
Williams questions Dawkins' critical thinking about religion 
By staff writers 
16 Oct 2007 http://www.ekklesia.co.uk/node/5925  

Archbishop of Canterbury Dr Rowan Williams has said that Richard Dawkins and other apostles of anti-
religious sentiment are oversimplifying complex issues and often missing the point. His comments came in 
a weekend lecture on ‘misunderstanding religion’ at the University of Swansea. 

Dr Williams, who comes from the city and is himself a former Archbishop of Wales, was in part examining 
the claims of prominent and outspoken atheists like Professor Dawkins, author of recent best-seller The 
God Delusion and journalist Christopher Hitchens, who has written God Is Not Great. 

Though some media, religious and secularist outlets have described the archbishop’s comments as “hitting 
out”, “an assault” and “a fierce attack” on Dawkins, an observer told Ekklesia that “his remarks were actually 
delivered in a friendly and humorous way – though with his usual incisive logic and courteous intelligence.” 

Dr Williams stressed that his intention was not to defend religion but to uphold the principles of serious 
intellectual discussion. The archbishop said that proper thought about religion, as in any field of enquiry, 
was marked by self-criticism. 

When asked by a member of the audience “whose fault is Dawkins?”, Dr Williams replied that religious 
believers themselves were partly to blame, adding that in the past the understanding of God had often been 
reduced “to the kind of target Dawkins and others too easily fire at”. 

The lecture, entitled ‘How To Misunderstand Religion’, opened a series of theological addresses at 
Swansea organised by the university chaplain, the Rev Nigel John. It was Dr Williams’ first visit there since 
he became the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

Dr Williams said that while Richard Dawkins was undoubtedly a “lively and attractive writer” his actual 
arguments in The God Delusion failed to engage with where a lot of religious people actually were and with 
the deepest intellectual accounts of the relationship between faith and reason. 

He added that many Christians would not recognise their religion as it was described by some critics. 
“When believers pick up Richard Dawkins or Christopher Hitchens, we may feel as we turn the pages: ‘This 
is not it. Whatever the religion being attacked here, it's not actually what I believe in’.” 

He rejected Professor Dawkins's claim that cultural ideas are conveyed in a similar way to genetic 
transmission through “memes”, confessing: “I find this philosophically crass and undeveloped at best, 
simply contradictory and empty at worst.” 

Dr Williams said that to see religion as nothing more than an ‘evolutionary survival strategy’ was mistakenly 
to impose arguments about biological formation into another sphere. 

"Our culture is one that deeply praises science, so we assume because someone is a good scientist, they 
must be a good philosopher," he commented, adding wryly that in the case of Dawkins "my inner jury is out 
on that."  

Professor Dawkins has also been strongly criticised by scholars who are sceptics or non-believers 
themselves, including literary theorist Professor Terry Eagleton, and philosopher of science Professor 
Michael Ruse. 

Dawkins and his fellow protagonists met recently in a conference organised by Atheist Alliance 
International, demanding that religion must be “destroyed” by science, claiming that any form of 
religious belief was irrational, and suggesting that moderate or liberal religion was only a watered down 
version of extremism. 

Last year Professor Ruse, who has been active in seeking to combat the growth of fundamentalist-backed 
creationism in schools, said that Dawkins and his allies were “a disaster” for the struggle against ID and 
creationism and sometimes made him “embarrassed to be an atheist”. 
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In a February 2006 letter to Professor Daniel C. Dennett, Ruse declared: “[N]either of you are willing to 
study Christianity seriously and to engage with the ideas… it is just plain silly and grotesquely immoral to 
claim that Christianity is simply a force for evil, as Richard claims…” 

Professor Dawkins has defended his lack of theological understanding by asserting that there is nothing 
worth considering in theology.  

Speaking before the Swansea lecture, a Lambeth Palace spokesperson said: “Religion is in the news a lot 
these days and plenty of people are making quite a business of attacking it. But do they understand what 
religion really is? The Archbishop is looking at some of the most common mistakes made by contemporary 
critics.”  

See also - Why Christians should take Richard Dawkins Seriously (Richard Skinner); Oxford theology 
professor punctures Dawkins' blind certainty; Dawkins anti-religion school crusade is met with scepticism; 
Less heat and more light needed on religion and extremism; We need a more intelligent religion debate 
(Theo Hobson); Secularist leader accuses religious liberals of aiding fanatics; and from Ekklesia co-director 
Simon Barrow: Resisting the polarising mindset, Why we need to rid ourselves of the 'god of the slots', 
Three ways to make sense of one God ; and two Ekklesia reports: Facing up to fundamentalism and What 
difference does God make today?

Why Christians should take Richard Dawkins seriously 
By Richard Skinner 
19 Sep 2007 

It’s easy to get annoyed, but Christians really ought to listen to and take seriously what Richard Dawkins 
has to say. With his high profile books, articles, television programmes and general media coverage, he has 
become the number one scourge of religion and religious believers of all and every stripe. He is articulate, 
passionate, an excellent speaker and a formidable intelligence. He has made important contributions to his 
particular discipline of evolutionary biology, most famously with his first book The Selfish Gene, but no less 
impressively with the follow-up volume The Extended Phenotype, and a series of subsequent books. He is 
a major player in his discipline. 

His book The God Delusion appeared in 2006. This isn’t about evolutionary biology with a few side-swipes 
at religion thrown in, this is a concentrated assault on religion. He launches a series of exocet missiles at 
religion, at the concept of God, the ‘supernatural’, faith-heads (which is his term for religious believers), 
theology – the whole bang-shoot, in fact. Inevitably he has triggered much response. The theologian Alister 
McGrath, an Oxford colleague of his, who had already written one book critiquing Dawkins’ views on 
religion, riposted rapidly with The Dawkins Delusion. Another Christian riposte has come from a more 
evangelical quarter in Andrew Wilson’s Deluded by Dawkins? Both authors demonstrate that many of 
Dawkins’ arguments are strewn with error and misunderstanding.  

However, in response to the statement “theologians say that Dawkins is wrong” we can echo Mandy Rice-
Davies: “Well, they would say that, wouldn’t they?” It’s part of their job description. Perhaps more significant, 
then, is the response Dawkins has drawn from non-Christian – or non-religious – quarters. Don’t get me 
wrong: there are many who agree whole-heartedly with Dawkins. But consider the review of the book by 
Professor of English Terry Eagleton, a non-believer, which appeared in the London Review of Books (19 
October 2006): it is a high octane demolition job.  

Eagleton starts off “Imagine someone holding forth on biology whose only knowledge of the subject is the 
Book of British Birds, and you have a rough idea of what it feels like to read Richard Dawkins on theology. 
Card-carrying rationalists like Dawkins, who is the nearest thing to a professional atheist we have had since 
Bertrand Russell, are in one sense the least well-equipped to understand what they castigate, since they 
don’t believe there is anything there to be understood, or at least anything worth understanding. This is why 
they invariably come up with vulgar caricatures of religious faith that would make a first-year theology 
student wince. The more they detest religion, the more ill-informed their criticisms of it tend to be.” He 
continues for another 3,500 words to elaborate on this. 

Now I think the critics of Richard Dawkins are in the main quite right. I say ‘in the main’ because Dawkins 
does make a number of valid points, particularly relating to the role of religion, and Christianity in particular, 
in the life of this country; but I agree that a large proportion of his book is indeed based on error. However, I 
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don’t think it right for us to say, “Ah, well, not only theologians but even atheists have demonstrated where 
Dawkins has gone wrong, therefore we don’t have to take his views seriously.”  

We do have to take his views seriously, for more than one reason. Wilson suggests, and I agree with him, 
that Christians should be grateful to Dawkins, because “he has gathered together all of the best arguments 
against God’s existence in one place, with the intention of debating them publicly.” Quite so, but I think 
there’s another reason to listen to Dawkins. It’s this: theological writers and others can point out at length 
that what Dawkins does is to set up a straw man – or rather, a straw God – and then demolish it; they can 
show that Dawkins has not really got to grips at all with a true understanding of God and the religious 
dimension; but the straw God that Dawkins sets up and then demolishes is often uncomfortably close to the 
notion of God that we Christians all too frequently seem to talk about, pray to and worship. 

What Dawkins demolishes in this book may well be a misrepresentation of God, but it is a 
misrepresentation, an idol, that we Christians all too have often set up and espoused as the real thing. We 
should listen to Dawkins because doing so can help us reflect on what we claim to believe, or think we 
believe, or imply that we believe. His views can act as an acid to eat away the false and phoney elements of 
our faith. 

By way of example, Dawkins refers to ‘The God Hypothesis’ which “suggests that the reality we inhabit also 
contains a supernatural agent who designed the universe and – at least in many versions of the hypothesis 
– maintains it and even intervenes in it with miracles....” (p.81). God, in this understanding, refers to a fellow 
inhabitant of the universe. Earlier in the book, however, he takes a marginally more subtle line, and the 
hypothesis is that there is “a personal God dwelling within [the universe], or perhaps outside it (whatever 
that might mean)” possessing a whole range of unpleasant qualities he has earlier listed (p.59). 

I doubt if many of us would fall into the simplistic belief that God is just another thing who inhabits the 
universe, such that if we went on a tour of the universe our guide would be saying “now ladies and 
gentlemen, over here is the solar system, over there is the Crab Nebula, watch our for the black hole at the 
centre; there’s a super-nova; there’s God, there’s a comet....” and so forth. We don’t think of God like that 
as simply an inhabitant of the universe. But what of the suggestion that God is outside the universe? I would 
guess most if not all past and present members of Sunday Schools and the like have sung, ‘He’s got the 
whole world in his hands’, and other hymns or choruses with similar imagery which suggests an entity 
external to the universe. It may be a comforting image, and it may have a lot to recommend it – but there is 
the danger of it being too comforting and our taking it almost literally, which doesn’t do justice to the biblical 
understanding of God as both immanent and transcendent – God dwelling within all things, but also greater 
than all things – and of God as a living presence.  

Philosophers and theologians over the centuries, grappling with what is meant by ‘God’, have resorted to a 
different type of language, making statements such as “God is ultimate reality”; or “God is the ground of our 
being”, or “God is the precondition that anything at all could exist”, and so forth. In theological discourse, 
they can be very helpful concepts, but the trouble with them is that if you’re not a philosopher or theologian, 
you feel your eyes glazing over - God has become a philosophical concept rather than a living presence.  

Let’s face it, it is easier for most of us to hold a clear but inaccurate image of what we think God is, rather 
than to live with the discomfort of not being able to pin God down precisely. Many a mystic has said, in 
effect, that all descriptions of God are false because they are so inadequate, but that is not a comfortable 
place to be in. We prefer a domesticated God that our comprehension can contain, a golden calf that we 
have fashioned for ourselves, and that we can see. Richard Dawkins in effect, even though he may not 
realise it, is pointing at a load of golden calves that we have fashioned over the millennia, and saying, “what 
a load of rubbish”. But of course, to rubbish a golden calf is not the same thing as to rubbish the living God. 
Dawkins, unwittingly, can help us distinguish between the two!  

So, if our understanding of God can be encapsulated in a nice, neat definition; a nice, neat God hypothesis; 
a nice, neat image; a nice, neat set of instructions – if, in other words, our understanding of God does 
approximate to a Dawkins version, then we are in danger of creating another golden calf. The alternative, 
the non-golden-calf route, is to sit light to definitions, hypotheses and images, and allow God to be God. 

Challenges to our image of God is not new. Back in 1963, the then Bishop of Woolwich John Robinson 
published Honest to God. After an extract was published in The Observer newspaper under the heading 
‘Our Image of God Must Go’ the book became a surprise bestseller and triggered off a major rumpus. 
Robinson was urging us to jettison old images of God - uncontentious in theological circles, but a shock to 
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the person in the pew. Commenting on it twenty years later, Ken Leech had this to say: “The ‘god’ whose 
image must go might well have been a caricature of the Christian God, but it was a caricature which 
corresponded with a widely held view, a view which effectively prevented any real engagement with God as 
a living reality. Robinson did not create this situation: he merely laid bare the reality of existing confusion 
and unbelief” (True God Sheldon Press, 1985 p.6). I think Richard Dawkins – though he may well not 
sanction my saying this – is performing a similar challenging function to that of Robinson 

Curious perhaps to compare Richard Dawkins to John Robinson, but whether such attacks on our images 
of God come from within the church or from outside it, it is no bad thing regularly to be reminded that all 
images of God fall far short of the reality encountered and witnessed to by Moses and the prophets, and by 
Jesus and the apostles. We should listen to Richard Dawkins. His understanding might be full of errors, but 
they are often our errors of understanding too. 
--------- 

© Richard Skinner. The author is a poet, writer, qualified therapist and performer. He is currently 
undertaking doctoral research in the area of spirituality and evolutionary psychology. He is author of 
Invocations: calling on the God in all  (Wild Goose Publishing, Iona). This article was originally given as an 
address at St Stephen’s Anglican Church, Exeter. 

Dawkins anti-religion school crusade is met with scepticism 
By staff writers 
22 Nov 2006 

Dawkins anti-religion school crusade is met with scepticism 

-22/11/06  

The plan by science communicator turned anti-religion campaigner Professor Richard Dawkins to take his 
crusade into schools has been met with concern and scepticism by some of his peers and allies ñ and by 
one leading charity. 

According to media reports, Professor Dawkins is seeking charitable status for a foundation with the 
purpose of ìflooding schools with anti-religious literature.î  

The initiative will also attempt to divert donations from the hands of ìmissionariesî and church-based 
charities. It will attack the teaching of creationism and promote ìrational and scientific enquiryî. 

However the plan has been described as ìa decidedly mixed bagî and ìa blunderbuss approachî by some 
who otherwise sympathise with Dawkinsí non-belief, as well as his commitment to science education.  

Professor Steven Rose, the distinguished biologist, commented: ìI worry that Richardís view about belief is 
too simplistic, and so hostile that as a committed secularist myself I am uneasy about it.î 

At a forum this month (November 2006) held at the Salk Institute for Biological Studies in La Jolla, 
California, Melvin J. Konner, Professor of Anthropology and Associate Professor of Psychiatry at Emory 
University, who stressed he had ìnot a flickerî of religious faith, described some of Dawkinsí views as 
simplistic and uninformed. 

Responding to writer Sam Harris as well, who has also attacked religion in an undifferentiated way, 
Professor Konner declared: ìI think that you and Richard are remarkably apt mirror images of the extremists 
on the other side and that you generate more fear and hatred of science [than understanding].î 

In his new book Why Darwin Matters: The Case Against Intelligent Design, skeptic Michael Shermer also 
stresses the myriad ways evolutionary theory does not necessarily conflict with religion, and argues that the 
case against creationism does not have to divide believers and non-believers ñ though it does require a 
thorough refutation of fundamentalism. 
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In the UK the governmentís Department for Education and Skills (DfES) has made it clear that creationism 
and its cousin ID have no place in school science classrooms, responding to a recent joint representation 
by Christian think-tank Ekklesia and the British Humanist Association

Professor Dawkins, Oxfordís professor of the public understanding of science, is the author of many widely-
praised scientific bestsellers. His latest book is The God Delusion, a strongly worded polemic against 
religious faith of any kind.  

Professor Dawkins also says that his foundation will maintain a database of charities free of ìchurch 
contaminationî.  

This produced an expression of concern from the widely-respected development and advocacy agency 
Christian Aid, which, though supported by the churches, has always had a strong policy of avoiding 
proselytism and working with people of all faiths and none.  

Their recent anti-arms trade initiative, which has involved school children highlighting the impact of 
militarism on the poorest, was partly fronted by comedian and investigative journalist Mark Thomas, who is 
an avowed atheist. 

Christian Aidís Dominic Nutt said that Professor Dawkins is ìtarring a lot of excellent charities with the same 
brush. Many charities give aid only on the basis of need.î  

Others have suggested that ìfloodingî schools with propaganda for or against religion is equally wrong and 
that the new foundation will score an own goal if it goes down the tit-for-tat confrontation route. 

Ekklesiaís Simon Barrow commented: ìSuch an approach will be deemed unacceptably polarizing and 
simplistic by many people who oppose inappropriate proselytizing, faith-based selection in publicly-funded 
schools, creationism, and tax breaks for the promotion of particular beliefs. That, of course, includes both 
religious and non-religious people alike.î 

Also on Ekklesia: Why Richard Dawkins is right to attack facile God-talk, but wrong to portray all religion as 
ignorant and dangerous (Turning God into a disaster area). On Guardian Comment-is-Free: Difference 
based on friendship - Simon Barrow: The antagonism between organised religion and militant secularists is 
unproductive and excluding. 

Resisting the polarising mindset 
By Simon Barrow 
21 Mar 2007 

It's one of the favoured tactics of more militant elements caught up in internecine political struggles to seek 
to polarise debate as much as possible for sectional advantage. Witness Northern Ireland and the Middle 
East. The middle ground or the radically alternative perspective is viewed as an unnecessary – even 
dangerous – confusion by those who see the world in pretty black-and-white terms, who despise 
compromising what they suppose to be their own purity, who fear the inconvenient other they cannot 
eradicate, or who have a clear view as to how they might 'win'.  

So it is in the current phoney rhetorical war between 'the religious' and 'secularists' in Britain at the moment 
(actually one can be subtle shades of either or both). Some muscular Christian groups are going out of their 
way to talk up their status as a persecuted minority - indulging in inflated rhetoric to rally the troops and 
portray all who have a different perspective as "the enemy". Some Muslims, too, are emphasizing 
victimhood and us-versus-the-rest.  

In a slightly bizarre variation on the same broad theme, the president of the National Secular Society (which 
appears to be a coalition including some quite constructive voices and some rather angry or resentful ones) 
has recently dismissed as dangerous and deluded those he labels 'religious liberals' – which means 
everyone who isn’t, in his terms, an outright nutter. He portrays them as mere adjuncts to extremism, bigotry 
and even terror. Yes, that’s right. Being ‘religious’ in any form at all is toy-town totalism and the 
conservatory of an earthly hell.  
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The argument, cloned from US polemicist Sam Harris, is based on a tautology: religion (yes, all of it, from 
Desmond Tutu and the Dalai Lama through to Pat Robertson and Abu Hamza) is defined as somehow 
tainted with criminality. It then follows that anyone who is 'religious' - no matter how reformed they may 
claim to be - remains an unwitting accomplice to those who commit overt crimes... thus proving that, er, 
religion is criminal.  

Since the premise of the argument is built into the definition of the problem, painted in suitably 
undifferentiated and lurid terms, the procedure appears logical to all who buy into its premise. On that basis 
it can be exposited via minutely selective details. Its rather large evidential flaws are only apparent to those 
who stand outside the self-legitimating circle of judgment in some way - thankfully the great majority of 
religious and non-religious people, it must be said. They recognize, among other things, that a category 
(‘religion’) which includes both non-theistic philosophical Buddhism and the apocalyptic certainties of Jerry 
Falwell, might require a response that is just a little bit more subtle than being ‘for’ or ‘against’ it. 

Though I think it is unhelpful to use the word 'fundamentalist' in relation to hard-line anti-religion (its content 
is so different) the procedures it uses for constructing its case have more than a few similarities. James 
Barr's helpful books on Christian fundamentalism (referenced in Ekklesia's paper on the subject) show how 
this mindset reinforces its own strong culture and belief system by tautological means, defended through a 
fierce mutation of rationalism - which only looks rational if you accept its very narrow starting point. Almost 
any attempt to engage reasonable counter arguments can then be dismissed as mere manifestations of 
what is being attacked. Catch 22.  

By contrast, something like Mark Vernon's thoughtful and wise agnosticism is a useful antidote to those who 
seek dogmatic religious faith or dogmatic secular certainty - and he has experienced both. LSE Professor 
John Gray's book Heresies (he is certainly no believer) illustrates that the dilemmas faced by the religious 
have their parallels - it would be misleading to call them equivalents - in non-religious philosophies, too. 
Original innocence is a myth, in terms of the traditions we inherit. But nor are we locked in unredeemable 
vice. 

Precisely because the issue is how to move beyond disabling resentment, the important thing, it seems to 
me, is not to respond in kind to ideologically over-determined rhetoric; whatever label it wears. Extremism is 
usually strengthened, not mitigated, by counterforce. What is needed is subversion of an altogether more 
humanising type.  

"Courtesy, justice and love" is how Methodist scholar and interfaith practitioner Kenneth Cracknell describes 
the task of cross-cultural conversation. That is true of other divides, too – those that have not descended to 
brute force and naked power, anyway. (How you respond in those circumstances is another, not unrelated, 
matter). Cracknell’s point is not that reason isn’t a central component of dialogue; just that without the clear 
manifestation of these other virtues we will not reach it. Similarly, we are wise to take account of Catharine 
Madsen's chastening (but hopeful) insights:  

To grow up politically is to understand that there are other points of view, and that you cannot erase them; 
that there are no shortcuts to respect, and that one must earn one's dignity; that our obligation to our fellow 
humans is to make our own point of view not unassailable but intelligible.” 

She goes on (in Learning to converse like adults): Like totalitarians of all ideological stripes and mystics of 
all religions, painstaking thinkers of all cultures know each other intuitively across the boundaries of 
opposition. Totalitarians do not like them; indeed they are always at risk from the totalitarians in their own 
culture as well as those in the enemy's. In spite of this - or because of it- they are determined to construct a 
trustworthy language, a language dense and durable enough to resist the corruptions of politics.  

Her conclusion, after a robust and reflexive self critique (such as needs to be demonstrably built into all 
world-views), remains hopeful. That language, if any, is religious. We will be lucky if it ever finds its way into 
prayer. By that, she means self-dispossession, not self-assertion. This is possible for the non-religious too, 
I'm sure, though it is not my place to advise them how so. I can only describe my own attempts (and 
failings) in the way my Christian experience has shaped them. 

Incidentally, the National Secular Society's newsbrief chose to label Ekklesia's comment on their article, 
"Liberal Christians stung by NSS President's remarks". We've actually pointed out a few times - for the sake 
of clarity and understanding - that 'liberal' isn't an accurate or adequate description of where we are coming 
from. But this doesn’t seem to register. Or with a few other people, either – mostly those of aggressively 
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contrary religious opinion. Moreover, for me at least, an issue of disagreement like this isn't about 'stinging' 
or 'being stung'. It's about getting beyond tribal caricatures and creating an agenda which is life-enhancing. 
If groups like NSS choose to exocet this possibility, that's their choice. But it won't do their cause any good. 
Not if it's a truly humane one. 

The last word I'll leave to Madsen - from the journal for the Association for Religion and Intellectual Life 
(ARIL). It's worth noting that it is intended as a ‘let’s get things in perspective’ remark, not an invitation to 
complacency: One of the marks of adult thinking is the recognition that things can get very much worse. 
Quite. Drink, anyone? 

------- 

Ekklesia is currently researching models of secular life which may be received as an invitation rather than a 
threat to religious people as well as the non-religious. This includes conversation with humanists and those 
of other faith. Simon Barrow also writes for Guardian CIF: his columns may be viewed here. See further: 
Redeeming Religion in the Public Square, and Faith and Politics After Christendom by Jonathan Bartley. 
FAQs: religion -v- secularism and liberals -v- conservatives. 

What difference does God make today? 
Simon Barrow
 
Abstract 

In a society which is publicly sceptical of Christianity and which often assumes that all 'God talk' is 
superstituous or merely subjective, this paper suggests how the basic grammar of Christian belief can make 
sense today, and how it can be mapped in relation to key issues like globalisation, responding to human 
suffering, and the crisis of communication within mixed-conviction societies. Unlike many of Ekklesia's 
research papers, it is not directly tackling public policy issues, but instead is an extended essay exploring 
(especially through the work of Nicholas Lash, and others) some fundamental questions about how 
Christian convictions are shaped and articulated in the public realm. This is important, because much of our 
work and commentary employs explicitly theological language - although usually at a more popular level. 
The paper seeks to show that the meaning of 'God' is widely misunderstood, both by believers and sceptics, 
and that Christian theology offers some distinctive and robust resources for coming to terms with the 
demands of daily life, politics, culture, economics and society - but not in the easy, prescriptive way that is 
usually supposed. It includes a brief historical look at how and why talk of God became meaningless for so 
many in Western culture - before moving on to show how Christian thought becomes intelligible and 
effective once more when it is embodied in relationships, passionate conversation, shared living and action 
for change, rather than in abstract metaphysical categories. The essay does not presuppose wide 
theological reading, but it is a fairly dense exploration of some foundational issues. [Updated July 2007] 

1. Christian Belief After Christendom?  

We live in an era and in a part of the world where the received institutions, rituals and ideas of historic 
Christianity are being severely questioned, bypassed, mocked, superced or rejected. Some call it post-
Christendom, the demise of an era when Christian convictions held sway over governance and public life. 
The temptation for many Christians in response to this situation is to head in one of two opposite directions: 
aggressive reassertion of a Christendom mindset (the attempt to 'regain control'), or passive 
accommodation to the cultural zeitgeist of sceptical detatchment.[1]  

The former approach involves suppressing or denying the validity of the challenge, both politically and 
theologically. The latter assumes that the Christian tradition lacks the resources necessary for a rigorous 
and fruitful encounter with the contemporary. In this sense they are both counsels of despair. But for those 
of us who find in the Christian community (with all it many failings) a continued source of nourishment for 
positively critical thought, radical social commitment, characterful living, and open-hearted spiritual 
development, a different approach is needed. The purpose of this paper is to show how a reasoned, hopeful 
and substantial account can be given of Christian conviction in the confused, divided, multi-perspectival 
world we inhabit daily. [2] 

In particular, What difference does God make today? draws heavily on the thought of Nicholas Lash, an 
ecumenical Catholic thinker who has been an important catalyst in recent British theology – influencing not 
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only public figures like Rowan Williams, but also Christians engaged critically with secular thought, with 
questions arising from post-modernity, with religion and politics, with the psychology and sociality of belief, 
and with the relationship between inherited and emergent features of church life. [3] His importance lies in 
the fact that, unusually in today’s climate, he is both well-attuned to contemporary intellectual demands, and 
fully committed to showing how Christianity can both respond to and transform some of the most important 
debates about its vitality or validity. For this reason his work offers a very helpful starting point for examining 
belief in (better – ‘explorations into’) God today. [4] 

In an elegant but demanding little book published in 2005, [5] Lash draws reflectively upon a lifetime of 
theological and philosophical exploration to show both believers and sceptics how the core Christian 
grammar concerning ‘the question of God’ can be rendered intelligible and effective in relation to some 
huge contemporary challenges. Those challenges he sees embodied in globalization (the construction of 
the world as a single economic fact), human suffering (both natural and inflicted), and communications (“the 
crisis of language”). He chooses the motifs of ‘holiness’, ‘speech’ and ‘silence’ to explain how Christian 
thought relates to these demanding concerns. His categories correspond broadly with “one known as Holy 
Spirit, and as Word, and as the originating stillness in which that Word is spoken.” [6] 

The starting point for the intellectual task of wrestling with God, both within the churches and in wider 
society, is very tough indeed, Nicholas Lash contends. [7] As he says, “[w]e underestimate at our peril the 
comprehensiveness of the ignorance of Christianity in contemporary Western cultures.” This ignorance is 
rendered intractable by the common supposition that ‘everybody knows’ what Christianity is: either a 
relatively un-engaging fairytale, or a child’s comforter for the feeble-minded. The way we are accustomed to 
‘see the world’, according to now-dominant modes of engagement, is increasingly resistant to Christian 
categories. 

What is required from Christians in this difficult situation is not more volume, greater self-assertion or the 
quest for some reassuringly simple ‘answer’. On the contrary it is tough thought, shared pain and patient 
reasoning in making the story the Gospel recounts our own once more; that is, the “unceasing, strenuous, 
vulnerable attempt to make some Christian sense of things” which is known as “doing theology”. But the 
churches in Britain and Ireland seem largely to have abandoned the task, seeking comfort or vindication 
instead. 

This woeful situation needs to be challenged. And while erudition is certainly not necessary to authentic 
Christian living, observes Nicholas Lash, “it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that devout and educated 
Christians who refuse to acquire a theological competence cognate to the general level of their education 
simply do not care about the truth of Christianity.” In which case, why on earth should anyone else take it 
seriously? 

2. The question of God re-assessed 

In examining the erosion of Christian meaning since the seventeenth century, Lash invites us to 
contemplate a revolution in our ‘modern’ understanding of (or, rather, false presumptions about) God.[8] He 
does this not by abandoning what the Christian tradition has to say as outmoded, but by seeking a 
thoroughly contemporary recovery of Aquinas’ attempt (and that of others, not all of whom are Aquinas’ 
followers) to sustain the word ‘God’ as verb rather than as noun – a point to return to later. 

But we need to start somewhere nearer the genesis of the contemporary problem. During the past four 
hundred years ‘God’ has been rendered practically and imaginatively almost irrecoverable for many people, 
suggests Lash. This process began when the early-modern search for human mastery (through the 
practical ‘ends’ produced by ‘cause and effect’ as the way the world came to be understood) led to the word 
‘god’ being used, “for the first time, to name the ultimate explanation of the system of the world.” But natural 
science soon saw that the world as such did not require any single, overarching, independent, explanatory 
principle. So the word ‘god’ could be dispensed with, and modern atheism was born.[9] However this 
understanding of the word ‘god’, which has been perpetuated by naïve believers and misinformed non-
believers ever since, is profoundly misleading in a whole host of ways. 

Before modernity, the term ‘gods’ was understood, correctly, as a relational one, designating whatever it 
was people worshipped – gave ultimate worth to. It resided in occurrences, activities and patterns of 
behaviour – not concepts. Explains Lash: “The word ‘god’ worked rather like the word ‘treasure’ still does. A 
treasure is what someone... highly values. And I can only find out what you value by asking you and by 
observing your behaviour… There is no class of object known as ‘treasures’… valuing is a relationship.” 
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However, with the dominance of instrumental reason, ‘gods’ became, correspondingly, things (objects, 
entities, individuals) of a certain kind, a ‘divine’ one. Analogously, the ‘home territory’ of God-understanding 
shifted from worship (the assignment of worth-ship) to description (the assignment of properties). It became 
a metaphysical enterprise rather than a matter of appropriate relationship. The difference is that the former 
has to make claims about essence or ‘being’ (of a person, a thing, or ‘god’) in order to find it meaningful. 
The latter does not, though it needs a good idea of what it speaks. 

This double shift of meaning and affection fundamentally corrupted and disabled the modern 
comprehension of ‘God’ – because God is, logically and necessarily, beyond definition (delimiting) and 
categorisation. God is most definitely not a ‘thing’ belonging to a class of things called ‘gods’.[10] 
“Christians, Jews, Muslims and atheists all have this, at least, in common: that none of them believe in 
gods”, says Lash. Therefore religions are best considered ‘schools’ in which people learn properly to relate 
to God precisely by not worshipping any thing – not the world nor any part, person, dream, event or memory 
of it. 

God is rendered ‘unbelievable’ for many today because we have forgotten this. People “simply take for 
granted that the word ‘god’ names a natural kind, a class of entity. There are bananas, traffic lights, human 
beings, and gods. Or perhaps not: on this account… ‘theists’ are people who suppose the class of gods to 
have at least one member… ‘atheists’ are those who think that, in the real world, the class of ‘gods’ is, like 
the class of ‘unicorns’, empty.” This is a basic category mistake with lethal consequences. As Denys Turner 
says, commenting on Aquinas: “In showing God to ‘exist’ reason shows that we no longer know what ‘exists’ 
means.” [11] 

Similarly, the modern mind readily submits to the notion that technical and abstract language (‘ineffability’, 
‘transcendence’ and so on) is inherently superior to the ‘concrete anthropomorphic imagery’ of biblical 
thought, attributing the latter to the simple-minded. This is, in fact, nonsense. It ignores the reality that all 
language is humanly generated. Everything we say of God, in whatever register, is metaphorically said, 
because God is not and cannot be some version of us writ large – and speech or writing that is conscious of 
this is less likely to deceive itself by attempting a ‘fix’ on ‘what God is’. [12] 

God-talk is therefore immensely difficult. It requires resourceful imagination funded by scripture, liturgy, art, 
prayer, literature and poetry. It also requires and enables the rational disciplining of imagination that we call 
theology; an unending dialogue between these two, in fact. 

Another ubiquitous modern misunderstanding is the idea that God is ‘a supernatural being’. This is a 
misapplication of a word (‘supernatural’) originally used adjectively or adverbially to designate a creature 
acting beyond the categories of its nature, supported by the grace of God. (A rabbit playing a violin, say, or, 
more realistically, a person behaving truly selflessly!) In these terms “God, alone, cannot be supernatural, 
cannot ‘act supernaturally’, for what would graciously elevate or heal God’s nature?” [13] 

What, then, does it truly mean ‘to believe in God’? Developing Augustine’s thought about this, Nicholas 
Lash distinguishes three possibilities based on the Latin ascriptions: Credere Deo (to believe what God 
declares), Credere Deum (to believe God to be truly God, and nothing less); and the creedal formula 
Credere in Deum (to believe ‘godwardly’ or ‘into God’, as a matter of incorporation into an evidential body 
and by learning ‘godly behaviour’). 

To cut a long discourse short, it is the third sense that best expresses what is offered and required in 
Christian believing – the language of Holy Mystery embodied in appropriate relationship, by which we non-
idolatrously and wholeheartedly give ourselves to the truth, flourishing and freedom to which we are 
summoned – but which (at one level) wholly exceeds what we are able to think, see or do. The ‘journey into 
God’ involves developing good habits and skills of mind, heart and disposition. It is neither a matter of blind 
faith nor narrow-sighted certainty, but continual exploration and growth in understanding using all of our 
embodied faculties. 

3. The spirit of globalisation 

“We all make up one world,” says Christian humanist thinker Nicholas Boyle, “even if we are only gradually 
coming to recognise it.” [14] The discovery of the interconnectedness of everything and the primacy of 
relations is a major scientific, cultural and social feature of modern life. This becomes ‘globalisation’ with the 
realisation, mediated by technology and cyberspace, that the world is now a single economic fact – so far 
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making a minority very rich, allowing many to remain poor, and posing challenges to people and planet 
beyond our parochial patriotisms. 

Relationship is, as we have seen, central to the meaning of that awkward word ‘God’, without which 
Christians would render unintelligible the narratives that give them their identity. God thereby names the 
destiny of the world as the realisation of the purposes of love – dispossessive affection which creates 
genuine, freely-given and life enhancing relationship. 

Globalisation demands imagination to fund political action based on a ‘global identity’ – the idea that who 
‘we’ are is, in a sense, everyone. The language of church (ecclesia) is one that denotes this possibility of a 
common peoplehood. Observes Lash: “The notorious slogan ‘outside the Church there is no salvation’ has 
always had two senses: that only Christians may be saved is false; that salvation is the healing of relations, 
the gathering of humankind into ‘ecclesia’, communion, in [the unlimitedness that is] God, is true.” 

The discernable oneness of the world requires such a ‘common story’, by which is meant ‘a true account’, 
not an attempt to impose one narrative. But many people object to this, claiming that ‘narrative is fiction’ and 
that ‘grand narratives are inherently imperialist’. Nicholas Lash counters that we have good reason for 
seeing the world as ‘story-shaped’. He goes on to show why reason should not be confused with necessity, 
how contingency can and does bear meaning for us, how persons prove unassimilable to their component 
parts, and how the particularities and fallibilities of local narratives do not preclude their imagination as 
global realities too. 

It is important to recognise that no story says everything, not even a story about everything. It is in the 
encounter with the ‘other’ through different narrated accounts that the world is continually enlarged for us. 
Truth is a gift and a right relation, never a commodity, a possession or a certainty – as instinctive positivists 
of a ‘believing’ or ‘non-believing’ kind are constantly tempted to think. That is why materialisms, idealisms 
and nihilisms, as totalising systems, will always fail eventually. But at enormous human cost. 

Drawing on Thomas Aquinas’s corresponding confession of the mystery of God as ‘gift’, Nicholas Lash 
argues that to understand all things as an expression of the giving that is God’s own self (so to speak) is to 
comprehend what is meant in the naming of the divine as ‘Holy Spirit’. It means, as the Eastern Orthodox 
suggest, that God is known through the energies of the divine resonating within the natural, not in essence 
or by unmediated encounter. 

What impact does this conviction about all-that-is being a gift of God have upon our reception of, and 
interaction with, the world? The difference it makes is not that of substance dualism, which sees ‘spirit’ and 
‘matter’ in metaphysical contention. Rather, as ‘mind’ is not a ‘thing’ stuck in your brain, but the ability to act 
consciously, so ‘soul’ is not distinct from the human life, but may be thought of as its total ‘shape’ – towards 
life and love rather than bondage and death. 

The biblical distinction between ‘spirit’ and ‘flesh’ is, similarly, not that between living systems and their 
capacities. It is between things crumbling and things coming alive; life-gone-wrong (or ‘not-life’) and ‘life-in-
its-fullness’, breathed by God. The Spirit “blows where it wills”, as the Gospel puts it. 

So “[t]o confess God as Spirit is to tell the story of the world as something, from its beginning to its end, 
given to come alive.” God is not ‘a spirit’, because God is not any kind of thing. Rather, God is limitless 
donation, and with Thomas Aquinas, John of Damascus and (latterly) Fergus Kerr, may therefore be 
identified (fruitfully, if inadequately) as “more like an event than an entity”, a verb more than a noun. 

What of the holiness produced in and for us by relation to God as Spirit? It is neither synonymous with the 
world’s various ‘spiritualities’, nor with ego-dependent piety, nor with a religious system. It is not primarily a 
moral quality, either. 

“Etymologically, ‘holy’ is the whole, the healed”, Lash says. To worship is to acknowledge in God all the 
completeness we lack, and to be opened to being transformed by it without needing to seize it. The holy is 
beyond our manipulation. The sacred invites us, but refuses our possession. When we seek to own God 
there is hell to pay, as we see when we look around the world. 

What then of ‘religion’? If ‘gods’ are whatever we worship, then these days people do not name as ‘gods’ 
the things they actually worship (give ultimate worth to). The same is true of religious beliefs and practices, 
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of what people treat as ‘sacred’. “Whatever a social group takes really seriously, finds too hot to handle, 
believes to be beyond control… is the character of its religion”. Under the influence of Enlightenment 
hostility to religion, people use the world very differently these days. But that does not change the reality. 

Margaret Thatcher’s declaration that ‘you can’t buck the market’ was, in this understanding of religion, truly 
a confession, a statement of faith (of where we put our trust). In the United States, the national flag is, 
similarly, a religious symbol. Religion is the “binding principle of society” says John Henry Newman, in a 
way not dissimilar to Hegel and Durkheim. And most of it, Christian theologians have recognised, is 
idolatrous – treating as sacred that which is not God, to the serious damage of human beings. 

This is why, at their best, the world’s religious traditions are schools teaching people that no feature of the 
world – no nation, institution, person, text, idea, place or ambition – is straightforwardly sacred. The Holy 
calls us beyond worship of the creature to a process of discernment about how lovingly to bear the “gift and 
burden of contingent freedom” in all the world. To give ultimacy to anything short of God is to imprison 
ourselves, and likewise to cut ourselves off from the finality of love declared in and as God. 

Within the human conflicts and contradictions that constitute Christianity lies the Christian vision that 
everything we are and have (and will be) is gift. But “[i]n a world so comprehensively disfigured… the 
‘giftedness’ of reality is not, to put it mildly, self-evident.” To perceive it we have to act with reciprocity and 
thus experience the rectification of relations that alone comes from forgiveness, the dispossession to go on 
giving beyond measure, merit or calculation. 

In the cross inflicted upon him by the vengeance of state and religion against one who exposed their lies, 
Jesus takes the violence of another upon himself in a costly way that is gift beyond measure and 
explanation (‘miraculous’, as Christoph Theobald puts it). And when the church community makes a 
genuine ‘option for the poor’ it too tells “the Christian story of the world as gift and action of God’s 
liveliness”, with and from the viewpoint of those subjected to that same world’s avarice. This is the shape of 
‘belief’ as life lived beyond our means ('resurrection life'), rather than as propositional theory. 

In summary, “God looks like the action of the ‘holy spirit’ that God is said to be: like forgiveness and non-
violence, solidarity with victims, the achievement of communion in the one world to which we all belong.” … 
“God also looks like a young man tortured, strung up on a Roman gibbet. The next question to be 
considered is, what does that death say?” 

4. Cacophony, conversation and shared learning 

Is conversation possible in a cacophonous world? Nicholas Lash examines this question in relation to the 
Word (the reason, or wisdom) of God in the shape of Jesus the Christ – one in whom we encounter, in the 
particular, in narrated flesh rather than generalised theory, the utterance that God is (metaphorically, but 
truthfully) said to be, and through which all that is exists. 

Conversation across the globe is made difficult right now not just by cultural gulfs but by devastating 
political and economic unevenness, and also (some argue) by incommensurable conceptual frameworks 
embodied in untranslatable languages. But ‘conversation’ is not just a mental act, it is a bodily one, a 
cultural embodiment through which we discern common humanity in mutual vulnerability. We can’t sort it out 
in our heads alone. 

To be human is to be able to speak. But speech is held within the trust and responsibility of relationship, in 
which we are all ‘speaking parts’. Our capacity to speak and listen reflects what we have become over time, 
our form and nature. We can “say what we like”, but this liberty is best understood as the burden of our 
responsibility to speak the truth in a dark, complex, often illegible and unutterable world. 

Modern speech has mostly forgotten conversation, which it has swapped for monologues and “kitsch 
ideologies” (George Steiner). Speech, like all things in time, takes time. We are tempted to evasion and 
despair – silence about things that matter, and chattering into the void. Something better can only emerge 
from “an immensity of waiting”, the “long day’s journey” of the Saturday that lies suspended between Good 
Friday, the time of waste, and Easter Sunday, the dawn of hope.[15] This is where we in the West live, for 
the most part. 
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As Augustine reminds us, everyone learns to speak by hearing our language spoken. Together we work out 
where we and others are, how we got there and where we are going. In this sense, Lash reminds us, “[t]ruth 
is tradition-dependent” and “learning how to speak the truth takes time.” Social thought is about what we 
discover before we acquire the capacity to choose, an unfashionable but inescapable reality. In fast-paced, 
technological post/modernity we want to control what we know. We are impatient with debate, difficulty, 
ambivalence, elusiveness and paradox – which Rowan Williams suggests “is at heart an impatience with 
learning, and with learning about our learning.” 

The world’s darkness is beyond human explication. What gives us hope is the strangeness of evil 
encountered by the greater strangeness (mystery) of grace, gift. The Cross can be seen as the ‘rendezvous’ 
for this encounter, the essence of which is defined by the Stranger on the Emmaus Road. [16] Reviewing 
the past as part of an uncertain future, he enables the travellers “to speak a quite new language, to glimpse 
a world quite different from the world they thought they knew.” 

It is in the context of gratuitous hospitality that the Emmaus walkers discover, surprisingly, that they are 
guests and that the Stranger who appears alongside them is host. In this divine reversal they recognise 
Jesus as he ‘vanishes’ (appears differently) to become “the kind of man you meet along the road… the 
figure of a human being bounded, as all human beings are, by mortality.” 

So “[w]hat they recognised, as they began to see the point, was [Jesus’] new presence as the bread he 
broke, the life he shared, at the beginning of this new conversation which is, for all eternity, uninterruptible.” 
Nicholas Lash does not spell it out like this here, but this (humanity transfigured) is the Gospel’s abolition of 
religion as a separate sphere of life controlled by ‘the religious’. [17] 

5. Attending to silence, turning to action 

The paradoxical, poetic and paradigmatic truth of the Garden of Gethsemane, the place of agonizing and 
unanswered darkness, is that we cannot speak unless we are spoken to (addressed) – “all speech is, in the 
last resort, response, and we are responsible for what we say. Yet what we hear, as we attempt to speak, is 
silence.” Jesus expected no reply from God, but gave himself over to the Eternal Silence. In him is God’s 
Word, There is no word beyond “the Father’s silence” (Christoph Theobald) [18]. Therefore the more we 
know of God in seeking to refract the character of the Word in action, the greater the depths of our 
unknowing. 

To acknowledge God as Creator, the donative mystery of all things, is to see ourselves not merely as facts 
but as creatures, those who attend creatively to originating silence. [19] The universe we observe is 
unimaginable in scope. Pascal recognised the terrifying empty stillness of the sky and of human solitude. 
We may seek to fill the void with extraterrestrial life, with spirits or deities, but these are “speculative 
strategies of evasion” which betray the wonder we rightly feel at being here. (This, not the answers of 
‘natural theology’, with its a priori or empirical postulations, is where we appropriately discern “the question 
of creation”.) 

The biblical notion of ‘creation’, according to the popular modern imagination, is “an explanation of the 
establishment of the initial conditions of the world”. This is not so. Textually, it is an argument against 
fatalistic and dualistic ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies which were used to divide and command. 

The temporal image of ‘beginning’ in the Hebrew Scriptures is about matters more basic than chronology 
and sequence – it concerns the absolute dependence of everything on God, the world ex nihilo. It says that 
all-that-is need not have been. It is sheer gift – and needs to be appreciated as such in the way we receive 
and handle it. God does not ‘manufacture’ this gift, but donates it beyond manipulation, ‘speaks’ it into 
being. 

As scientists have long recognised, the universe (or, perhaps, the multiverse) requires no causa mundi. The 
world is not a puzzling fact in contrast to other straightforward facts: it is all the facts there are. To confess 
its ‘creation’ is not to contradict that with an appeal to ‘special agency’ thwarting or competing with natural 
processes. Rather it is to acknowledge that all the facts there are depend upon the mystery we call God - 
whose relation to them, when recognised and repsonded to, brings about deep transformation: signs of new 
possibility. [20] God is the ‘cause’ of ‘all this’ by virtue of what and who God is, not by being an additional or 
final cause in a chain of events. 
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Concludes Nicholas Lash, with hopeful realism: “To speak appropriately of the holy mystery that makes and 
heals the world, but is not the world nor any item in it, is quite beyond the [analytic] resources of language.” 
God-talk is therefore, he repeats, inescapably metaphorical - that is the way its aspiration to truth is 
necessarily formed. “It is the tragedy of Western culture to have fallen prey to the illusion (widely shared by 
believer and non-believer alike) that it is perfectly easy to talk about God.” [21] 

Serious religious activity (worship and action that refuses the dominating claims of 'deities', both religious 
and non-religious in form) involves disciplining ourselves to avoid pinning down and labelling the Holy One - 
"the unfamiliar Name" (T. S. Eliot). It involves learning how to recognise that we, and all things, are, in the 
flow of the Christian story at least, lovingly created (gifted) into peace – and that at the end of the day, this 
is all we ‘know’ – for we are contingent. 

To know God in this way is not to know a scientifically or philosophically determinable ‘fact’, or to be able to 
describe ‘frameworks of cosmic order’, but to enter a personal, communal and narrative relationship, 
embodied in social practice. Above all, this takes time, patience and cooperation. And it assumes the 
surprising conclusion of traditional Christian thought, which is that God is disclosed as God within the 
conditions of the material world, rightly apprehended, and not anywhere else. Esoteric knowledge of 
‘another world’ is not presupposed. 

To live before God, in a dignified way, is also to acknowledge our radical dependence (the condition of our 
mortality) without pathology. [22] God is no tyrant, but the life-giver. To be humanly free in the presence of 
God – a deeper freedom than mere ‘autonomy’ – is to learn how appropriately to handle contingency and 
brokenness (alongside the abundant joys of life) through mutuality, belonging, listening, forgiving and 
attentiveness. 

The outcome of this is not ‘spirituality’ – a privatised zone of consolation or esoteric ‘knowledge’ – but 
radical personal, social and political engagement with the pain and noise of the world in the direction of 
healing (holiness), conditioned by the hopefulness embodied for and with us in the liberating Word that 
resonates in Jesus Christ and originates in the eternally inviting silence of God. 

---- 

(c) Simon Barrow is co-director of Ekklesia. 

NOTES 

[1] For an account of the continuing transition from Christendom to post-Christendom, see the After 
Christendom series of books published by Paternoster Press. The issues examined in this paper are part of 
a larger project which may lead to a book for this series on ‘God after Christendom’. 
[2] What follows is primarily related to developments in Britain and Western Europe. But it also has global 
resonance. See also: (eds.) Simon Barrow & Graeme Smith, Christian Mission in Western Society 
Precedents, Perspectives, Prospects (CTBI, 2001). A further account of faith in the contemporary world, 
focussing more on the content of the Gospels, is given here: What is radical about Christianity? 
[3] I would like to add the Anabaptist tradition, but that does not yet seem to be true. Among Lash’s works 
which are of abiding significance in the areas I have mentioned are Change in Focus (1973), Theology on 
Dover Beach (1979), A Matter of Hope (1981), Easter in Ordinary (1988), Theology on the Road to Emmaus 
(1989), The Beginning and the End of ‘Religion’ (1996) and Seeing in the Dark (2005). 
[4] In following, elaborating and improvising upon Nicholas Lash’s basic arguments, I hope I have done 
justice to his work. But please take this exposition as my own – and if it engages you, read the book itself. 
The sections in this paper are based upon the chapters of Professor Lash's Holiness, Speech and Silence 
[see 5] - to which, as anyone who has studied it will realise, I am considerably over-indebted in what follows. 
[5] Nicholas Lash, Holiness, Speech and Silence: Reflections on the Question of God (Ashgate, 2005). 
This paper started life as a summary and exposition of Lash's "mini summa" for a study group in Exeter. It 
was subsequently developed for teaching purposes to introduce central Christian convictions in relation to 
philosophical considerations and global challenges. 
[6] To many modern minds the Christian doctrine (grammar) of the Trinity is utterly baffling, if not 
nonsensical. But Nicholas Lash continues to believe that it is of fundamental importance. In the present 
book he explores the metaphors by which it ‘makes sense of us’. For a thoughtfully direct unpacking of the 
underlying ‘grammar’ of Trinitarian understanding, however, see his excellent Believing Three Ways in One 
God (SCM Press, 1997). 
[7] The sensitive reader may ask ‘why Christianity, specifically?’ The answer is that the question of God, like 
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the question of humanity, does not come to us in the abstract, but in the particularities of communities of 
conviction. The conversation between different belief systems is an important one, and in no way 
secondary. But it cannot be embarked upon until we have really grasped what it means to speak of and live 
toward God in a specific context. Moreover, I have reasons for being and remaining Christian, whatever my 
debts and loves towards those of other faith – which are considerable. 
[8] On the basic questions about the meaning of God and relating to God, see also the excellent work of 
John Bowker, The Sense of God: Sociological, anthropological and psychological approaches to the origin 
of the sense of God (One World, Oxford, 1995) and Licensed insanities: Religions and belief in God in the 
contemporary world (Darton, Longman and Todd, 1987). Also Keith Ward, God: A guide for the perplexed 
(One World, 2003) and John D. Caputo, The Weakness of God: A theology of the event (Indiana University 
Press, 2006). 
[9] This thesis is developed at greater length by Michael J. Buckley, At the Origins of Modern Atheism (Yale 
University Press, 1987). It is epitomised by Laplace’s supposed comment about God: “I have no need of 
that hypothesis.” The point, of course, is that God is not a hypothesis in or about the world. That is the key 
misunderstanding. God is the mystery in which the world lives and moves and has it being. 
[10] This is a point that Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett and other philosophically ill-equipped 
critics of ‘God’ seem quite unable or unwilling to grasp. They work on caricatures which bear as much 
relation to mature Christian theology as the average person’s account of electricity would to the finer points 
of electromagnetism. 
[11] See Denys Turner, ‘On Denying the Right God: Aquinas on Atheism and Idolatry’, Modern Theology, 
volume 20 number 1 (January 2004). 
[12] The amusing example Lash cites in the opening pages of Holiness, Speech and Silence is of a teacher 
who chides a child for painting a swan when asked to draw a picture of God. What the child instinctively 
grasps, but the teacher intellectually does not understand, is that an image of gracefulness infused with 
something that speaks of the divine is a better way of communicating than a presumption that we can have 
some clear image or word with which to ‘capture’ God. As Stanley Hauerwas and Nicholas Adams are often 
saying, we know less than we think at one level, and think less than we know at another. 
[13] This is an important illustration of the fact that thinking about God, who is no 'thing', is not the same as 
thinking about the world of objects. It requires more. ‘What is’ or (in the case of God) ‘what shall be’ shapes 
the language, tools and methods we use to apprehend, reason about, or come to terms with them. 
[14] See Nicholas Boyle, Who Are We Now? Christian humanism and the global market from Hegel to 
Heaney (T&T Clark, 1998). 
[15] See George Steiner, Real Presences: Is there anything in what we say? (Faber and Faber, 1989). 
[16] Luke 24. 13-31. 
[17] See for example, The Beginning and the End of Religion (Cambridge University Press, 1996), the 
Teape Lectures. 
[18] The metaphor of ‘fatherhood’ applied to God is about generative, participative, guiding affection. It has, 
of course, been abused in patriarchy. But there is at least a reasonable argument for saying that by taking 
fatherhood into God, it redeems it from the control of men – a point made within parts of feminist discourse, 
which also urge a range of images to express our experience of the divine. 
[19] In one of his recent books, Alasdair McIntyre has written of ‘creatureliness’ in terms of our human 
capacity to see ourselves as Dependent Rational Animals (Duckworth, 2004). This has implications for 
recognising, morally and relationally, both the deep affinity and the mysterious dissimilarity between 
humans and other animals. 
[20] See: Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Blackwell, 2001), passim. 
[21] Since Holiness, Speech and Silence is a short book, I have not referenced every quotation, but have 
verified all of them. 
[22] This point has been superbly communicated by David E. Jenkins in an important but overlooked 
foreword (Liberating ‘God’) to Jurgen Moltmann’s book on the respective claims of ethics and aesthetics, 
Theology and Joy (SCM, 1980). He says that Freudian dependence is pathological, that final independence 
(from each other, the world and the divine) is an illusion, and that inter-dependence with God overestimates 
our capacities. Therefore the question the Gospel poses is: “is there a liberating form of dependence?” – 
one which enables us to grow rather than shrink. The Christian message says ‘yes’, and adds that it is the 
most hopeful thing imaginable, because of the endless creativeness and love of God. 

Also highly recommended: Rupert Shortt, God's Advocates: Christian thinkers in conversation (DLT, 2006) 
and the various works of James Alison, which are enormously subtle and illuminating. 

Facing up to fundamentalism 
Simon Barrow
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A description, analysis and guidelines for response to Christian fundamentalism and the 'fundamentalist 
mindset'. 

"Fundamentalism has suddenly become a matter of concern for everyone, whether or not they are 
personally religious. It affects education in science and history; it affects political elections in some 
countries, and through this it affects international relations; it may affect the question of whether 
[hu]mankind survives [far] into the twenty-first century. Therefore, if people want to understand the world in 
which they live, they may find it necessary to understand something about fundamentalism." ~ James Barr 

INTRODUCTION 

The fact that ‘fundamentalism’ is used as a general, often indiscriminate and imprecise form of abuse, does 
not mean that there is not a real problem behind it. But getting to the nub of the issue in the context of 
media and public policy debate – where the desire for shorthand often overcomes the demands of clarity – 
is not easy. 

In this paper we are addressing primarily the phenomenon of Christian fundamentalism in Anglo-American 
contexts, but with an awareness of global concerns and plural/secular pressures. 

‘Fundamentalism’ is popularly used in two different, but overlapping, senses – (1) to denote a set of 
convictions which their adherents see as ‘fundamental’ and others as extreme or irrational dogmatism; and 
(2) to denote a procedure for arriving at convictions, often associated with ‘literalism’ in the reading of 
authoritative sacred texts. 

Both these definitions are problematic, because they superimpose a term which actually arose in a specific 
setting (early twentieth century American Protestantism, in its response to the rise of modernism) onto the 
whole gamut of religious expression.  

We must face the fact that the earlier, specific meaning of the word is now probably irrecoverable as a 
discreet definition – as Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby observe in their encyclopaedic The 
Fundamentalism Project (five volumes, University of Chicago Press, 1993-1995) - speaking instead of 
'fundamentalisms', plural. But it is still worth noting.  

1. OBSERVATIONS 

The five ‘fundamentals’ annunciated by US Presbyterians in (and subsequently articulated in twelve 
volumes called The Fundamentals, 1910-1915) are: the infallibility and inerrancy of Scripture, the virginal 
conception/deity of Christ, penal substitutionary atonement, Christ’s bodily resurrection, and the facticity of 
the miracles. The ‘personal return’ (second coming) of Christ is usually added. 

It is worth noting that all of these feature in classic evangelical statements of faith (such as that used by 
UCCF) and that three of them are connected to foundational Christian doctrines – the nature of Christ, 
resurrection and parousia, making it impossible to regard the problem of fundamentalism as entirely 
extrinsic to the mainstream. Different interpretations of atonement and miracles have abounded in the 
churches, it should be recognised – The Fundamentals seeks to fix these (and other Christian convictions) 
in particular ways, based on a belief about the essential antagonism between God and humanity – one, 
ironically, which mirrors the assumptions of a certain strain of modernity.  

The key to historic Christian fundamentalism is often taken to be infallibility/inerrancy, terms which can 
denote either similar or distinguishable ‘doctrines of scripture’ (that is, human propositions about the Bible) 
– with conservative evangelicals (often wrongly termed ‘fundamentalists’) seeing the biblical message as 
unerringly truthful in all that it teaches, but not necessarily on all that it touches or describes (I. H. Marshall). 

Biblical scholar James Barr – in Fundamentalism (1977), Escaping from Fundamentalism (1984) and 
Beyond Fundamentalism (1984) – has noted, with others, that Christian fundamentalism is mostly not, as its 
critics inaccurately claim, ‘literalistic’ in it scriptural references. Instead he shows that fundamentalism 
understood as a particular, authoritarian reading of the Bible is actually a surprisingly 'modern' phenomenon 
– a distorted version of rationalism which fits selected texts into a pre-determined ideology that it then reads 
back into them (eisegesis).  
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He demonstrates this by elaborating the ways in which fundamentalist interpretation resists the plain or 
surface meaning of the text for one which harmonises its irregularities in favour of a particular doctrinal 
outcome. He also shows that those who claim ‘only one possible meaning’ for the texts they use as knock-
down authorisation for their opinions frequently come up with different or diametrically opposed accounts of 
what the ‘one truth’ is. Fundamentalism is notoriously sectarian. 

The key word is ‘interpretation’. If fundamentalism is rendered coherent and is characterised by any one 
thing, it is its refusal to recognise that its reading of scripture is, like all textual reading, interpretative. 
Rather, it sees the authoritative text as being unmediated.  

2. DEFINITIONS 

It is this prior philosophical conviction (unacknowledged as such) about unmediated truth which perhaps 
gives us the best way of pointing to the problem of religious fundamentalism in the contemporary – given 
that the terms is now inescapably used to describe similar features of different religious systems, including, 
notably, Islam. (Inter alia, inter-faith specialist Christopher Lamb noted how unhelpful this is to interreligious 
encounter in an article in the Autumn 1997 edition of ‘Christian’ magazine.) 

Giles Fraser (‘Why legalism misrepresents the Bible’, Ekklesia, 27/01/07) observes a further twist: “When 
someone put in those nasty verse numbers, the lawyers started to feel it was their book — a set of 
regulations. Chapter and verse started sounding like paragraph 1, subsection 3 of a legal contract. That 
was the point at which some Christians began to reject the idea that the Bible could be read in various 
ways, and, worse still, that it might contain contradictions or poetry. Such things would undermine its status 
as the ultimate legal document.” 

It is the belief that revealed truth is to be apprehended directly and in an unmediated (often legalistic) form 
by a privileged group which distinguishes the ‘fundamentalist mindset’ – and which makes it possible, 
despite the difficulties noted above, to use the term more generally. But its pejorative and abusive 
connotations often disable such descriptive usefulness with emotivism. 

3. PROBLEMS 

Emotion aside, however, it must be recognised that convictions about being the recipient of un-mediated 
truth, when combined with the view that ‘error has no rights’, leads frequently, if not unassailably, to 
totalitarianism. This can be the case in some forms of modern Christian fundamentalism, where the 
‘classical’ formula has been further revised in the direction of a violent, vindicatory apocalyptic that validates 
divinely mandated victory for the carriers of a particular viewpoint. And where the erosion of power and 
influence that flowed from Christendom has produced a victim mentality which equates loss of suasion or 
privilege with anti-Christian prejudice (something which may, it must be conceded, exist) and persecution 
(which, in the plural West, does not). In this sense, the fundamentalist mindset, reinforced by an all-
encompassing, localised and inward-looking culture, can be profoundly damaging, corrosive and dangerous 
– not least to biblical faith, and to politics as a negotiation of power in the presence of difference. 

Catherine Madsen (in ‘CrossCurrents’, the journal of the Association of Religion in Intellectual Life, USA) 
has made the following challenging observation: “To grow up politically is to understand that there are other 
points of view, and that you cannot erase them; that there are no shortcuts to respect, and that one must 
earn one's dignity; that our obligation to our fellow humans is to make our own point of view not 
unassailable but intelligible. What do you want so badly that you have to develop an impenetrable and 
threatening rhetoric to talk about it, or blow yourself and the bystanders to bloody shreds rather than ask for 
it sanely? The Buddhist monks who immolated themselves in protest against the Vietnam war did it one by 
one; they went into an open space where there were no people and sat in the flames. 

“Like totalitarians of all ideological stripes and mystics of all religions, painstaking thinkers of all cultures 
know each other intuitively across the boundaries of opposition. Totalitarians do not like them; indeed they 
are always at risk from the totalitarians in their own culture as well as those in the enemy's. In spite of this—
or because of it—they are determined to construct a trustworthy language, a language dense and durable 
enough to resist the corruptions of politics. That language, if any, is religious. We will be lucky if it ever finds 
its way into prayer.” 

In his book Faith and Politics After Christendom (2006), Jonathan Bartley has outlined some ways in which 
Christian fundamentalism, routinely thought of as aggressively assertive but not violent, can spill over into 
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the use of violence – and in some cases already has. See also ‘The end of Christendom as a political 
threat’, Ekklesia, 09/01/07, Karen Armstrong’s study, The Battle for God (2001), and Leonardo Boff, 
Fundamentalism, Terrorism and the Future of Humanity (2005). 

4. UNDERSTANDINGS 

A confused diagnosis often leads to a confused understanding of, and response to, fundamentalism. As we 
have seen, although it has cognates from the past, the fundamentalist mindset is inherently modern (in its 
approach to texts, and in its use of technology, we might add). To view it as a refusal of modernity in all its 
forms is incorrect. It is, in many respects, a perversion of modernity in primarily, but not exclusively, 
‘religious’ form. (For a broader perspective on this, referencing Islam, see John Gray, Al Qaeda and What It 
Means to Be Modern, 2005.)  

The terms ‘conservative’, ‘traditional’ and ‘orthodox’ – as well as ‘evangelical’ and ‘radical’ – are also 
frequently used, incorrectly, as definitive for an understanding of fundamentalism in contemporary 
discourse. In fact conservatism shows a respect for past traditions of reasoning and living which 
fundamentalism often eschews in its pursuit of unmediated truth in the here-and-now. Tradition, rightly 
understood, is about continuity through development, argument and change in community, not individualism 
and fixity. And orthodoxy originates, as the word suggests, from a disposition of praise – translated into the 
formularies which provide the grammar and syntax by which relationship to God (through the experiences, 
signs, actions, encounters, thoughts, traditions and texts which convey God) can be transmitted. It is, as 
Rowan Williams points out, inherently creative rather than rigid – seeking, as in the doctrine of the 
incarnation, to hold together as paradox things which a more eliminative mind would want neatly to 
distinguish or ‘order’.  

Meanwhile, an evangelical is one committed to the evangel, good news, contained in the biblical record and 
fully-fleshed in Christ, and radicalism (radix, ‘root’) means rooted in such a way as to be able to move to the 
risky frontiers. Of course, meanings are contested. But all of these dispositions can be clearly distinguished 
from fundamentalism. Some writers appear to miss these distinctions, or unhelpfully blur them (Sam Harris, 
Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins) to serve ulterior polemical purposes.  

5. RESPONSES 

The following observations are offered as some initial guidelines toward more substantial responses. These 
might include a risk assessment of fundamentalist activity (including putative violence), further public policy 
information-sharing, more developed education programmes within the churches (and beyond), projects 
concerned with transitioning away from fundamentalism, and exchanges with other faith communities as 
they seek to address the challenge in their (different) contexts: 

• Since fundamentalism involves claims about unmediated truth, perhaps the best and surprising response 
(for Christians) is the Bible itself – which proves to be, in its variety, subtlety and engagement of the reader 
in its broad range of understandings and practices – nothing like the book (mis)described by 
fundamentalism. Deep engagement with scripture and with the interpretative, communal and life skills it 
requires of us is something the churches generally under-emphasise. Interestingly, a survey by Christian 
Research has indicated that ‘fundamentalist’ churches are often among those where the Bible is studied 
least, contrary to general assumptions. 

• Similarly, fundamentalism tends to reduce Christ to an ideological tool, de-emphasising the person of 
Jesus, the Jesus-movement in Christian history and discipleship – and therefore the central Christian 
conviction that the Word has become, first and foremost, flesh. It is the lively materiality of the Gospel to 
which the texts bear testimony, both by calling us to recognition, and by showing us how we fall short of the 
vulnerability of God in Christ. The religiously-sanctioned horrors and genocides of the Bible can and should 
be read this way, with the Spirit-impelled Jesus as the hermeneutical (interpretative) key. 

• ‘Infallibility’ and ‘inerrancy’ are human constructs which stress the inviolability of something within human 
control. The Christian message, by contrast, is that God has chosen the ‘weak vessels’ of flesh, textuality, 
history, reason and tradition through which to address us. In this respect, as David E. Jenkins has 
observed, “fundamentalism is fatally flawed” from the perspective of a mainstream Christian orientation. The 
biblical language is of “inspiration”, divine wisdom working with, in and through the mind and the heart, 
rather than over and against these things.  
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• Fundamentalism as a mindset is a refusal of conversation. In must cases it cannot be out-argued or 
‘reasoned with’, because its narrow premises are constructed in such a way as to eliminate critique and 
encourage self-affirmation. But this should not lead us to the dangerous conclusion that encounter with 
fundamentalists is unnecessary or unfruitful. 

• On the contrary, many Christians pass through a ‘fundamentalist phase’, especially when they are young 
or new to the faith. Security and relationship are precisely what enable people to move beyond this stage, 
and to discover a rootedness which is about grace rather than self-assertion. Writing people off and 
labelling them reinforces the exclusive culture which nurtures the fundamentalist mindset. Encouraging 
Christians to mix and talk widely, both inside and outside the church, opens windows to closed minds if it is 
done in the right spirit. 

• James Barr and others – including highly-regarded evangelical scholars such as James D. G. Dunn and I. 
Howard Marshall - are right to stress that ‘evangelical commitment’ and the mindset of fundamentalism are 
not the same thing – indeed they are opposites, since the former is a disposition of faith (reasonable trust) 
rather than certainty. 

• There are very particular problems stemming from fundamentalism which churches and Christian 
organisations need to address much more directly than they are at the moment. One of these is 
‘creationism’ and its cousin Intelligent Design, which posits a conflict between natural science and divine 
wisdom, and rejects the traditional Christian view that God creates ex nihilo (i.e. donates rather than 
manufactures) and upholds the whole world process rather than a part of it where ‘gaps’ can be identified. 
The problem of creationism stems in part from a blinkered reading of Genesis which ignores its varied and 
figurative expression and imposes instead the refutation of a modern theory of origins (evolution) – which it 
mistakenly thinks of as a threat.  

• Another challenge is that of ‘Christian Zionism’, which again reads selected biblical texts in a rigid and pre-
determined way (as evangelical scholars Don Wagner, Stephen Sizer and Colin Chapman have 
demonstrated). The result is an ideology which divides the hope of Israel from justice for Palestinians, and 
turns Christian politics into a tribal identification with land claims, rather than a universal message about 
God’s gift of peace, justice and a ‘new creation’.  

• Current arguments around sexuality within the churches are also infected by 'proof-texting' and other 
procedures reflective of, if not necessarily rooted in, the fundamentalist mindset. 

• The violence inherent in, or attached to, notions of totalising communal inerrancy and penal substitutionary 
atonement are also issues which require much more debate. On the latter, see Consuming Passion: Why 
the killing of Jesus really matters (2005), edited by Simon Barrow and Jonathan Bartley. 

• In the USA and elsewhere there are identifiable (and self-identifying) fundamentalist movements. In Britain 
most Christians eschew the term, but ‘the fundamentalist mindset’ can be seen in some non-denominational 
and ‘new’ churches, as well as within traditional denominations. Creationist ideas can be found within some 
Church of England settings, for example. It is not just a problem ‘out there’ for the historic churches, and it is 
clearly an ecumenical as well as an inter-faith challenge. 

• Finally, Christians and others would do well to seek to re-evaluate and disarm a form of discourse which 
simplistically pits religious ‘conservatives’ against ‘liberals’, seeing fundamentalism as the purest form of the 
former and non-belief as the purest form of the latter – as if the choice was between Jerry Falwell and 
Richard Dawkins. It patently is not. The processes of conservation and liberality are much more interesting 
than that, and indeed need one another. Responsible generosity towards the past, present and future go 
together with an attitude that we are not controllers, but recipients of the sheer gift that is God in Christ. A 
very different kind of theological and cross-community conversation is needed at the tail end of 
Christendom and in the continuing uncertainty that is post-modernity. One which questions our answers 
rather than reinforcing our stereotypes. 

Simon Barrow 
January 2007 

[This paper was originally prepared for a consultation in Elizabeth House, Westminster, London. Further 
research and response may follow.] 
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