituency.

But Paul’s boast makes me face the question as to whether 
I boast in their godliness and integrity, and in their Christ-
like qualities, or whether I major on some of their other 
qualities which in fact are virtues and values that I prize 
along with the world.

If you want a biblical parallel here, the one that springs 
to mind is the request by the people of Israel to have a 
king. The request raises an critical issue: will this king be a 
king like the nations have, or will he be a king after God’s 
own heart? One reason why this kingship language seems 
appropriate to me in the context of celebrity is that kings 
lead, provide examples and create focal points for cultural 
unity.

Whether I like it or not, it seems to me that our secular 
culture, while it sometimes likes to pull celebrities down, 
nevertheless looks to them for that kind of example and 
lead. The fact that some are counted as our celebrities while 
others aren’t says something about the kind of examples 
and the kind of focal point that contemporary culture 
wants.

Similarly with us. How far, do you think, does Paul subvert 
the values on which we make some people heroes?

Mike Ovey is the Principal of Oak Hill College

Deep down, do we want 
Christian versions of 
worldly celebrities, but with 
essentially the same values, 
or will the people we celebrate 
be those whose lives manifest 
Christ?



20  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

Faith and 
feelings

Feelings play an exalted 
role in modern culture...

and also in many churches. We 
talked to Graham Beynon, whose 
book Emotions explores the place of 
feelings in the Christian life and the 
church community

How did you come to write Emotions? 
Can you tell us something of the story 
of how the book came to birth?

Graham: One of the apprentices at 
our church asked if we could do some 
study on the topic of joy. So I set them 
the task of a word study on joy and 
rejoicing. I was really surprised and 
taken with some of the findings which 
came from that.

For example, Jesus tells us not to 
rejoice in our abilities but in our 
salvation (Luke 10:20). And Paul says he 
worked for the ‘progress and joy in the 
faith’ of the Philippians (Philippians 
1:25). These verses mean that we can 
choose what we rejoice in and that 
growth in joy, while not automatic, is 
possible.

That led to my giving a topical 
sermon on joy in the Christian life. 

From there I started reflecting on other 
aspects of emotions and reading more. 
Eventually I ran a seminar course on 
emotions at our church and began 
speaking on it elsewhere.

Out of the three – thinking, feeling 
and acting – which would you say 
most characterises you personally? 
Have you had any sort of journey 
from one to the other – for example, 
from facts to feelings?

I guess my background is the ‘thinking’ 
type. I don’t think I did down feelings 
or actions, but I naturally leant 
towards thinking (I first studied 
engineering!). I hope there has been a 
gradual balancing of that through my 
experience of life, especially in church 
ministry. You can’t be in ministry very 
long before you wrestle with problems 
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people have in their thinking, feeling 
and living. And as you talk about those 
problems, whichever aspect someone 
presents with, the others are involved.

Doing the teaching on emotion and 
then writing the book has brought 
greater reflection and clarity, though. I 
think I’m more emotionally aware than 
I was, and more concerned for godly 
emotions.

‘How I feel’ is given pride of place in 
life and the media today. In fact, you 
memorably say our culture ‘leads 
people to think with their feelings, 
decide with their feelings and live by 
their feelings’. Do you think emotions 
are one of the important gods of our 
time?

Very much so. Back in the 1980s, 
people were concerned about being 
successful. Today they are more 
concerned about being happy. In 
speaking about decisions, people 
might say, ‘I had a good feeling about 
it’, or ‘It felt right’. People vary in 
what feelings they are looking for, 
but satisfaction, contentment and 
happiness are high on the agenda. You 
can see that very easily by looking for 
how these emotions are appealed to in 
advertising.

What effect does the idolised place of 
feelings today have on Christians as 
they live in the world but are not of it?

The danger is that we are ‘of it’ without 
noticing. Some areas of Christian living 
are well known and clear – such as 
issues over sex or alcohol. We might 
struggle not to conform to the world, 
but at least we know that’s what 
happening.

But with an area such as emotion, we 
might conform to the world without 
even realising it. We can buy into 
the world’s idols and then make our 
relationship with God the means of 
meeting them: I want to feel content 
and happy and that’s what God should 
give me. Ideally, of course, what it 
should mean is that our emotional life 
is another area where we are distinct 
and different and ‘shine like stars’.

Is there a ‘should’ about emotions? 
It sounds almost odd in your book to 
hear you tell your readers that they 
should or should not feel certain 
things.

It is strange – and that’s been an 
interesting point to teach. But after a 
little reflection I’ve found people tend 
to see the point and agree.

Suppose we said that we cannot 
control our feelings and we are not 
responsible for them; suppose there 
was no ‘should’ about feelings. Then 
we would have to say that any area of 
feeling is not really sin. We’d end up 
saying we cannot sin with our feelings. 
But we all know what it is to feel envy, 

or inappropriate anger, or excessive 
sorrow over unimportant things. We 
know these things are wrong. 

Then we start reading verses such 
as Luke 10:20 where Jesus tells his 
disciples not to rejoice in one thing but 
to rejoice in something else instead. 
That must mean there are shoulds 
and should-nots involved, and we can 
take some control, or influence our 
emotions.

Once we get into the dynamics of 
emotions and where they come from, 
we see how they flow from our wrong 
values and loves. That too helps people 
see why an emotion is wrong, even if 
we feel it fairly instinctively.

Feeling, thinking and acting – what 
happens when these get out of 
balance in the ministry of a Christian 
leader?

All sorts of things! We can evaluate our 
ministry wrongly because we focus 
on one of those aspects as the most 

Once we get into 
the dynamics of 
emotions and where 
they come from, we 
see how they flow 
from our wrong 
values and loves
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important measure. We can focus our 
ministry wrongly because we try to 
cultivate just one of those aspects in 
other people as the most significant 
marker of growth. We can perform 
our ministry wrongly because we are 
concerned with what we think or feel or 
do, rather than being concerned about 
all three at once in a connected way.

Once upon a time, churches were 
places where it was difficult to be 
emotionally honest. How can leaders 
best help people to be both honest 
about their difficult feelings, and to 
grow in ‘godly feelings’?

There are several strands needed. 
Honesty needs to be encouraged by 
example, teaching and opportunity. 
That is, we need to talk about the 
importance of our emotions, be honest 
about our own emotional life, and give 
appropriate opportunity for sharing of 
emotion.

But we’re not after emotional 
honesty for its own sake; it is so that 
we can grow in godliness. So we must 
also teach about the importance 
and possibility of growth in godly 

emotion. As with all areas of growth in 
church life, we need to keep gracious 
acceptance (which encourages 
honesty) alongside a positive agenda 
for growth, which means we don’t stay 
where we are.

As a preacher, how do you avoid 
the temptation of using emotion to 
persuade a congregation? Or do you 
think emotion plays an essential part 
in preaching?

Emotion does play an essential part 
in teaching whether we like it or not. 
We communicate something about 
what we are saying by the way we say 
it. All knowledge has an emotional 
component to it, or emotional 
consequence that flow from it. Robert 
Murray McCheyne once heard that a 
friend had preached on the ungodly 
being cast into hell. He asked the friend, 
‘Were you able to preach it tenderly?’ 
The manner of speaking was crucial.

We should want to exhibit the 
appropriate emotion to our content, 
in keeping with our own character 
and personality. Just as we want our 
listeners to be very clear on what we 

Robert Murray McCheyne once 
heard that a friend had preached on 
the ungodly being cast into hell. He 
asked the friend, ‘Were you able to 
preach it tenderly?’ The manner of 
speaking was crucial

have said, we should also want them to 
be clear on how we felt about what we 
said. We also want our listeners to feel 
appropriately and our expression of 
emotion is part of how we do that.

However, we want them to feel 
because of the truth we are speaking, 
not because we’ve told a sad story, or a 
funny story, or are good at rhetoric. 

Do you believe God is a God who feels?

I do, but we have to be very careful 
in how we understand and describe 
divine emotion. The Westminster 
Confession famously said that God was 
without ‘passions’. However, in the 17th 
century that word referred to ‘lower’ 
level emotions that were more passive, 
such as fear. It is noteworthy that the 
confession did not say that God was 
without ‘affections’, which were higher 
level emotions such as sympathy or 
love. What is being guarded here is that 
God cannot be an emotional victim of 
his creation. He cannot be made to feel 
something against his will.

But I do think scripture presents us 
with a God who feels sympathy for his 
people, anger against evil, compassion 
for the lost, and so on. So I do think 
God has an ‘emotional life’ which has 
similarities to ours, but we need to be 
very careful in how we describe it.

Graham Beynon is the minister of 
Grace Church, Cambridge, and is 
the Director of Free Church Training 
designate at Oak Hill. Emotions is 
published by IVP
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So long, and 
thanks for all 
the

So, 14 years at Oak Hill. Was that always the 
plan?

Chris: Not at all! In fact, coming to teach in 
a theological college was never the plan. I 
was praying and planning on the basis that 
I would continue in local church leadership. 
I was looking to move on from Surbiton, but 
that was the extent of our thinking.

And what changed your mind?

David Peterson, who’s quite a persistent man. 
He wanted someone with good ministry 
experience to come to join the team. He also 
knew that I was concerned about the state 

Chris Green is leaving Oak Hill 
after 14 years of teaching about 

leadership, church planting, preaching and 
ministry, to be Vicar of St James, Muswell 
Hill. Commentary caught up with him
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of theological education in the UK 
and that I’d been encouraging some 
younger and able theologians to 
consider pouring themselves into 
training others. So he tried over 
several years to get me on board and 
eventually I gave up saying ‘no’.

Why were you so concerned about 
theological education?

Because it really matters! I had the 
advantage of studying Divinity in 
Edinburgh. I wasn’t a brilliant student 
by any stretch, but I saw the advantage 
that a well-balanced course can have 
for the people in the second eleven, 
like me.

I did that straight from school, and so 
I had a leg-up when it came to training 
for ministry. But I was shocked to 
see what my contemporaries were 
covering in their theology degrees. The 
doctrine wasn’t remotely orthodox – 
in fact, some tutors took a perverse 
delight in being unorthodox; the 
biblical studies were atomised; the 
pastoral care was liberal theology 
dressed up with compassion.

My friends said they took that in 
their stride, and that they coped by 
encouraging each other and going to 
decent conferences in the vacation. 
They said that fighting unorthodoxy 
toughened them up. But from what I 
could see, the cost was immense. Some 
of that is financial: to spend three years 
learning poor theology that you’re then 
going to have to unlearn and rethink 
seems pointless. When again are you 

going to have the opportunity to read 
Calvin and Augustine, or dig deep into 
the languages? So it’s an enormous 
waste of cash and time.

But there’s a personal cost, too. One of 
my good friends came within a whisker 
of a breakdown. Many others have 
become spiritual shipwrecks. That’s 
too high a price to pray. Theological 
training is not supposed to be a 
Darwinian struggle for survival.

It sounds like you’re still passionate 
about it.

I am! For several reasons. There’s an 
English love of amateurism, and a 
dislike of the smart-aleck. Anyone who 
obviously knows what they’re talking 
about is a swot, and no one likes a 
swot. Our preferred myth is the person 
who is able to do something without 
apparent effort.

But that isn’t biblical. Elders are 
supposed to ‘hold the deep truths of 
the faith with a clear conscience.’ That 
means they can explain predestination, 
the trinity and the incarnation to the 
best of their ability, and with integrity. 
And they have to do that when our 
churches seem to collude with a 
culture that makes few intellectual 
demands, but despises us for our 
creeds, and where false teachers will be 
always present.

What’s odd is that we’ve benefitted 
enormously from great scholar-
pastors, but we refuse to listen to them. 
If you lined up John Piper, Phillip and 
Peter Jensen, Peter O’Brien, Tim Keller, 

Mark Dever, Dale Ralph Davis, Don 
Carson, John Chapman and Sinclair 
Ferguson, and said ‘Should we invest 
in decent theological education?’, we 
all know what the answer would be. It 
would deafen us. But for some reason, 
we are not persuaded.

I suspect one reason, aside from the 
class and culture ones I have alluded 
to, is a misplaced theology of the 
church. I’m a big fan of a high theology 
of a congregation and what it’s meant 
to do, but it can’t do everything. At 
least, it’s a rare church that has people 
who can teach Greek and Hebrew, 
doctrine, preaching, counselling, 
discipling, leadership and so forth, all 
as integrated ministry of the word, to a 
substantial level. In fact, I don’t know 
of one in the UK.

I think it would be foolish to 
conclude, if our church can’t do it, then 

I’m going to miss 
being around a 
passionate, focused 
community of people, 
investing their lives 
in wanting the local 
church to flourish. 
This is an enormously 
stimulating place 
to be, even if it 
sometimes feels like 
the West Wing
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it shouldn’t be done. That’s not what 
the New Testament teaches – think of 
the way Paul arranged the collection 
for the Jerusalem church. I think we’d 
be wiser to conclude, it should be done, 
it must be done, but on this occasion, 
not by the local church. Not if we want 
it done well, without distracting a local 
church from its purpose.

What about the people who have 
effective ministries without decent 
theological training, then?

I owe an enormous amount to the 
generation above me, who had to learn 
things without the benefit of a decent 
training, by and large. But, as I said to 
one of my heroes, ‘You’ve achieved an 
enormous amount without having had 
the training the Jensens did. What do 
you think might have happened if you 
had?’

You might be a John Stott or a Mark 
Driscoll, able to do great things on 
your own raw talent. But most of us 
need help. The argument that ‘Charles 
Spurgeon didn’t go to seminary, so I 
don’t need to’ doesn’t really hold water 
if you look honestly at yourself.

You don’t think theological training is 
supposed to ‘toughen you up’, then?

Well, of course it is! The church needs 
workers and soldiers, not wallflowers. 
Your know the verses: we are supposed 
to fight, run, contend and reason in 
a context of constant opposition. Of 
course theological training has to 

toughen you up. But sending someone 
to train in a context of theological 
hostility doesn’t do that – in fact 
it achieves the opposite. Think of 
training a soldier. They’re trained in 
safety and with toughness, so they 
can face the enemy when they are 
ready. Take a raw recruit without any 
training, and stick him up against an 
experienced and trained opponent, 
and he’d be captured or dead within 
minutes. Or, more likely, he’d be 
cowering in a foxhole hoping the 
enemy would go away. I don’t want 
pastors who’ll be captured or cowards. 
So they need proper training before 
they fight.

OK, so that’s why you came to Oak 
Hill – what’s changed? Why are you 
leaving?

Nothing’s changed, really. Sharon and 
I had always thought that our time 
at Oak Hill would be for a season, not 
for life, and that we would return to 
ministry in a local church. After all, 
that’s where the action is!

We’ve been increasingly aware of 
that for a while now, and this seems 
an appropriate time for us to move as 
a family. And God has been very kind – 
the church we are moving to is only a 
stone’s throw from college, so our boys 
won’t have to change schools and they 
can keep up with their friends, and we 
can keep up a ministry contact with 
Oak Hill. I’ve spent 14 years buying 
ministry-related books for the college 
library, and now I want to put them 

into practice in real life. And St James 
is a church we know.

What are you most looking forward 
to, and what are you going to miss?

I’m not going to miss academic 
administration, that’s for sure! The 
bureaucratic work that goes on behind 
the scenes to make sure that Oak 
Hill maintains its place at the table 
is enormous, and I shall be relieved 
not to have to go through another 
revalidation or inspection!

I’m going to miss being around a 
passionate, focused community of 
people who are investing their lives in 
wanting the local church to flourish 
and spread. This is an enormously 
stimulating place to be, even if it 
sometimes feels like being in the West 
Wing. We’re nearby, though, so I don’t 
think I’ve been here for the last time.

But Oak Hill isn’t the centre of God’s 
plan. Church is. And Oak Hill only has 
viability in so far as it isn’t the focus 
of its own attention. So I’m looking 
forward to getting back to preaching, 
evangelising, discipling, leading and 
all the other things that God’s word 
encourages and equips us to do. Being 
here has sharpened me up in all those 
areas, just as much as it has for any 
of the students, but now I’m looking 
forward to getting back into the battle.

Chris Green was Development Projects 
Vice Principal of Oak Hill and is now 
the Vicar of St James, Muswell Hill, 
London
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As an import into Britain, I received 
a strong dose of culture shock a few 
years back. We had been planning a 
big event with the church that was 
ambitious and required an element 
of risk. I had thought my British 
leadership team was with me, and so 
we moved forward.

At one particular point I felt like 
Uriah who in the heat of the battle was 
left alone at the front. I couldn’t figure 
out why those who were behind this 
initiative suddenly stepped back at 
the last minute. We had discussed the 
plan of action, and their response was 
very positive – so I thought. They had 
affirmed that this was a brave move 
which from my cultural background 
meant, ‘Go for it!’ Only when it was too 
late did I learn that it meant ‘Don’t do it!’

Taking risks 
for the kingdom 
of God Matt Kottman, an American who 

has ministered a church in London 
for the past decade, reflects on the 
British aversion to risk and calls 
for greater bravery in mission
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We all minister within cultural 
contexts that we often fail to identify. 
This is partly because we are so busy 
breathing the culture’s air, we find 
it hard to observe objectively and 
evaluate what drives our activity. CS 
Lewis, in his introduction to On the 
Incarnation by Athanasius, reminds 
us ‘to keep the clean sea breeze of the 
centuries blowing through our minds.’

I am American. I was born in 
Huntington Beach, California. I am 
British. I swore allegiance to the Crown 
in Kingston upon Thames. I have 
ministered in the Greater London area 
for the past 11 years. Having swum in 
two streams, I have learned the value 
of observing the same object from 
different perspectives.

According to John Frame, this 
‘removes from us the temptation of 
idolizing some element of human 
experience, whether traditional or 
contemporary, and it frees us to judge 
our experiences by God’s Word alone, 
sola Scriptura.’

That is, objectively allowing other 
angles of perspective to enable us to 
see what we might miss, with God’s 
word as our foundation.

There is a degree to which the 
British church dismisses American 
Christianity. The grounds for this 
are often something along the lines 
of ‘that’s quite American’. But what 
if we evaluate things based on their 
merit and biblical weight rather than 
dismissing something as un-British?

Certainly there is much that comes 
out of the American church that 

is shameful. America has exported 
the health and wealth heresy and 
televangelists like a venti latte in a 
paper cup. Just as I would say we 
ought not embrace such cancers, 
because they do not stand the test of 
scripture, so we should evaluate all 
mindsets and approaches in the church 
by the same rubric.

One of the things we pastors are to 
do is help create a gospel culture. The 
church I pastor is multinational. In 
fact, our three elders in training make 
a great build-up for a joke, as none are 
British. The joke would go something 
like this: ‘A church had three elders, 
an Irishman, a Mexican, and a 
Portuguese…’

All joking aside, here’s what that does 
for us. We are enabled to view things 
through different lenses and can 
appreciate gospel principles existing 
by common grace in other cultures. 

I have been asked to comment on 
what the British church might learn 
from the American church; so don’t 
lynch me. We have much to learn from 
each other. But I humbly submit this 
for consideration.

As a nation, America was founded 
on risk. It began with a tea party, 
a (civil) war, a risky purchase by 
two Americans from Napoleon (the 
Louisiana Purchase, doubling the 
US land mass), as well as westward 
expansion, founding new cities and 
new world techniques. Taking risk was 
part of America’s DNA from inception. 
Many would emigrate to ‘the Land of 
Opportunity’ with entrepreneurial 

How can you 
take some God-
glorifying risks?

Risk your relationships Bring the 
gospel into your relationships, 
willing to risk rejection.

Risk your family Saturate your 
family with stories of men and 
women who impacted the world 
for Jesus. Be willing for your kids 
to grow up and move to the mission 
field, being separated by thousands 
of miles.

Risk your reputation Be willing to 
fail. You are not going to succeed at 
everything. Don’t be afraid to make 
mistakes and be human. Be willing 
to live in anonymity.

Risk your health Be willing to 
bring the gospel into dangerous 
places.

Risk your wealth Give generously 
to God-honouring, gospel-
advancing work. 

Risk your comfort Seek the Lord 
about the things you could give up 
which keep you in a state of ease.

Risk your church Lovingly but 
firmly call your church to follow 
you in risk. Don’t settle for an 
ecclesiastical social club.
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spirit. This willingness to risk was 
fuelled by a profound optimism, and 
risk resulting from optimism became a 
national virtue. It goes without saying 
that not all risk is right. It is true that 
some risk is nothing more than self-
aggrandisement, but certainly there 
are many worthy risks to take.

Britain currently suffers from a risk-
averse culture. However, this hasn’t 
been the case historically. In fact, 
William Carey, who pioneered modern 
missions, said this during a sermon 
in Northampton in 1792: ‘Expect great 
things from God; attempt great things 
for God.’ Whether British risk-aversion 
is a result of a loss of status (post-
Empire or postwar) I do not know, but 
sadly the church has breathed this 
cultural air.

Let us build an optimistic church 
culture sold on the glory and purpose 
of God, willing to take risks for his 
name. Imagine if our churches had 
such a high view of the mission and 
movement of God that when a venture 
of faith was proposed, an electricity of 
excitement and vision would fill the 
room. Imagine the heart of the church 
being ready to run with vision as in the 
book of Habakkuk:

Then the Lord replied:
‘Write down the revelation
and make it plain on tablets
so that a herald may run with it.’

Sadly, instead of energy there is often 
anxiety which fuels apathy. We must 
apply wisdom, but optimistically. A 

cold, calculating response insists on 
knowing how every detail will play 
out. Vision and optimism in such an 
environment is a fire without oxygen. 
People hold back with a ‘watch this 
space’ attitude. Such approaches are 
killing the church that Christ seeks 
to build. Vision becomes stillborn. 
Intention doesn’t morph into 
mission. In the end, the church stays 
domesticated and people recede from 
action.

Consider with me Matthew 16:18. 
Jesus says, ‘On this rock I will build 
my church, and the gates of hell shall 
not prevail against it.’ When was the 
last time you saw gates moving down 
the road? Gates don’t move. So where 
is the movement happening in this 
verse? The church Jesus is building is 
storming the gates of hell! The gates 
of hell do not pursue the church. The 
church is moving, expanding, taking 
territory… Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth.

Actually, we are always risking 
something. Being a risk-averse 
culture in the church is another way 
of saying we are willing to risk what 
really matters to maintain what really 
doesn’t. The question isn’t actually will 
we take risks, but rather what are we 
willing to risk? Are we willing to risk 
our comforts? Or are we willing to risk 
the mission of God?

A growing, risk-taking resurgence 
within the British church is occurring 
through gospel partnerships, as well as 
FIEC’s growing commitment to church 
planting in connection with Acts 29. 

These are some noteworthy initiatives, 
which I find encouraging.

As a pastor, I have two jobs here. First, 
my heart must be captivated with an 
optimistic risk-taking vision for God’s 
kingdom. Has Christ not disarmed 
principalities and powers, triumphing 
over them? This means I must take 
personal risks for the gospel. What am 
I willing to risk for Christ? My heart 
needs to be counselled with the gospel 
truth that Christ is worth expending 
every breath.

My second job is to call my 
congregation to a greater vision of 
God: A vision of God as an activist. I 
don’t mean that in some green sense, 
but in the sense that God is active. I 
am to help my congregation dream 
high with deep biblical moorings. We 
need to dispel the myth of safety. We 
must learn to re-evaluate the question: 
Should we take risks? It’s not an issue 
of if but of what.

What am I willing to risk for the glory 
of God and the fame of his name? Am 
I going to risk turning ministry over 
to people and inspire them to dream 
about how that ministry can grow for 
God’s glory? Am I willing to give people 
a chance to grow as leaders although 
they have had no formal training? Am 
I willing to go without professionalism 
for authenticity? In the end, being 
optimistic and willing to take risks is 
gospel.

Matt Kottman is the founding pastor of 
Disciples Church in Leatherhead

http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/God
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‘Real recognise real, introduce yourself...’ Taken from the 
song ‘Fakin’ by Christian rapper Lecrae, this lyric never 
fails to speak to me each time I hear it. It conveys the 
supremely high value placed on authenticity by those 
who are part of Hip Hop culture – and for many who come 
from deprived backgrounds.

Are you a real man/woman?

Are you a real sufferer/comrade in the struggle of the 
deprived?

Are those real designer garms you wear?

I remember being at school and being properly ridiculed 
for not being a real Arsenal supporter, all because I was 
assumed to have never attended a game. I had (only once) 

Are you 
really 
real?
Bring real and not a fake 
is critically important for 
Christians on mission in 
deprived, urban communities. 
Efrem Buckle, pastor of a church 
in South London, talks about the 
realities of taking the gospel 
into diverse, minority cultures
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but my inability to recall the details of that experience 
meant I was condemned to being branded a fake supporter. 
In fact, the only thing worse than not having brand name 
items when at school was having fake ones!

The issue of authenticity is an important one for Christians 
who are on mission in deprived, urban communities. It is 
one that is often misunderstood or carelessly overlooked. 
For us, the expectation of authenticity actually has two 
equally important touchstones. Some consideration of basic 
Christology can help us understand them.

Jesus is really 100% God and really 100% man, and 
departing from either of these two truths is nothing 
short of heresy. In the same way, we need to understand 
that those to whom we are on mission have two innate 
expectations of Christian authenticity:

First, that we are genuinely Christian – that we actually 
believe and preach the word of God we claim to hold to. That 
our words match our portrayal of ourselves, particularly as 
it relates to what we say we believe.

And second, that we are culturally true to who we are, 
whatever our culture is, and not trying to be who or what 
we’re not. A ‘beg’ (a fake person who is trying too hard to 
beg the approval of those to whom they are trying to relate) 
lacks any credibility. Like parents trying to be trendy and 
cool in front of the friends of their teenage children, this 
kind of behaviour only serves to undermine the value of the 
gospel we seek to communicate. It suggests that we feel the 
gospel lacks worth and needs our vain attempts at winning 
approval to make people buy into it.

The reality of these expectations was brought to my 
attention pretty sharply while I was ministering to a family 
at a ‘nine-night’ gathering (a type of wake which takes place 
before a funeral). This nine-night was for the deceased 
mother of a member of our church. I was heckled as I stood 
to share a few words in the family home, which was packed 
to bursting with multitudes of Jamaican, non-Christian, 
Peckham residents… 

‘Tark de troot! Don’t play wid it, TARK DE TRUT, awoah!!’ 

In the first instance, I didn’t fully understand the sentiment. 
I understood the language, but what else would they think 
I was going to do but talk the truth? Then it dawned on me, 
they wanted gospel authenticity, culturally consistent with 
the setting, expressed in my own way, even though I was the 
age of the deceased’s grand-children and two generations 
removed from the old school manner they were used to.

The challenge of Christian authenticity on mission goes 
deeper than the expectations of the unconverted, and it 
is potentially more insidious. As we are on mission, we are 
seeking to see people converted and discipled in ‘authentic 
Christian community’. It is the meaning of that community 
and the connotations we attach to it which has a major 
impact on how we approach mission and discipleship. But 
also having major impact is what the unconverted person 
considers their life will look like should they choose to 
submit to Jesus.

I have had more than a few people tell me that they want 
to follow Jesus but feel there are few Christians they can 
relate to, because those Christians are culturally alien. This 
disparity is largely due to the fact that we are new creations 
in Christ Jesus and are intrinsically different, but there is 
an extent to which the expression of our life in Christ will 
conform to a cultural norm of some sort, often a ‘zombified’ 
subculture of a pre-existing subculture. 

There is no neutral or a-cultural Christian experience, 
just as there is no definitively ‘Christian culture’ in a 
socio-demographic sense. The problem arises when people 
make the common mistake of thinking ‘majority culture’ 

I have had more than a few 
people tell me that they 
want to follow Jesus but feel 
there are few Christians 
they can relate to, because 
those Christians are 
culturally alien
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sensibilities and preferences become the definition of 
authentic Christianity.

This is addressed by the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:17-
24. The Corinthians were assured they didn’t need to change 
their marital, cultural (circumcision), or social (slavery) 
status in order to be regarded as authentic Christians. They 
had been bought by Christ and were called to live out their 
relationship with God in the context in which they had been 
called. To this Paul adds the emphatic statement: ‘This is my 
rule in all the churches.’

This says to me that it is wrong to have an idea of 
Christian community which assumes that those of diverse 
minority cultures (all types of minority, not just ethnic) 
will assimilate the majority culture.  It says to me that the 
old adage, ‘when in Rome’, should not be considered in the 
context of Christian community, informing the expectation 
that minority cultures should move toward the majority 
culture in order to be regarded as authentically Christian.  

In fact, the New Testament advocates moving in the 
opposite direction. The Apostle Paul in ‘becoming all things 
to all men’, moves away from the majority Jewish culture 
toward minority culture, with a clear ‘missional’ purpose. I 
think we are hard pressed to find any support in the New 
Testament for the necessity of those in minority cultures 
to assimilate the majority culture, apart from in ways that 
relate to righteousness and Christlikeness.  

I would go even so far as to say that our standard 
of morality is not the benchmark by which Christian 
authenticity is measured. Often our standard of morality is 
not based on a clear and robust theology, but is rather based 
on cultural norms; norms that shift and change with time. 

I remember when males were considered to be immoral if 
they wore earrings and ladies if they wore trousers. In fact, 
in our marriage counselling over 20 years ago, my wife was 
chastised for not wearing a hat to church and was told that 
the ceremony would be abandoned if she wore jewellery to 
the service.

These standards of morality were exegetically indefensible 
and for that reason she, of course, wore the jewellery I 
bought her, yet the ceremony went ahead without a hitch.  

I would also add, for clarification, that our preferred style 
of dress and the musical preference by which we choose to 
praise God does not constitute authentic Christianity. Again, 
such a claim would be exegetically indefensible.

Further, the lack of the use of received pronunciation 
should not prohibit an individual of godly character and 
Christlike attitude from consideration for leadership. 
Expectations of this nature often become a glass ceiling for 
those of minority cultures.

One of the simplest ways to avoid the ‘shoe-horn effect’, 
where we attempt to force people into our definition of 
authentic Christianity, rather than a biblical one, is to 
sincerely and humbly listen. We listen with a genuine 
openness to learn. As we disciple and teach people the 
gospel, let us listen to how converts begin to process and 
apply it to their context and situation, being prepared to let 
them lead us in that regard.

Granted, there are times when someone within a culture 
will be blindsided by subjectivity and unable to see how 
their cultural experience is in conflict with and in need 
of submission to the Lordship of Christ. It is at these 
times that we must lovingly take them to the scriptures 
and question those norms. But without the ability to 
take individuals to faithfully exegeted text, we don’t have 
grounds to challenge that which we are uncomfortable with.  

Maybe the issue then becomes a challenge for us to not be 
like Jonah, who refused to go to Nineveh with God’s message 
for cultural reasons. When we are in that situation, we can 
ask Jesus to foster in us a greater openness and respect for 
those cultural experiences which contribute to forming the 
other person’s identity, without ridicule or condescension.  

Efrem Buckle is a pastor at Calvary Chapel, South London 

More on the issue of culture and the gospel can be explored 
in the videos from the Reaching the Unreached Conference 
2013, available at: youtube.com/newlifelondon

http://youtube.com/newlifelondon
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Books
With spies and spymasters making 
news headlines, Chris Green 
has been following two new spy 
novels, one giving James Bond a 
new assignment, the other placing 
the Alfred Dreyfus affair in an 
historical fiction

Solo: A James 
Bond Novel
William Boyd
Jonathan Cape, 2013

Spies are in the news. As I write, 
Julian Assange is still holed up in 
the Ecuadorian embassy and our 
chief spymasters have been angrily 
denouncing Edward Snowden in 
parliament. An Economist advert on 
the tube today asked me which side 
I was on: liberty or security, terrorist 
or watcher. Welcome, then, two of the 
most famous fictional spies, in the 
hands of two superbly competent 
authors.

Poor James Bond. He’s not only had to 
battle Blofeld, Dr No and Scaramanga, 
he’s had to contend with Roger Moore, 
political correctness and being sent up 
rotten by Austin Powers. That the man 
has preserved any dignity at all shows 
the strength of the central idea. That, 
and a good tailor.

Let’s start with what Solo is not – 
it’s not a movie. The formulaic films 
ran out of Fleming material decades 

ago, and so they commissioned 
new stories. Similarly, Ian Fleming’s 
estate have kept the novels alive by 
commissioning other writers to tackle 
them, independently of the needs of 
cinema. Kingsley Amis, Jeffrey Deaver 
and Sebastian Faulkes have each had 
a go, all better writers than Fleming 
himself, but were unable to escape 
parody, which Fleming himself never 
drifted into.

The latest resurrection comes from 
William Boyd, among our cleverest 
writers. One of his novels, Any Human 
Heart, has a fictionalised appearance 
by Ian Fleming, so Boyd is on familiar 
ground here. And he achieves his task 
well: this is authentic 1960s London, 
with Old Spice and Aertex shirts, and 
the genuine Bond, with his trademark 
navy tie and appetites for life (there’s 
a cheeky footnote on page 269 giving 
Bond’s preferred recipe for vinaigrette 
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dressing). And, subtly, Boyd moves 
the moral goal posts to match our 
day. There’s sex without the sexism, 
product placement without the 
snobbery, violence without the sadism, 
and Africa without the racism. 

Africa is home territory for some of 
Boyd’s best novels, so when he makes 
West Africa the plot-turner, it is a 
frighteningly plausible context. An 
international grab for oil (think Nigeria) 
combines with a famine (think Biafra) 
and civil war (think DRC) to produce 
a complex and nasty setting called 
Zanzarim, home to some unpleasant 
villains and surprising twists.

Formulaic? Maybe – but Bond 
himself isn’t. This Double-0 agent is 
moved by starving children, revolted 
by violence and driven by revenge at 
needless murder. He has literary tastes: 
his chosen reading for the journey 
to Zanzarim is Graham Greene’s The 
Heart of the Matter. At times it feels 

like he might have read Heart of 
Darkness too.

So this clever little novel (did you 
notice the title? Solo. Double-O, but on 
his own) achieves its end, of producing 
a 1960s Bond for 2013. It is tissue-thin 
with hardly an idea in its sights other 
than the brilliance of its conceit at 
giving you vicarious fun, and it does so 
with the satisfyingly expensive growl 
of Bond’s Jensen Interceptor. Graham 
Greene distinguished his novels from 
his ‘entertainments’. Solo is also an 
entertainment, and none the worse for 
that.

It’s also a grown-up, secular novel (let 
the reader understand). The script is 
that this is an ugly and violent world, 
where force is to be met with force and 
pleasures taken where they can. The 
classic three temptations of money, 
sex and power are on full display 
throughout the whole – in fact, they 
are probably the engine that drives 
the entire Bond franchise. At least Solo 
manages it with style. But this is not a 
‘helpful’ or ‘encouraging’ book.

It is, though, informative, because 
Boyd shows how some once-tolerated 
habits have become unacceptable, 
while others (the drink, the gambling) 
remain. Some things that were ‘good’ 
are now ‘bad’, but other values are 
unchanged. 

That’s probably the dilemma the 
gospel pierces into most clearly: there 
are goodies and baddies, but a shifting 
moral context. So how do you know 
which is which? In a secular Darwinian 
context, why shouldn’t the riches, 

the girls, the toys, go to the most 
successfully violent, rather than the 
most morally upright?

Turn those questions of morality to 
the other fictional spy, Alfred Dreyfus. 
He is most certainly not a fictional 
character. He lived from 1859 to 1935 
and at the peak of his early military 
career was an artillery officer in the 
French Army, a brilliant student who 
had a glittering career ahead of him. 
He died a lieutenant colonel, having 
fought in the First World War (at 
Verdun), and having been made an 
officier de la Légion d’honneur.

Why do I call this man a fictional 
spy, then? Because in 1894 he was 
arrested, tried in secret against 
evidence unknown to him, convicted 
and sentenced to life imprisonment 

An Officer and a Spy
Robert Harris 
Hutchinson, 2013

Harris has 
fictionalised the 
issues, just as Boyd 
fictionalised the evils 
of famine, murder, 
greed and revenge. 
Both are morally 
serious books, even 
while they entertain 
superbly
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on Devil’s Island in French Guyana, in 
conditions of increasing sadism. His 
crime was passing military secrets to a 
foreign power.

No, that’s not right. His crime was 
that he was a Jew. Dreyfus was made 
to carry the indignity and blame of 
entirely trumped-up charges, of which 
another man was guilty, on a wave of 
public and private antisemitism that 
still causes pain in France today. His 
degradation (a military ceremony in 
which his uniform was ripped and his 
sword snapped, and in which he was 
marched around the sneering, spitting 
army) was carried out in the centre 
of Paris, in front of tens of thousands 
who loathed him. ‘Death to the Jew.’

The Dreyfus affair, as it became 
known, came about because odd pieces 
of the evidence seeming to convict 
him kept falling apart, and a group of 
brave public figures (most prominently 
the novelist Emile Zola) took on the 
entire military establishment in a 
determination to prove that Dreyfus 
was innocent, the trial corrupt, and 
that the judgment needed to be 
reversed.

It took years for this to happen, for 
a large part of which Dreyfus himself 
was in complete ignorance of the 
efforts, since he had been left to die 
on a tropical rock. It’s been said that 
the Dreyfus affair is the greatest act 
of injustice that a Western court has 
ever been party to. And that’s saying 
something.

Robert Harris is one of our best 
thriller writers. Not as fine a novelist 

as William Boyd, perhaps, but I still buy 
every one he produces. His particular 
angle is the historical what-if. What 
if Hitler had won the war? What if 
Stalin had had a surviving son? What 
if computers were powerful enough to 
run the world economy unaided? What 
if Cherie Blair... no, I won’t spoil that 
one for you. He understands politics, 
power, tension.

He has put all these skills to work to 
make us aware of the Dreyfus affair, 
which he writes as if it were fiction, 
but without changing the plot. This 
is meticulously researched history 
(which he does with his series of 
Cicero novels too), but written with 
page-turning brio. I finished the book 
furious at the antisemitism of France 
in the 19th century, in awe of Dreyfus’ 
dignity (although Harris correctly 
portrays him as irritating, pushy and 
pompous as well), and admiring the 
courage and persistence of the small 
band of Dreyfusards who pressed for 
his acquittal.

We can learn significant things here. 
We can learn that antisemitism in 
Europe was never limited to Germany 
in the 1930s but had run across all 
sections of society and across national 
boundaries for many decades. Grasping 
antisemitism in general is necessary 
to understand the European 20th 
century, and the Dreyfus affair is still 
necessary to understand France. We 
also need Dreyfus to understand Zola 
and Proust.

Above all, though, I noticed Harris’s 
passion. He, like his non-fictional hero, 

Georges Picquart, is deeply convinced 
of Dreyfus’s innocence and of the 
wrongness of the trial, the evidence, 
the process and the verdict. I imagine 
he wants us to be equally passionate 
about injustice today. He has 
fictionalised those true issues, just as 
Boyd fictionalised the evils of famine, 
murder, greed and revenge. Both are 
morally serious books, even while they 
entertain superbly.

So what I take away is that in another 
secular book (explicitly so – Picquart’s 
mother died a Catholic, but Picquart 
himself was an atheist) there is a deep 
understanding of right and wrong, 
truth and lies, innocence and guilt, 
justice and miscarriage of justice. Even 
in the shifting shadows of the world 
of spies.

Our non-Christian friends will be 
increasingly sceptical of absolute 
truth, or even the possibility of any 
truth at all. Do you believe the CIA, 
Assange, Snowden, or MI5? And if you 
don’t believe MI5, why should you 
believe Bond?

Do them a favour. If your friends 
would never come to church and never 
read a Christian book, buy them An 
Officer and a Spy for a present. And 
when they’ve read it, start talking 
about justice and innocence, truth 
and guilt. If you can’t get from to the 
gospel from there, and a crowd baying 
for the blood of an innocent Jew, you’re 
probably in the wrong job.

Chris Green is the Vicar of St James, 
Muswell Hill, London
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“One of the 
opportunities God 
has opened for me is 
to become chaplain at 
Hearts football club. 
It’s fantastic to have 
weekly conversations 
with guys who have 
very little knowledge 
of the gospel.”

Andy Prime, Assistant 
Pastor at Charlotte Chapel, 
Edinburgh

Oak Hill
College
people equipped
for ministry
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