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The recent Scottish referendum raised as many questions as 
it answered, at least in some ways. The longer the campaign 
went on, the more pressing became the questions about 
what it actually is to be Scottish. Who are the Scots? What 
goes into their identity?

Come to that, English identity is indirectly at stake 
too: after centuries of union with Scotland, so that part 
of English identity has been to participate in a United 
Kingdom, what happens to that aspect of English identity if 
that relationship stops? 

Identity questions are fraught, not least because they bear 
so closely on relationship questions: relationships which 
define as well as relationships which build up or tear down. 
And identity is not just fraught, it is fragile, given how much 
of it depends on who we relate to and the condition of our 
relationships. 

We explore such questions in some of the articles in this 
edition of Commentary. Thus, Ray Porter engages with what 
it is to be Arab: is true Arab identity found only in militant 
Islam, so that non-militants are those losing their Arab 
identity? Or did the Arab Spring show a different, and to 

Western eyes more hopeful, dimension of Arab identity? Is 
part of Arab identity to be in opposition to the West, or in 
arm’s-length dialogue, or something else entirely?

There again, Oak Hill graduate Levi Booth describes some 
of the problematic aspects involved in Japanese identity, 
and in particular the relationships within that culture 
that can tug you away from full faithfulness to the gospel. 
Levi’s description is not just hugely informative, it’s deeply 
thought-provoking: it makes one ask about the ways that 
cultural identity and the relationships that seem so natural 
to us can in fact be anti-gospel. I may be able to appreciate 
the anti-gospel emphasis when I look at Japan, but perhaps 
that should spur me to ask the same questions about my 
own cultural identity.

Identities 
and how to 
make them Mike Ovey 

introduces this 
edition of Commentary by 
reflecting on the fraught and 
fragile nature of identity

Cultural identity and the 
relationships that seem so 
natural to us can in fact be 
anti-gospel
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But there’s also David Potter’s piece on two recent books 
about our ‘God is dead’ culture. Without God, how does our 
culture establish identity for us? After all, by definition we 
can no longer have a relationship with our creator, because 
there is no creator. What does that do to people’s sense of 
identity, how has secular culture tried to cope with it?  And 
what opportunities for gospel proclamation are there as we 
reintroduce this defining aspect of human identity, that we 
are creatures in relation with our creator.

Closer to home, current student Tom Woolford describes 
his thoughts about actually being there in the Promised 
Land on pilgrimage. It is intriguing, because it makes 
me wonder again about what constitutes specifically 
evangelical identity. Why is it that being physically there in 
Jerusalem is not as important to us as it has been for other 
Christians at other times? Is it because connectedness with 
the real place in the real history has receded for us a little?

The last article circling this general area of identity and 
the relationships that go with it is my own contribution 
on doubt. The current cultural fashion for religious doubt 
seems remarkably lopsided to me. That’s because it is 
frequently the case that when someone in our culture 
engages in religious doubt, they have believed what 
somebody else (probably on Channel 4) has said. And we’re 
right back to the whole concept of identity being tightly 
connected to the relationships we have.

In relationships, we frequently give ourselves to each other 
and notably do so by extending trust and belief to someone. 
That highlights the terrible consequences of trusting a lie – 
it can contribute to a fictitious identity for us. On the other 
hand, the consequences of trusting the truth go the other 
way. We are who we are as we trust in Jesus, who is the way, 
the truth, and the life.
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Recently, Private Eye printed a cartoon of a Muslim leader 
saying to a group of jihadis, ’You’re not going to like this 
lads... I have decided that we are going back to the old 
Islamic values of tolerance, art and science, leading the field 
in medicine and architecture.’ If that was the hope we had in 
2011 with the Arab Spring, it has not been realised. 

In the First World War, shrapnel from a Turkish bullet 
wounded my father as he fought with the Essex Regiment 

Arab 
spring 
turns to
jihadi 
winter

Three years ago, the 
dawn of the Arab 
Spring opened up the 
possibility of change 
in the Middle East. 
Ray Porter reflects on 
a movement hijacked 
by extremism

Right: Syrian children displaced by war in a tented refugee 
camp in Beqaa, Lebanon.
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for the destruction of the Ottoman Empire. He was taken to 
a hospital in Gaza where an Army Scripture Reader led him 
to salvation in Jesus Christ. Out of the horrors of war came 
a lifetime of Christian ministry. The settlement that was 
imposed on the remnants of the Ottoman Empire has not 
brought a similar blessing to the region. A desire to undo it 
lies at the root of the current conflicts and the motivation of 
those who want a new Caliphate.

It was not for this that young people went onto the 
streets in 2011. There was hope that it might bring change, 
but one of my Muslim friends, who had studied in Egypt, 
told me then that he expected that the movement would 
be highjacked by Islamic extremists – as it has. In Egypt, 
where it appeared there was a transition to democratic 
government, the extremes of the Muslim Brotherhood 
triggered a counter-revolution from the military leaders so 
that the government there now begins to resemble all that 
was fought against in the toppling of Mubarak. 

Many mission leaders hoped that the undoing of the status 
quo would lead to a new openness to the gospel. Instead, 
we have seen the destruction of churches that have existed 
in the region for over 1,500 years and the death of many 
Christians. Those who survive have been driven from their 
homes and seek places of refuge. Anglican bishops have 
accused Western powers, especially Britain, of a lack of a 
coherent policy in the area. Unlike France, Britain, in the 
grip of xenophobia, has so far refused to give a welcome to 
Christian refugees from the region.

The secular media has concentrated on the more dramatic 
plight of the seemingly exotic Yazidis. Andrew White, the 
‘Vicar of Baghdad’, has publicised the plight of Christians, as 
has Sat-7, the Christian satellite broadcaster into the area. 
Agencies concerned with persecuted believers have put 
out an appeal for funds, but a quick trawl of the websites 
of major mission agencies working in the area shows little 
information, perhaps because they are not engaging with 
the ancient churches. 

The hesitant response by British politicians is, in part, 
a recognition that the current situation is a product of 
our previous attempt to solve the problems of Iraq by the 

removal of Saddam. But it goes deeper than that. Military 
action can never deal with the underlying issues. The 
secular West thought that the age of religious strife had 
ceased and religion could be ignored. Policies in Britain have 
been directed towards community cohesion, where Muslims 
would practice their faith in a climate of tolerance, while 
playing a part in broader society. Just as Christianity is 
tolerated, and even sometimes praised, with the odd bishop 
allowed to make an occasional protest, so it was hoped that 
Islam would accept a similar status.

Because there is a consensus that there should be no 
link between the Christian faith and politics, it is expected 
that Islam will follow suit. There has been some success in 
bringing this tolerance. The government is then surprised 
when a Muslim minister resigns on a principle of Islamic 
solidarity, as happened with Baroness Warsi over the 
conflict in Gaza in August.

Islam really stands where the Christian church stood 
before the Enlightenment. Religion includes public policy. 
However, the principle established during the struggles of 
the Reformation, cuius regio eius religio (‘whose realm, his 
religion’), is turned on its head by Muslims. In countries 
where numbers of Muslims live, there is a desire that it 
should become darussalam (‘the land of Islam’), controlled 
by sharia law. Western politicians find it hard to accept that 
what they regard as radicalised Muslims are in fact those 
who are consistent in reading the Qur’an literally, with their 
views entrenched by embracing the Wahhabi teaching 
that comes from Saudi Arabia. Secularism has no ultimate 
answer to the problems of the Middle East. Military 
engagement will always have unplanned and unpleasant 
consequences. The desired peace in the Middle East requires 
a change of religious convictions.

We need to pray that the practice of radicalised Islam will 
not just make Muslims reject that, as so many of them do, 
but make them yearn for the knowledge of a God who is a 
Father who so loved the world that he gave his only Son. In 
Iran itself, and among the Iranian diaspora, partly because 
they reject the Islam of the Ayatollahs, there have been 
significant responses to the gospel. Sacrificial humanitarian 
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concern may be the only path Western politicians can take 
that would ever change minds and hearts from hatred to 
reconciliation. But the West is hampered by two things. One 
is the concern for oil, which means the Wahhabi propaganda 
will continue to flow out of Saudi Arabia, and there will be 
no proper engagement with the intolerances it breeds.

The other is Israel. Their attacks on Gaza have rightly 
shocked many. Insecure Israel continues to believe that the 
Old Testament law of an eye for an eye must be vigorously 
applied to the Palestinians. It is part of their cost in rejecting 
the one who said, ’Love your enemies and do good to them 
that hate you.’ Western governments must grow out of their 
guilt about the holocaust to help Israel face the reality of 
its hatred of others, and stop exempting them from the 
demands that are put on other nations. 

For Christians, the situation in the Middle East calls us 
to love and evangelism. Love towards all, and especially 
to those ancient Christians whose way of following Jesus 
seems alien to most evangelicals; evangelism towards the 
Jews, with the prayer that even now they might recognise 
that the Messiah has come to call them to a new life; and a 

recognition that the gospel is the only message we have for 
the Muslim communities. 

For missions, the current situation in the Middle East 
should give them pause to think about methods. Much of the 
killing has been Muslim against Muslim, as the centuries-old 
divisions have been exacerbated by contemporary injustices. 
Those who have looked for the development of continuing 
Muslim communities that follow Isa Almasih as a gateway 
to the conversion of all Islam should see the intolerance 
between Shias and Sunnis, and towards all other sects, as an 
indication that they brook no rival.

The call to Muslims remains the one that Jesus issued: 
’Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and 
take up their cross and follow me.’ Only a response to that 
call will bring peace to the Middle East.

Ray Porter is Tutor in World Mission Studies at Oak Hill.

Above: Palestinians in the rubble of their destroyed homes, 
after Israeli strikes in the northern Gaza Strip. Photo: United 
Nations Photo http://flic.kr/p/oCqNZU
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Our pattern for 
compassion

‘Abort it and try again’ was 
Richard Dawkins’ recent, tweeted 
advice about a Down’s syndrome 
pregnancy. Starting with that 
tweet, Neil Powell thinks afresh 
about the virtue of compassion 
seen in the life of Jesus

Richard Dawkins can’t stay out of the 
headlines for long. Mostly recently, he 
caused a stir when tweeting in reply 
to a woman expressing her moral 
dilemma. What would she do if she 
discovered she was pregnant carrying 
a child with Down’s syndrome? 
Dawkins volunteered his judgment and 
his answer was a sobering one: ‘Abort 
it and try again. It would be immoral 
to bring it into the world if you have a 
choice.’

A considerable disquiet ensued and 
Dawkins offered a speedy clarification, 
writing it would be ‘immoral from 
the point of view of the child’s own 
welfare’.

There is an obvious and evident lack 
of compassion in Dawkins’ reductionist 
argument. But as he was quick to point 
out, his argument is a rational response 
from his atheistic perspective. ‘Those 
who took offence because they 
know and love a person with Down’s 
syndrome, and who thought I was 
saying that their loved one had no 

right to exist, I have sympathy for this 
emotional point, but it is an emotional 
one not a logical one.’ 

Compassion: an unexpected virtue

At the other end of the atheistic 
spectrum is author Bruce Sheiman. 
His book, An Atheist Defends Religion, 
certainly has a title designed to grab 
your attention and his book is unusual 
in its defence of religion. We might go 
so far as to say that his is a lone voice 
amidst the hubbub of a more militant 
atheism vocal in its refusal to recognise 
that religion is capable of making any 
positive contribution to advancing the 
welfare of humankind. 

So why is Sheiman moved to write 
a more generous estimation of a life 
lived for God? Not least because he 
recognises that Christ’s coming into 

the world paved the way for a brand 
new view of humanity. Apart from 
Jesus, the world would have looked 
very different. In his historical survey, 
Sheiman concludes that before 
Christianity, ‘a commitment to human 
dignity, personal liberty, and individual 
equality did not previously appear in 
any other culture.’

It was a distinctly Christian view 
of humanity that led to a radical 
acceptance of the place and need of 
others. ‘Once we see ourselves as free 
individuals, and to the extent that we 
understand that we are all creatures of 
one God, we understand that freedom 
and dignity are the right of all people.’

Here’s an observation from outside 
the church. Jesus’ followers committed 
to seeing the world differently and 
that included how they chose to view 
and treat others, especially those in 
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need. In this article I want to briefly 
explore one particular expression of 
that impact – the place of compassion. 
Put simply, the gospel calls on us to 
feel something for those who are less 
fortunate than ourselves and that in 
turn leads to action.

Compassion: the supreme virtue

Jesus saw people as no one had ever 
seen them. CH Spurgeon said, ‘If you 
would sum up the whole character 
of Christ in reference to ourselves, 
it might be gathered into this one 
sentence, “He was moved with 
compassion”.’  And JC Ryle observed: ‘It 
is a curious and striking fact, that of all 
the feelings experienced by our Lord 
when upon the earth, there is none so 
often mentioned as “compassion”. Nine 
times over the Spirit has caused the 
word “compassion” to be written in the 
Gospels.’

The Bible word we translate as 
‘compassion’ describes first of all a 
feeling or emotion that comes from the 
heart – or more literally the bowels! 
It tells us that Jesus was moved by 
feelings of concern and sympathy. 

Photo: liborius http://flic.kr/p/9Zs7m1
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Those feelings compelled him to come 
to the aid of those in need.

A quick word search and we might 
remember the compassion Jesus 
showed an ostracized leper when he 
not only healed, but first touched him; 
or his decision to delay his entrance 
into Jerusalem because of the cry 
of two blind men. Jesus weeps with 
Mary and Martha over the death of 
Lazarus; and he is moved more by the 
condition of those who stood under 
God’s judgment than by his own, on his 
journey to the cross. There never was a 
heart like his.

Compassion: our virtue

No wonder Brian Borgman, in his book, 
Feelings and Faith, insists the Lord 
Jesus is our pattern for compassion. 
We need not only to see people as he 

saw them but feel for them as he felt 
for them.

How is compassion something we can 
cultivate? Without doubt it is a deep 
reflection on the gospel of Christ that 
produces and promotes compassion 
within us. Tim Keller argues: ‘To the 
degree that the gospel shapes your 
self-image, you will identify with those 
in need.’ Once I consider that Jesus was 
moved to meet my need, I begin to see 
that others share my neediness and 
I can choose to cultivate compassion 
wherever I see need.

A Christianity without compassion is 
a Christianity unmoved by the gospel. 
Where there is little or no concern for 
a world in need, there can be little of 
Christ in our hearts.

It’s quite possible even for a prophet 
of God to fail in this regard. Human 
nature, unmoved by the gospel, will, 
like the prophet Jonah, place limits 
on those for whom we ought to be 
concerned. Jonah was indifferent to 
the fate that awaited the people of 
Nineveh when sent by God to warn of 
impending judgment. That God was 
a God of compassion was a cause of 
complaint, because the heart of Jonah 
was not shaped by the heart of God. 
So much so, that when the Ninevites 
repented and God’s anger was 
assuaged, Jonah’s anger only grew!

As far as Jonah was concerned, God’s 
compassion ‘seemed very wrong and he 
became angry, He prayed to the Lord, 
“Isn’t this what I said, Lord, when I 
was still at home? That is what I tried 
to forestall by fleeing to Tarshish. 

I knew that you are a gracious and 
compassionate God, slow to anger and 
abounding in love”.’

My problem, Jonah concedes, is that 
you are a God of all compassion. 

Compassion: a unique opportunity 

Bruce Sheiman isn’t the first to see 
something unique in the kind of love 
shown by Jesus and his followers. 
Emperor Julian (AD 332-63) was the last 
Roman ruler to persecute Christians, 
yet even he could not fail to recognise 
that a love shaped by the cross of 
Christ is radical.

He wrote of how the cause of 
Christianity ‘has been specially 
advanced through the loving service 
rendered to strangers, and through 
their care for the burial of the dead. It 
is a scandal there is not a single Jew 
who is a beggar, and that the godless 
Galileans care not only for their own 
poor but for ours as well; while those 
who belong to us look in vain for the 
help that we should render them.’

Brian Borgman invites us to join him 
in praying: ‘May God the Father, who is 
full of compassion, and the Lord Jesus 
who is our model of compassion, fill us 
through the Holy Spirit with the holy 
emotion of compassion that compels us 
to relieve suffering, misery, loneliness, 
and lostness wherever we can. When we 
do that, people will see Jesus.’

Neil Powell is a church planter with 
2020 Birmingham and Pastor of City 
Church Birmingham

Jesus weeps with 
Mary and Martha 
over the death of 
Lazarus; and he is 
moved more by the 
condition of those 
who stood under 
God’s judgment than 
by his own, on his 
journey to the cross. 
There never was a 
heart like his
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A confessing 
church Until quite recently, the UK 

church shared values which 
were prized by the wider culture, 
but rapid change means our society 
now judges the church as repressive 
and out of date. Nick Tucker looks 
to recent church history for help 
and encouragement

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 hymnbooks 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’ is 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 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 this period, French philosopher Simone Weil 
observed that: ‘Evil when we are in its power is not felt as 
evil but as a necessity, or even a duty.’

What Weil points out highlights an existential and an 
apologetic problem for the church in every generation: that 
which 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 
much changes. But then suddenly the buildings vanish 
in a matter of hours as the walls come down. Soon there 
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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’. Which 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 

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

Right: Confessing Church leader, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, played 
by actor Kevin Dean in a recent play, The Beams Are Creaking. 
Photo: adplayers http://flic.kr/p/bBZmDm
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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 1930s the distinction between God and the creation 
had become blurred and broken down. God was seen to be 
a being who was developing along with human culture. 
The writers of the Barmen Declaration recognised that this 

view fatally undermined 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.’ It 
was widely believed then, as it is now, that if the church was 
to survive then 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’. 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 that 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.

Nick Tucker is a Research Fellow at Oak Hill.

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’. 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 that recasts God 
in the image of contemporary 
culture
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are always your senpai. It is how you 
introduce them to people, and how you 
address them... forever. The key thing 
in these relationships is respect. In 
Japan ‘the senpai is always right’. This 
effectively means that your ideas and 
opinions – yes, even your identity – 
must shift to suit those of your senpai.

As you might expect, this can lead to 
some sticky situations for followers 
of Christ. For instance, I heard of 
a Japanese Christian who was in a 
business meeting with his senpai and 
some people from a different company. 
The meeting went well, so to display 
their thanks the other company 
bought in some prostitutes.

The Christian knew that he could not 
refuse to participate on moral grounds. 
That would be a major affront to the 

In the West, we tend to think of 
identity as a personal, individual 
matter. I have my opinions, my way 
of doing things, my identity. You have 
yours. And never the twain shall 
meet. Or if they do, they just mumble 
awkward apologies for having got in 
each other’s way. But in Japan, if you 
ask someone for their opinion on a 
matter, you will often get a response 
beginning, ’We Japanese...’

In Japan, there is a correct way of 
doing almost everything. From the Tea 
Ceremony, with carefully prescribed 
steps, to the language, with set phrases 
for most situations you’ll find yourself 
in, and different ways of speaking 
depending on occasion and social 
standings. You don’t get to simply 
decide the way, or even the opinion, 
that you think is best. You have to act 
and think in a way that takes everyone 
into consideration.

This means that questions of identity, 
security and happiness are not 
problems for the individual to solve 
for themselves. They are answered by 
the group for the group. The question 
is not, ‘Who am I?’ but, ‘Who are we?’ 
It is the security and happiness of the 
group that must be considered.

In Japan, therefore, your identity 
most definitely is affected by those 
around you. There are many examples 
of this, but I’ll focus on the two that 
sound most authentically Japanese: 
senpai and Shinto.

Among the words in Japanese that 
are difficult to translate into English is 
senpai. The closest word we have to it 
is probably ‘senior’, but that does not 
really convey the impact your senpai 
has on your life in Japan.

Your senpai is someone who is above 
you in a class, team, company, etc. And 
once someone is your senpai, they 

Who am I?
Who are we?

Levi Booth, who has been working 
in Japan since he completed his 
studies at Oak Hill, introduces the 
issues of identity, security and the 
pursuit of happiness in Japan

The Ikuta Shrine in Kobe, Japan. Photo: 
Ye-Zu http://flic.kr/p/gTcbL7
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ending was always the same: ’I believe 
in the power of Japan.’

Now of course there is nothing wrong 
with a healthy bit of national pride. 
I defend the honour of Great Britain 
regularly when I meet with stereotypes 
about our ‘tasteless’ food. But there is 
something very wrong with a whole-
hearted trust in your nation’s ability to 
prosper in spite of an equally whole-
hearted rejection of the God who holds 
your nation in his hands. 

Again, this linking of identity to the 
group creates difficulties for Christians 
in Japan. One Japanese Christian 
lady I know was told by her friend, ’I 
cannot become Christian because I am 
Japanese.’ A statement I have heard 
myself many times.

What does all this mean for the 
gospel in Japan? There are many 
implications for how we minister the 
gospel in Japan, but I will highlight just 
two: group decisions for Christ and 
national trust.

In Japan, decisions are generally 
made by the group, after much 
discussion. Our neighbourhood group 
recently had a 90 minute meeting 
about relocating rubbish collection 
points. We need to be open to this, and 
as much as possible work and pray 
towards whole families coming to faith 
together. I’m aware that may make 
Western Christians uncomfortable, 
but trust me, it is compatible with a 
Reformed soteriology.

Patrick McElligott (whose book, On 
Giants’ Shoulders, is well worth a read) 
told me that his approach when people 

starting coming to Bible studies was to 
contact the other family members as 
early as possible to inform them of this 
fact. This allowed him to get to know 
(for example) the husband so that he 
was more open to the idea of his wife 
getting baptised when the time came. 
But this approach also led to situations 
where entire families decided to get 
baptised together.

To overlook this group identity can 
lead to the other family members being 
opposed not only to the individual’s 
baptism, but also to the gospel before 
they have even heard it.

Then there is the issue of national 
trust. In the Bible, we see times when 
God confronted the people of Israel for 
their reliance not only on the gods of 
the surrounding nations, but also on 
the nations themselves. In the same 
way, Japanese Christians need to be 
challenged to renounce trust in Japan 
and commit their entire lives to Christ.

That needs a God and a gospel 
big enough to bring forth whole-
hearted trust. Jesus has purchased 
for us forgiveness from our sins and 
cleansing from our shame. But he has 
also inherited the power to rule the 
nations and guide our daily lives. Only 
if the Japanese know that Jesus can be 
their source of true identity, security 
and happiness will they be able trust 
him against the pressures of senpai 
and Shinto.

Levi Booth is working in Japan with 
OMF.

‘generosity’ being shown and would 
undo the agreements reached. To save 
face, he faked a stomach pain and 
excused himself from the room. His 
senpai, however, who knew about his 
faith, was not fooled, and the man was 
demoted. How dare he give preference 
to his personal beliefs and thereby risk 
bringing shame on his senpai?

Also affecting your identity in Japan 
is Shinto. The ‘two’ main religions in 
Japan are Shinto and Buddhism. Most 
people have some kind of idea about 
Buddhism, but I’m often asked about 
Shinto. What is it? What or who do you 
worship? 

If you google ‘Shinto’, you’ll find most 
people translate it as ‘the way of the 
gods’, which is fair enough. That is, 
after all, a literal translation of the 
word. But I prefer ‘the way of Japan’.

People do not go to the national 
shrines at the New Year because they 
truly believe in the gods of Shinto 
(most Japanese I know couldn’t even 
tell you much about them). No, if you 
are Japanese then you go to the shrines 
at New Year because your participation 
is your affirmation that you are 
Japanese. You are part of Japan. And as 
long as Japan is united, it can overcome 
anything.

Shortly after the 3/11 tsunami I spent 
two weeks in Japan. During my time 
there I saw the same TV commercial 
countless times. It was literally on two 
or three times every commercial break. 
It was a government sponsored advert 
starring famous Japanese people. 
There were a few variations, but the 
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and Schleirmacher, Schiller and Schelling, Voltaire and 
Witt genstein, Weber and Wernick, Rousseau and Rilke and 
Rorty, Marx and Marouse, Maistre and Mellarme, Kant and 
Kierkegaard, Derida and Descartes, Fichte and Feurbach, 
Heidegger, Holderlin and Hockheimer. And Nietzche, of 
course – more of him later. Small wonder that as an English 
teenager I felt I was in another land.

Then there are all the ‘isms’: Rationalism and romanticism, 
idealism and utilitarianism, modernism and postmodernism, 
post-structuralism and determinism, positivism and logical 
positivism. Even familiar words take on new meanings as 
quasi-technical terms, such as culture, the transcendent, 
poetry and so on. Philosophy seems to me to function on 
a diff erent intellectual plane from everyday life, asking 
questions that have already been answered in a thousand 
diff erent ways with no agreement on who has found 
the correct answer. It seems altogether remote from the 
pressures of the workaday world.

Sometime around 1968, a friend told me about a new 
book entitled, Escape from Reason, by an American living 
in Switzerland named Francis Schaeff er. It was like an 

 The age 
of anything?

David Pott er MBE has 
been reading two new 
books which explore how Western culture 
has been managing since it jett isoned God 
and can no longer answer the big questions 
of life and death with the help of religion

I am fascinated by philosophy, rather as a short-trousered 
boy is fascinated with a scab on his knee. He picks at this 
reminder of his recent fall, knowing that it will soon bleed 
and the healing process will begin all over again. I too pick at 
philosophy, hoping to understand but knowing that much of 
it will remain out of reach.

The fi rst time I confronted the subject was at Bible college 
in lectures on the philosophy of religion. Derry Mac (Dr 
Dermot MacDonald) would arrive breathless for the lecture, 
pray, and then let his bulging ring-fi le fall open on the 
lectern and, removing his glasses, ask the students, ‘Now, 
where were we?’ Some helpful student would remind him 
where we fi nished previously, but not me. As the wise man 
began his peroration, a thick mist would descend on my 
brain. Had it not been for the diligent and compassionate 
tutoring of another student, I would never have cleared the 
hurdle of philosophy exams.

Everything about the subject seems to give off  an aroma 
of strangeness. You have only to think of the names 
of its bett er known proponents to be struck by how 
un-English most of them seem. There is Schopenauer 



18  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

Nietzsche put into the mouth 
of a character in one of his 
books the bold announcement 
that God is dead. It was not 
the first time it had been 
said, but Nietzche’s repeated 
emphasis of the point brought 
home what philosophy had 
at last achieved, and it was 
nothing short of deicide

epiphany for me. The mist began to clear a little and I began 
to see the impact of contemporary philosophy on what I saw 
and heard in the media.

Something else became clearer too: that philosophy was 
fundamentally empty, literally God-less and yet obsessed 
with religion. Since then I have read scores of books on the 
subject with more or less (usually less) understanding. As 
agnosticism has drifted to outright atheism, we who believe 
have found ourselves less and less able to hold our ground 
with the people of our generation.

All of this has come to the fore for me once again because 
for the last month I have been reading philosophy again 
– two new books (totalling nearly 900 pages!) published 
within a fortnight of each other in early February 2014. It 
was the similarity of the titles that caught my eye: Culture 
and the Death of God, by Terry Eagleton and The Age of 
Nothing: How we Have Sought to Live Since the Death of 
God, by Peter Watson.

I read The Age of Nothing first, on my Kindle. (It was by 
far the most comfortable way to read a book of over 600 

Left: The statue of Friedrich Nietzsche in Naumburg, Germany, 
where the philosopher lived in childhood and later life. Photo: 
Harald52 http://flic.kr/p/4CmEd6
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with no God in the frame there can be no real answers 
on which human beings can agree. The human progress 
following emancipation from the oppressive infl uence of 
religion, which was expected in the wake of God’s death, 
simply has not materialised. Theodore Dalrymple, reviewing 
Watson’s book in The Times, wrote:

‘The evidence for this [progress], on his own showing, 
does not appear very strong. Many of the ideas that were 
substitutes for religious thought have been shallow, silly 
or nasty. And if it is true that religious fanaticism is still 
responsible for killings, it is worth remembering that by 
far the most prolifi c suicide bombers of modern times were 
the Tamil Tigers, who were entirely secular... The history 
of militant secularism has been bloody from the fi rst, 
starting with the massacres in the Vendée aft er the French 
Revolution.’

Watson’s account of secular ideologies shows him to be 
extraordinarily widely read with a magisterial grasp of his 
sources. He is necessarily selective, though that appears 
to be as much a matt er of personal taste and choice on the 
author’s part. He off ers an explanation of those he regards 
as signifi cant, but no critique or other comment on their 
views.

At times one is impressed, not with their profundity but 
their banality, even to the point of self-deluded bunkum! 
The range and diversity of views is astonishing. Far from the 
study of philosophy drawing thinkers closer and closer to an 
explanation of the way things are, they seem rather to spin 
in more and more varied orbits, circling but rarely touching 
one another, a veritable planetarium of opinions.

Working my way through the, at times, tedious 
examination of secularisms, it seemed to me that I must 
reach a point where the curtain would be drawn back with 
a fl ourish to reveal the shiny new model of ‘The Answer’, 
as discovered by Peter Watson. This is how we will live life 
with meaning and fulfi lment in a bright future, unclouded 
by religious superstition. But there is no fanfare, no swish of 
the curtain, no future, even.

Aft er all this, as the title declares, we have reached The 
Age of Nothing. Watson makes an att empt to point a way 

Secularization, goes beyond 
unbelief towards a new, and 
more or less coherent, way of 
approaching 
life. There is 
in the world a 
superabundance 
of meaning, 
not just one 
security blanket 
Peter Watson

pages. But e-readers have their limitations when it comes to 
serious reading. It is not easy to fl ick back a page or two to 
check out a connection, defi nition or argument.)

For most of human history, human beings have been 
curious (at least) to answer big questions such as: What 
is the meaning of life? How do we decide what is right 
and what is wrong? Is there life aft er life? And most of 
the answers given have been more or less religious – until 
Nietzche. In 1882, he put into the mouth of a character in one 
of his books the bold announcement that God is dead. It was 
not the fi rst time it had been said, but Nietzche’s repeated 
emphasis of the point brought home what philosophy had 
at last achieved, and it was nothing short of deicide.

Starting from this point, Peter Watson chronicles the 
variety of ways in which non-believers have tried to 
answer the big questions of life and death without the 
need of religion. He does not challenge Nietzche’s dreadful 
conclusion; the ‘fact’ of God’s death is unquestioned. What 
he does show incidentally, perhaps unintentionally, is that 
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forward, but it is not new. In a long and complex chapter, he 
draws on phenomenologists to point a way forward. It is not 
hopeful and it is certainly not satisfying. Judge for yourself:

‘One of the achievements, perhaps, of the twentieth 
century was the retreat from the... search for one all-
encompassing meaning; the idea that meaning is a big 
thing... Secularization, then, goes well beyond unbelief 
towards a new, and more or less coherent, way of 
approaching life. It teaches us how to look out upon the 
world, appreciating it detail by detail... There is in the 
world a superabundance of meaning, not just one security 
blanket.’

Terry Eagleton’s book, Culture and the Death of God, is 
rather diff erent. It is based on a series of lectures and has 
the didactic and polemical feel of the classroom. He begins 
further back than Watson, taking the Enlightenment as 
his starting point, and he att empts to cover the history of 
thought to the present day in six chapters. His particular 
focus is to discover whether culture has successfully 
supplanted religion to give meaning to life – and to show 
that it has failed in the att empt.

Unlike Watson, Eagleton takes issue with his sources along 
the way, sometimes at considerable length. He really doesn’t 
like Matt hew Arnold! Not having read many of the thinkers, 
poets and writers he considers, I found him diffi  cult to 
follow at times. But occasionally there is fl ash of wit and a 
pithy sentence shines out. Take this remark in the opening 
paragraph: ‘Atheism is by no means as easy as it looks.’ He 
comes back to this idea again later: ‘It is remarkable how 
long it took modernists to achieve an authentic atheism. 
Even when they did so it was by no means an authentic 
atheism. Not believing in God is a far more arduous aff air 
than is generally imagined.’

As Nietzche showed, the death of God leads to the death 
of Man. Without religion, where does one look for morality? 
How can one sustain any degree of social cohesion? 
Eagleton argues that Enlightenment thinkers hypocritically 
clung to religion as the most eff ective way to control the 
proletariat.

Like Watson, Eagleton has a profound understanding of 
his sources. While he does not att empt to cover the same 
range of thinkers and ideologies, he deals in depth with 
the strengths and, more particularly, the weaknesses of 
those he takes as signifi cant to his theme. But he arrives at 
a very diff erent place from Watson, where religion holds 
signifi cance. The reviewer in The Times sneers at him for 
this. The fi nal paragraphs show Eagleton groping towards a 
Christian conclusion.

‘If religious faith were to be released from the burden of 
furnishing social orders with a set of rationales for their 
existence, it might be free to rediscover its true purpose as 
a critique of all such politics. In this sense its superfl uity 
might prove its salvation. The New Testament has litt le 
or nothing to say of responsible citizenship. It is not a 
‘civilised’ document at all. It shows no enthusiasm for social 

It is 
remarkable 
how long 
it took 
modernists 
to achieve 
an authentic 
atheism. Even 
when they did 
so it was by no 

means an authentic atheism. 
Not believing in God is a far 
more arduous aff air than is 
generally imagined
Terry Eagleton
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consensus. Since it holds that such values are imminently 
to pass away, it is not greatly taken with standards of 
civic excellence or codes of good conduct. What it adds 
to common-or-garden morality is not some supernatural 
support, but grossly inconvenient news that our forms of 
life must undergo radical dissolution if they are to be reborn 
as just and compassionate communities. The sign of that 
dissolution is a solidarity with the poor and powerless. It is 
here that a new configuration of faith, culture and politics 
might be born.’

It hardly makes him an evangelical, but it acknowledges 
that we who are might not be as far from the right track as 
secularists assert.

What are we to make of the history of human thought 
we call philosophy? Perhaps we can ignore it since it is so 
remote from the ‘real world’ where we live with our friends 
and families. That would be so if its pervasive and damaging 
influence had not so extensively penetrated the culture of 
that world at every level, apparent in politics, economics, 
law, religion, entertainment and even sport.

The first thing to strike me after this sortie into 
philosophy’s variety of forms is how right that quotable 
Catholic, GK Chesterton, was when he wrote: ‘When people 
stop believing in God, they don’t believe in nothing, they 
believe in anything.’ Peter Watson’s chronicle is a vivid 
illustration of that: they will believe in literally anything. 
WB Yeats tried to mould occultism with Irish nationalism to 
form a new religion blending Druidism with Christianity – 
and a belief in fairies and automatic writing! 

In the absence of an effective riposte to secularism from 
the churches, it is small wonder that scientism is in the 
ascendancy. At least it pretends certainty, even if it leaves 
all the big questions without an answer. We may wonder 
why people do not see through the empty rationalisations 
of secularism, and how intelligent people fail to see its flaws. 
Nobody points out that the emperor has no clothes.

Terry Eagleton speaking in Berlin in 2013. 
Photo: rosalux-stiftung http://flic.kr/p/ehG2ZE
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Scripture gives us a glimpse behind the scenes so that we 
may understand this strange indifference to the seemingly 
obvious: the god of this world has blinded the eyes of those 
who do not believe. While we may feel sadness at this reality, 
we should also feel deep gratitude for the grace of revelation 
which opened our eyes to something better.

Watson and Eagleton are not fools; both are brilliant men 
of outstanding intellect. It is not ignorance but unbelief that 
is their undoing. Perhaps Eagleton’s softening towards the 
Christian faith has something to do with the fact that he is 
in his 70s. Maybe, as with Anthony Flew, atheism loses its 
charm with age! Mortality challenges the power of denial.

The second thing to strike me from these books is the 
great contrast with scripture. Theologians have written 
about its perspicuity, the fact that its meaning is accessible 
to the reader. True, as Peter commented of Paul’s writing, 
there are some things that are hard to understand, but by 
far the majority of it is both readable and understandable. 
A child may enjoy the Gospels without pictures. People do 
not believe the Bible because they have read it and find 
it incomprehensible; by and large they have not read it! 
Perhaps Bible reading is what we should encourage first and 
foremost in our evangelism.

Eagleton, talking about postmodernism, poses a further 
challenge, saying that it is ‘too young to recall a time when 
there was (so it is alleged) truth, unity, totality, objectivity, 
universals, absolute values, stable identities and rock-solid 
foundations, and thus finds nothing disquieting about their 
apparent absence. It differs in this sense from its modernist 
precursors, who are close enough to the original catastrophe 
to be still reeling from its shock waves. For postmodernism, 
by contrast, there is no fragmentation, since unity was 
an illusion all along; no false consciousness, because no 
unequivocal truth; no shaking of the foundations, since 
there were none to be dislodged. It is not as though truth, 
identity and foundations are tormentingly elusive, they 
simply never were. They have not vanished for ever, leaving 
only a spectre behind. There is no phantom limb syndrome 
here. Their absence is no more palpable than the absence of 
a hairdryer in the hands of the Mona Lisa.’

How, then, shall we speak to the young generation which 
has no memory of absolute values, of rights and wrongs, 
of truth and falsehood? They have grown up with – and 
grown used to – the flexible certainties of science and the 
pliable morals of public opinion. How will they relate to the 
blinding certainties of biblical revelation? Will our outreach 
make sense beyond the generation of our church families?

One final reflection on philosophy is to challenge the 
supposed antithesis between faith and reason. This is not 
the place for theodicy: the evidence for something more 
than the empty materialism of Marx or Dawkins – or of 21st 
century consumerism for that matter – is too compelling 
to be ignored. There is reality which can’t be stuffed into 
a test-tube or peered at under microscopes. Denial is 
unreasonable.

Christianity scratches where people itch. It admits that 
there is more than me, more than then and now, more than 
wish or fear. And it says what it is and why. It acknowledges 
the self-esteem I treasure and tells me where it comes from. 
It understands the guilt I have and does more than offer an 
explanation: it tenders a permanent solution. The awe I feel 
at the edge of life is not a mirage: there is something there, 
and the Gospel tells me what it is and how it may be realised.

The awfulness of pain, the seeming random 
meaninglessness of suffering finds its answer in a crucified 
body. And for the longing to be understood, to be known, to 
be loved, it offers me the embrace of God himself.

David Potter MBE is the founder of Prospects, a Christian 
charity which supports people with learning disabilities.

David Potter was reading

Culture and the Death of God by Terry Eagleton, Yale 
University Press, 264pp, £18.99

The Age of Nothing: How we Have Sought to Live 
Since the Death of God by Peter Watson, Weidenfeld 
& Nicolson, 623pp, £30
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Promised land 
pilgrimage

Tom Woolford talks 
to Peter Walker on 

the shore of the Sea of Galilee 
about the spiritual value of 
visiting Israel-Palestine today

Tom Woolford recently went on a 
two-week ordinands’ study tour to 
Israel-Palestine. The tour was run by St 
George’s College in Jerusalem and led 
by Peter Walker, formerly of Wycliffe 
Hall, who is now Professor of Biblical 
Studies at Trinity School for Ministry. 
Sitting by the Sea of Galilee, Tom asked 
Peter about evangelicals visiting the 
Promised Land.

Tom: Evangelicals are often uneasy 
with the notion of ‘pilgrimage’. Why 
do you think that is?

Peter: Our Protestant heritage makes 
us rightly suspicious of the medieval 
abuse of pilgrimage, with its relics 
trade, religious excess and notions 
of indulgences. We also shrink away 
from talk of pilgrimage because we 
believe the gospel is fully available 
and accessible anywhere around the 

Right: Peter Walker preaching to an 
ordinands’ study tour in Caesarea.
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not just ‘floating through’, proving he 
was divine with the odd miracle here 
and there and rushing on towards the 
cross. He was a very credible human 
being who had an agenda in Israel. He 
had a ministry, a purpose.

So for instance, if we were to ask, 
‘Why did Jesus go up to Jerusalem?’, 
of course the answer is, “To give his 
life as a ransom for many’. However, 
in the historical context that you can 
sense more fully by being here, there 
are other reasons as well. He goes up 
as prophet, preaching the word of 
the Lord to his own nation, warning 
that judgment on the city is coming. 
He goes up as priest, challenging the 
temple, its gigantic stones dominating 
the skyline, rebuking its officials and 
claiming that he – Jesus – is going to 
be the place where forgiveness will 
be found. He goes up to make his 
Messianic claim clear – the true king of 
Israel arriving in the ‘City of the great 
king’.

None of this denies the centrality of 
the atonement, but rather adds layer 
upon layer of historical context and 
meaning, building up a very good base 
against the liberal deconstruction of 
Jesus. Sometimes evangelicals makes 
themselves prone to liberal attack 
by turning Jesus into an ethereal, 
otherworldly figure of whom we may 

world. We also strongly believe that 
the implication of Jesus’ resurrection 
is that in a physical sense, ‘He is not 
here, he is risen’. Jesus is now present 
to believers everywhere by his Spirit. 
We don’t want to risk appearing to 
undermine those glorious gospel 
truths by focusing on particular places.

Given those hang-ups, why do you 
encourage evangelicals to visit this 
land?

We evangelicals are often strong on 
doctrine and spirituality, but perhaps 
sometimes not so strong on the 
historical and geographical nature of 
our faith. There’s a danger of drifting 
into a Hellenized or abstracted and 
philosophical version of our faith – 
away from its Hebrew roots and the 

gritty, earthy realism of the Bible, away 
from the conviction that God has really 
been involved in the real story of the 
world. Coming to this place helps us to 
get back in touch with the God of earth 
and history.

That’s certainly part of my own 
testimony. Teaching in theological 
colleges, there’s a danger that one’s faith 
can become purely academic and de-
contextualized. Coming here repeatedly 
has forced me to exercise faith in the 
God of history. Reading parts of the Old 
Testament while in this land, I have 
found myself saying, ‘This just makes 
sense here as a simple story of gritty, 
earthy, brute historical fact.’

Of course, liberal scholars are always 
telling you that the Old Testament is a 
retrospective invention – ‘David never 
existed; it’s all make believe’. But coming 
here and reading the stories in their 
geographical context gives the lie to 
that. The God we believe in really was 
and is active in the lives of ordinary 
people in their ordinary space.

We’ve been focusing this fortnight 
on the places associated with the life 
of Jesus. What do you think visiting 
the land adds to our understanding 
of him?

Coming here, you see there is more 
to Jesus’ life than just a preparation 
for the cross. Evangelicals are strong, 
rightly, on the cross and resurrection 
as historical events. Yet I think coming 
here makes you engage more fully 
with Jesus as a real Galilean. He was 

Right top: The Dome of the Rock on 
the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. Right 
bottom: Jewish men praying at the 
Western Wall; Unexpected irony in signs 
on the Mount of Beatitudes in Galilee.

Coming here makes 
you engage more 
fully with Jesus as 
a real Galilean. He 
was not just ‘floating 
through’, proving 
he was divine with 
the odd miracle 
here and there and 
rushing on towards 
the cross. He was a 
very credible 
human being
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believe many great things, but who 
has somehow lost his moorings in real 
history. By coming here we get a sense 
of the real historical Jesus of Nazareth, 
who is yet one and the same as the 
‘Christ of faith’, the second person of 
the trinity and the Lord of the church.

Why do you specifically want to 
encourage those in training for church 
leadership to visit?

I hope and pray that young church 
leaders can take the experience of 
visiting this land and use it to pour 
fresh imagination and vigour into 
their preaching. The majority of those 
you will preach to will never have the 
opportunity to come here. But you 
have the opportunity as a preacher, 
once your imagination has been 
fired by being here, to paint a picture 
with words so your congregation can 
imagine the event with historical 
accuracy. They can enter more fully 
into the story and feed off your 
confidence that the passage describes a 
real historical event.

I think there’s also great value in 
church leaders seeing first-hand the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the 
plight of the church here, caught in the 
middle – developing sympathies with 
both Israeli Messianic believers and 
Arabic-speaking Palestinian Christians. 
Even though few will be directly 
involved in the matter, as church leaders 
we need to model how to think and talk 
responsibly and sensitively about Israel 
in biblical theology and today.

This particular course based at St 
George’s (in the Anglican cathedral 
compound in Jerusalem) has the 
additional aim of building up 
relationships across the Anglican 
Communion. I have loved teaching the 
Bible here to people who are going to 
be resourcing and leading the Anglican 
Communion in the future. It would 
be lovely if this course could bring 
ordinands together not just from 
the Church of England but also from 
the Americas, Africa, Australia and 
Asia, so that we can learn from each 
others’ perspectives and be the global 
communion in microcosm.

How should evangelicals prepare 
themselves in mind and spirit for 
their visit?

Be appropriately worried about the 
political situation, but not overly 
worried. Travel is by and large safe. 
But do come prepared to be disturbed 
by what you see here. Don’t come with 
a closed heart to the troubles in this 
land. Come prepared to meet some of 
the real Christians of this land; be sure 
to hear their stories and perhaps build 
up a partnership with them.

Come with an open mind to some of 
the oddities of Christian history. You’re 
going to encounter some very bizarre 
things when you’re here! You may have 
been well-trained to be suspicious of 
some of the peculiarities associated 
with Greek Orthodox and Roman 
Catholic practice. While you mustn’t 
lose your critical faculties, perhaps it’s 

worth giving the ‘benefit of the doubt’ 
as you observe things here. You may 
find that there’s more going on than 
you’d understood before. Don’t rule out 
the possibility that you might learn or 
appreciate something new.

Above all, however, read the 
scriptures while you’re here, in a spirit 
of prayer. There is also some reading 
you can do beforehand. I wrote In 
the Steps of Jesus, a guidebook based 
on Luke’s gospel, to help Christians 
prepare for their visit. Each chapter 
goes through the biblical data 
from both testaments concerning 
a particular place, then gives an 
historical and archaeological guide to 
what you would see if you visit that 
place today. People have found that it 
is a good thing to read beforehand to 
orientate themselves. Otherwise, they 
can be overwhelmed by the sheer flood 
of information that hits them when 
they get here.

Tom Woolford is an ordinand at Oak 
Hill.

Come prepared to 
meet some of the 
real Christians of 
this land; be sure to 
hear their stories 
and perhaps build 
up a partnership 
with them
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Experience gift s, from 
bungee-jumping and 
sky-diving, to spa days 
and champagne lunch on 
the Shard, are a growth 
industry, promising 
direction and meaning. 
Matt  Kott man looks at 
experience and identity 
in the light of the gospel

What did you get for your birthday 
last year? Or the year before? What 
about Christmas? Kimberley will 
never forget her Christmas gift  from 
her husband, Wayne. According to a 

Experience
and identity

Photo: sun sand & sea
htt p://fl ic.kr/p/pEWBrU
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Sunday Times report, as she opened a 
gold envelope from her husband, she 
was speechless. Wayne had given her 
something known as an ’experience 
gift’. For ‘just $3,000’, she would fly in 
a MiG-21 jet fighter at 50,000ft over 
Siberian Russia.

Libby Langdon, a New York interior 
designer whose tours of New York 
have been featured on Excitations, 
an experience gift agency, says, 
‘Experiential gift giving is a new trend 
that is really taking off.’ Experience 
gifts are everywhere. According to 
Virgin Experience Days, ‘Experiences 
as gifts are fast becoming big business 
in the retail industry, with numerous 
major retailers reaping the benefits of 
selling “exciting things to do”.’

These gifts are not only for adrenaline 
junkies; buyers are offered a myriad 
of possibilities from afternoon tea 
or a pampering spa for her, to a tour 
of Wembley Stadium or an airborne 
Top Gun style dog fight for him. The 
selection offers something for everyone. 
Experience sells and people are buying.

Red Letter Days, another experience 
company, has a mission statement 
which says, ‘We are passionate about 
delivering unforgettable experiences 
for you and the ones you love... We are 
always looking for new and inspiring 
ways to make our days the best days of 
your life.’ Memories are timeless and 
enduring. It is implied that meaningful 
life (versus existence) is birthed by 
experience, and this is what is for sale.

Wayne, who purchased the MiG-21 
experience for his wife, did so because 

material gifts had become dull. On the 
search for his wife’s Christmas gift, 
Wayne recalls, ‘I had run out of ideas 
and started to struggle. She’s had the 
Rolex watch; she’s had the brand new 
sports car; she’s had everything.’

Experience gifts aren’t only for the 
wealthy. A tradesman may never be 
able to buy a Lamborghini, but for 
£110 he could have the thrill of driving 
one, showing his friends a video of 
his experience and talking about the 
sensation of sitting behind the wheel 
of a £270,000 sports car. The experience 
gives him new meaning in his life. As 
our society becomes wealthier, we may 
be discovering that materialism is not 
the answer to the human condition. 
Maybe we are learning the temporal 
nature of possessions.

However, these experience gifts are 
about more than having a good time. 
They are about identity. It’s about 
becoming who you want to be. Consider 
the paparazzi experience for £629. This 
includes a driver and bodyguard for a 
night out. The client is followed by a 
photographer who hounds him or her 
with flash photography. In a society 
that idolizes celebrities, we can now be 
identified as one for a night, and this is 
where the experience trend intersects 
with who we are.

According to researchers Boswijk, 
Thijssen and Peelen, experiences press 
meaning into life. ‘If we take a closer 
look and analyse these experiences, 
we can speak of very personal 
experiences which have to do with 
encountering yourself, seeing yourself 

in the mirror in the context of a love 
relationship, experiences that change 
your perspective on life considerably. 
These personal experiences determine 
the value that we attach to life. They 
determine which motives are relevant 
for us and give our life direction and 
meaning.’

Since sin causes humanity to curve 
in on itself, life in this world takes 
on certain contours. One of those 
contours is particularly evident today; 
people are investing in experience 
rather than possessions, but still 
investing in the self-life. After all, 
when the market crashes, you may 
lose your possessions (thus losing your 
identity), but you will always have your 
experiences to reflect on.

The experience culture is is not 
rooted in the real world, but in 
the self-world. Whether video 

These gifts are not 
only for adrenaline 
junkies; buyers are 
offered a myriad of 
possibilities from 
afternoon tea or a 
pampering spa for 
her, to a tour of 
Wembley Stadium 
or an airborne Top 
Gun style dog fight 
for him
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gaming, MiG flying, or deified sexual 
experience, these are a person’s unique 
experiences, which are linked to a 
relativistic pseudo-reality.

Andrew Fellows, Director of L’Abri 
England, explains in his lectures 
on narcissism that this turns the 
definition of reality from God (who is 
outside of us) to the self, which creates 
a virtual reality in humanity’s rebellion 
against divine rule. The extreme 
experience creates a heightened thrill, 
‘reviving the ghost.’ It is during these 
experiences that we feel alive again. I 
emote, therefore I am.

But certainly experience isn’t the 
problem. After all, are we not called in 
Psalm 34 to ‘taste and see that the Lord 
is good?’ Isn’t this a call to existential 
experience? Yet it is experience that has 
an anchor point. It is a result of who we 
are, not the cause of it. The psalmist is 
speaking to the poor, who are called to 
seek God for their substance. In other 
words, they are not identified by their 
poverty, but by God’s abundance. This 
call to experience is not self-referential, 
but is God-referential.

We are self-referential when we see 
present realities, yet ignore who God 
is or how he is relevant to that reality. 
I have spoken to many Christians who 
are the underdogs of society. They 
speak of society’s evils of abortion or 
distorted sexuality and how the world 
is going to hell in a handbasket with 
no sense of Christ as king. Others are 
fixated on problems within the church, 
whether locally or denominationally, 
with no sense of Christ as prophet. Still 

others, because of difficult personal 
experience, struggle to hope in God as 
they battle depression with no sense 
of Christ as priest. It is our experience 
at this point that begins to define us. 
Closer still, for many of us, it is our 
experienced struggles that defines us.

Jacob the swindling patriarch had 
interpreted life through his experiences 
in a way that portrayed God as 
distant. When he arrived at Bethel, he 
marvelled that God was there. Who is 
God and how is he relevant to Jacob’s 
experience? Later, God called him to a 
new identity as Israel. He was not to be 
defined by his struggle itself, but rather 
by God’s relevancy in struggle. ‘You have 
striven with God and with men, and 
have prevailed.’ Jacob would experience 
his new identity in light of who God is 
in relation to his experience.

What experiences define you? For 
some it is the thrill of preaching 
that defines them; the experience 
of the congregation soaking in their 
prophetic words. For others, it is the 
experience of singing, the movement 
of the music carrying them further 
than the truth in the lyrics. If you 
live by your experiences, you become 
your own reference point. But since 
experience is subjective, it can be a 
poor interpreter of truth. However, 
experience interpreted by truth 
reflects our identity in Christ to a 
desperate world.

Our Christian lives are to be filled 
with experiences that result from who 
we are. Often our lives are shaped by 
what we do or what has happened to 
us. Christ calls us to be shaped by his 
experience in death and resurrection. 
This is where we not only feel alive as 
if the ghost is revived. This is where we 
are alive, through the Holy Ghost of 
the resurrected Christ indwelling us.

This can be a powerful apologetic to 
a world desperate to feel alive, because 
our life and our identity is not found 
in escaping what is real; rather, it is by 
living according to reality that we can 
experience life. The very reality that 
holds the sting of death for the world 
holds no sting for us. We can then 
experience the joy of God, whether 
in a Philippian prison or on an NHS 
waiting list, for it is the joy of the Lord 
that will be our strength.

Matt Kottman is the founding pastor of 
Discples Church in Leatherhead.

If you live by your 
experiences, you 
become your own 
reference point. But 
since experience is 
subjective, it can be 
a poor interpreter 
of truth. However, 
experience 
interpreted by 
truth reflects our 
identity in Christ to 
a desperate world
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A few weeks back the Archbishop of Canterbury admitted 
he had doubts every now and then about God being there. 
It set me thinking about the way Christians talk about 
doubt now. Perhaps in ages past people agonised over 
doubt and did not dare to acknowledge it. Certainly, a stock 
minor figure in early 20th century English literature was 
the clergyman who ‘had doubts’. There was a certain tragic 
appeal about this. How could such a person carry on with 
such an existential crisis? 

But I think there’s a different mood to doubt now. I think 
we can see three newer elements in our reactions to doubt. 
We readily see doubt as natural; as a sign, paradoxically, 
of mature faith; and as displaying a virtuous honesty. The 
doubter may still be a tragic figure in some ways, but he 
or she is also now an heroic one. Perhaps predictably, I 
question this new received wisdom. It all depends on who 
you doubt and why.

To begin with, let us set doubt in a wider biblical context. 
Some doubt, of course, is very good indeed. My colleague 
Nick Tucker recently preached on the promises made by 
the Rabshakeh, the representative of the King of Assyria, 
to the citizens of Jerusalem (in 2 Kings 18). These promises 
are heroically doubted by King Hezekiah, rightly so, as the 

Doubt in 
question Doubt has come a long 

way since John Bunyan’s 
dark depiction of Doubting Castle 
in The Pilgrim’s Progress. In recent 
times it has become respectable – 
and even trendy – among Christians. 
But is doubt always a good thing? 
Mike Ovey has his doubts

Rabshakeh’s master is murdered in his own city by his own 
sons in the house of his own god. Doubting the promises of 
God’s enemies is a good thing. 

But there’s another thing about Hezekiah. His doubting of 
the Rabshakeh is in the context of a deep trust in God. It’s 
as though Hezekiah has only so much doubt and trust to 
go round: either he trusts the Rabshakeh and distrusts God 
speaking by his prophet Isaiah (in 2 Kings 19); or he trusts 
God and distrusts the Rabshakeh.

I’m not saying for a minute it was easy for Hezekiah to 
trust God with an Assyrian army baying on the doorstep 
of Jerusalem. But it is pretty clear that he was right not 
to doubt God and accept terms from the Assyrians. This 
reminds me that when I talk about doubting someone, 
frequently I am also talking about believing someone else 
instead. Let’s stick with that theme of trusting someone else 
instead. The primal tragedy of our race is told in Genesis 3 
and it is, of course, a tale of doubt and belief.

Our common parents were told by God: ‘You must not eat 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when 
you eat from it you will certainly die.’ But when they heard 
the words of the serpent, they doubted that God’s word was 
either true or well-intentioned: ‘You will not certainly die, 



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  31

for God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be 
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.’

In doubting God’s words, they put their deepest trust in 
the serpent. Doubt is not a simple concept. The biblical 
narrative here reminds me that when I doubt someone, I 
trust someone else. The obvious question is whether I have 
doubted and trusted the right people. Francis Turretin 
aptly comments of Genesis 3 that Adam and Eve show ‘false 
faith’. It is false in two senses: doubting the right people and 
trusting the wrong people.

Is doubt a good thing, then? It all depends on who you 
are doubting and who you are trusting. And this puts the 
claims about doubt as mature and honest in perspective. 
It is not ‘mature’ faith to doubt that God is telling me the 
truth: if I doubt that he is truthful, then I doubt him and his 
character. In Don Carson’s memorable phrase, I ‘de-god God’ 
as I say and think something about him that is profoundly 
untrue, that his word and promises are doubtful.

Is doubt honest? Yes, but it is not enough to say, ‘I am 
honestly admitting my doubt’, and leave it there. Some of 
the things I am honest about need to change. I may admit 
to sins of anger, arrogance and the use of the tongue, but 
the admission is of little use unless I then under God use it 
as a motivation to change. If I admit my doubt of God and 
his goodness and then just leave it there and congratulate 
myself on my honesty, how am I growing in my love and 
knowledge of God? I am surely not.

Is doubt natural? Yes indeed. I am not yet perfected, and 
of course the temptation to doubt God’s character and his 
truthfulness stays with me. But when I say – as Calvin did – 
that we humans ‘naturally’ doubt God, I need to remember 
that this says more about me than whether God is worthy 
of doubting. To that extent, no doubt we all empathise with 
the Archbishop admitting he doubts from time to time. It is 
honest to say that, but the final goal of such admissions, like 
alcoholics admitting they are alcoholics, is something else. 
For the task of Christian ministers, including Archbishops, is 
to build faith, not doubt.

Mike Ovey is the Principal of Oak Hill.
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Books
Kirsty Birkett has been reading 
two books which aim to help 
their readers discover happier, 
more fulfilled and more peaceful 
lives – but only one of them 
settles on truths which are 
profoundly life-changing

The Freedom of Self 
Forgetfulness
Timothy Keller
10Publishing, Chorley, 2013 
(Kindle edition)

Tim Keller has a very useful way of 
describing the ego. Like any body part, 
he says, you only really notice it when 
it’s not working properly. It’s not a bad 
analogy. When does a thumb stand 
out? When it’s sore. If your thumb is 
perfectly pain-free and just doing what 
it’s meant to do, you pay no attention 
to it at all (except, probably, right now, 
because I’ve just made you think about 
it).

Oliver Burkeman, who writes a 
column for the Guardian entitled, ‘This 
column will change your life’, agrees. 
(I have always been disappointed by 
his column – it never did. However it 
wasn’t until reading his book that I 
realised, the title is more of an ironic 
comment on self-help writing than 
meant to be taken seriously.) Anyway, 
one of the vast number of useful 
bits of information included in his 
book, Help! How to become slightly 

happier and get a bit more done, is the 
problem of focusing too much on the 
self: ‘Loneliness’, he says, ‘prompts a 
fixation on the self, making things 
worse’. It’s a truth well backed up by 
psychological research.

The problem is that his book, 
like pretty much all books on self-
improvement, is all about the self. Not 
that it’s a bad book – in fact, it contains 
all sorts of useful advice about making 
life better. Sensible tips about dealing 
with email. Using timers to get jobs 
done. How to get up early and the ways 
in which that will help you. Improving 
your memory. Making better decisions. 
Enjoying work.

It’s not just about being productive, 
either – this book also contains a 
lot about having a better life in a 
more profound way; feeling better, 
getting more out of friendships, living 
more fruitfully. Thriving. Achieving 
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peace and satisfaction with life. On a 
detailed, practical level and also at this 
deeper, more thoughtful level, it is full 
of ideas – mostly well researched and 
properly tested ones – about the art 
of living better. I recommend reading 
it. It helped me, for instance, stop 
procrastinating and get this review 
written.

Burkeman’s book draws a lot on 
Buddhist philosophy. He discusses 
the nature of Buddhist koans, 
quotes Buddhist nun Pema Chodron, 
recommends Buddhist mindfulness, 
meditation, and various other bits and 
pieces of Buddhist wisdom. This is not 

surprising – I’ve thought for a long 
time that, under the sun, Buddhism 
gets a lot of things right for dealing 
with the world in a liveable way. It 
works. Perhaps not for the reasons 
that Buddhists give, but nonetheless a 
lot of their wisdom does work.

It works, however – as this book does 
– only by profoundly avoiding what 
simply can’t be dealt with under the 
sun. In the end, then, Burkeman’s book 
falls into a profound contradiction. 
How do you stop paying attention to 
yourself by paying attention to advice 
about yourself?

It’s not that you must never pay 
attention to yourself. A sore thumb 
needs treatment. The goal, however, 
is for it to be healthy and, therefore, 
unnoticeable. That is the insight that 
takes Tim Keller’s book, The Freedom 
of Self Forgetfulness, far beyond the 
masses of self-help literature that 
Burkeman summarises for us, however 
well. 

For the point is, the deep truth and 
essence of our problem, that we can’t 
help ourselves. Self-help is ultimately 
a dead end, literally. The transforming 
truth – truth that really does take a 
life and person and genuinely reshape 
them, unlike even the most useful self-
help insights – is that we have been 
helped by someone else who is able to 

Help! How to 
become slightly 
happier and get a 
bit more done
Oliver Burkemann
Canongate, Edinburgh, 2011 
(Kindle edition)

This book also 
contains a lot about 
having a better life 
in a more profound 
way; feeling better, 
getting more out of 
friendships, living 
more fruitfully. 
Thriving. 
Achieving peace 
and satisfaction 
with life
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do it. We have been saved. We do not 
need to make ourselves better people, 
improve our self-esteem and achieve 
peace through all the mindfulness, 
correct thought and useful habits 
that researchers have discovered do 
work to some extent. For all their 
usefulness, they do not address the 
actual problem.

The Keller book is short, only a few 
chapters, and does not discuss truths 
that would be new to any Bible readers. 
It is his way of putting these simple 
gospel truths and applying them to the 
very widespread problem of having 
a sensitive ego, that makes his book 
so worth reading. It is, among other 
things, a treatise on pride – something 
that will always hurt us. For whether 

our pride takes the form of boasting, 
or a painful lack of self-esteem, the 
problem is our fundamental way of 
judging ourselves by human standards. 
We try so hard to live up to these 
standards and feel condemned or 
boastful depending on how well we do.

Keller says, ‘The problem with self-
esteem – whether it is high or low – is 
that, every single day, we are in the 
courtroom. Every single day, we are 
on trial... And everything we do is 
providing evidence for the prosecution 
or evidence for the defence. Some days 
we feel we are winning the trial and 
other days we feel we are losing it. But 
Paul says that he has found the secret. 
The trial is over for him. He is out of 
the courtroom. It is gone. It is over. 
Because the ultimate verdict is in.’

That truth is profoundly life-
changing. It is indeed freedom – the 
freedom of self-forgetfulness, Keller’s 
title. What a blessed relief from all the 
knacks, tricks and helpful strategies 
that otherwise tell us how to achieve 
some level of peace. This is peace 
handed to us on a plate.

Read both books. The useful life 
advice is still useful. But (and here’s 
an entirely unrelated quibble) don’t 
read them on Kindle. I bought both on 
Kindle because they were so cheap. It 
certainly helps with storage (declutter, 

that’s a useful piece of life advice) and 
for a novel, the experience of reading 
can be just as good. For non-fiction – 
no. It’s too hard to flick between pages, 
compare chapters, get a feel for where 
an argument is going. And you can’t 
read them in the bath. Now that’s some 
profound advice for life-satisfaction.

What a blessed 
relief from all the 
knacks, tricks and 
helpful strategies 
that otherwise 
tell us how to 
achieve some level 
of peace. This is 
peace handed to us 
on a plate
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Oak Hill College

Oak Hill College is a theological college 
in North London, training men and 
women for ministry in the Church 
of England and other spheres of 
Christian service.

Oak Hill is an Associate College of 
Middlesex University. Its validated 
programmes have been developed 
and are delivered and assessed by the 
College; they are awarded and quality 
assured by Middlesex University.

The Kingham Hill Trust

The Kingham Hill Trust is the 
registered charity that owns Oak Hill 
College. It has contributed spiritually, 
financially and practically to its 
development. The Trust has delegated 
responsibility for Oak Hill to the 
College Council and the Principal.
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Save the date: 14-16 July 2015
Kent Hughes, Senior Pastor Emeritus of 

College Church in Wheaton, Illinois, is visiting 
Oak Hill next summer to lead a three day 
intensive for those in Christian ministry

More details will follow on the Oak Hill
website early in 2015

Oak Hill
College

Kent
Hughes

oakhill.ac.uk


