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Preface

What is “Modern Theology”?

Attempts to define Christian theology can be notoriously facile. One is often told that
such theology is “faith seeking understanding.” Alternately, it is often remarked that
theology is the interpretation of doctrine, so that one regards interpretation as the busi-
ness of testing and applying doctrine to the experienced life of the Church. Richard
Hooker defined theology as “the science of things divine,” and developing Hooker’s
statement is Locke’s famous definition of theology, from 1698:

Theology, which, containing the knowledge of God and his creatures, our duty to him and
our fellow-creatures, and a view of our present and future state, is the comprehension of
all other knowledge, directed to its true end.

Each of these definitions works quite straightforwardly, as do many others. One of the
things one constantly discovers is that if Christian theology is Christian talk of God,
then the fact that there are many different ways of doing that in today’s world demon-
strates that pluralism is inherent to any question of how to define theology. What
matters then is to what extent such pluralism is true; or, better, to what extent theo-
logical ideas allow for different interpretations.

Attempts to define modern theology exacerbate this difficulty, for the singular reason
that the concept “modernity” itself allows for no unambiguous definition. To support
this argument, consider solely whether “modernity” is concerned with time, or scope.
Is “modernity” a period of history, or is it a particular way of understanding? In other
words, if one is attempting a first definition of modern theology, does one try to define
a particular period of Christian history, with a start and an end, or does one try to define
a way of thinking about Christian ideas that might be coterminous with a specific 
historical period, but which is intellectual rather than circumstantial?

If the former – as is often the case – then modern theology is roughly the period
1600–1980, with early modernity arguably evident in the sixteenth century, and late



modernity giving way to postmodernity in the 1980s. If the latter, then modern theol-
ogy “begins” when people seek to think about their faith in terms of the world in which
they live, rather than the other way round. One might characterize this intellectual def-
inition in relation to time – one might still trace its origin to around 1600, for example
– but the essential quality is the way of thinking, rather than the historic moment when
it started to occur.

These initial definitions need greater attention, however. If the governing factor is
time, then questions about modernity’s beginnings and ends, and hence questions
about premodernity and postmodernity, become identifiable with specific historical
texts and contexts, ideas and arguments. As a way of testing this argument, one can
consider how it works as a way of interpreting a classic text. And, taking a text that is
well beyond the usual scope of modern theology (if modernity is defined temporally),
then one can legitimately ask whether or not Dante’s Divine Comedy is a work of modern
theology, and thereby whether or not modernity itself is a viable concept in interpret-
ing a text written in 1321. On this reading, it is clearly nonsensical to argue that
Dante’s Divine Comedy is a modern text, since overwhelmingly scholarship contends
that modern theology “begins” no earlier than the mid-sixteenth century. The argu-
ment is elementary: 1321 is earlier than 1550; quod erat demonstrandum.

If modernity is defined in terms of scope, however, the situation becomes much more
complex. Considering the same, unusual example, Dante’s Divine Comedy, one now has
to ask whether or not the text itself betrays what one might call a modern theological
understanding of the relationship between God and the world, and then whether or not
this betrayal is deliberate or accidental; i.e., intended by Dante, or not. If Dante intended
to write a text that demonstrates a modern understanding of the relationship between
God and the world, then his Divine Comedy is a work of modern theology, whether or
not it was written in 1321.

Such an exercise requires that one first decide what criteria one considers funda-
mental to one’s definition of modernity. That argument, however, is itself circular,
because: What comes first, a modern understanding, or criteria of the modern? Or,
stated more clearly: What possible criteria for defining modernity can one identify, that
do not arise naturally from the texts that were written in modern times? One recognizes
the problem: criteria of interpretation that are alien to the texts to be interpreted are
often worse than useless.

All of this becomes quickly and unnecessarily baffling, almost as if the sheer diffi-
culty of defining the way Christians speak of God is not in itself sufficiently difficult.
For the sake of argument, therefore, this Companion grants that questions of historical
contingency – time – are secondary to questions of critical thinking – scope – and that
consequently modern theology is to be defined in terms of how we consider the prob-
lems that arise when theologians attempt to understand the relationship between God
and the world. Here we can make a first assertion that governs the philosophy of this
volume: modern theology begins when theologians look beyond the Church for answers
to their questions.

Such an argument allows one to focus upon certain key texts, individuals, themes,
and arguments, whilst not covering others. To some extent it is arbitrary, of course:
decisions about inclusion and exclusion generally are. Modern theology has a 
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manageable shape, however, one that has been recognized and studied for several 
generations, and one that remains largely normative for how one understands much
Christian reflection in the eighteenth to twentieth centuries. It is characterized by ques-
tions of engagement with philosophy, society, science, and culture, and populated – if
that is the right term – by such figures as Kant, Hegel, Schleiermacher, Barth, and
Rahner. It is a period when certain ways of interpreting Christian ideas arrived at new
definitions of history and eschatology, for example, or the central doctrines of the 
Christian faith. And it was – is – a period when new challenges arose to make people
think about their faith with renewed urgency. As indicated, however, one key intellec-
tual idea characterizes these attempts: people start to look beyond the Church for
answers to their questions.

Dante’s Divine Comedy

Naturally enough, therefore, the vast majority of texts and ideas that will be consid-
ered in this volume come from the period when people started looking beyond the
Church for answers to their questions, after approximately 1700. To find a way into a
more nuanced definition, however, one may reconsider Dante’s Divine Comedy at this
point, making a distinction between medieval and modern theologies that is informa-
tive. The traditional way to understand Dante’s poem is to view it as a reflection upon
the tension between philosophy and theology, personified in the figures of Virgil and
Dante respectively. On this reading philosophy leads the pilgrim – Dante – into a
sequence of reflections and encounters, principally with the consequences of moral
failings. This process is characterized by a high degree of openness, so that for Virgil
reason is given free rein to address the questions humanity faces in understanding itself
morally.

This process, however, is very limited: it can lead Dante through Hell and into Pur-
gatory, for example, but it cannot cross the boundary of Purgatory, into Heaven itself.
Why? Because Heaven is the realm of God and the Church, and only faith – and faith-
thinking, or theology – can find its way in that world. Heaven is closed; and it “opens”
only to the eyes of faith, not to those of reason. Virgil, therefore, is literally incapable
of guiding Dante into Heaven, because he cannot “see” Heaven, a reality that afflicts
him and which characterizes his state in Limbo, as Dante describes in the Purgatorio of
the Divine Comedy:

I am Virgil; and for no other crime
Than not having faith, I lost heaven . . .

(Purgatorio vii. 7–8)1

On this reading, Dante’s Divine Comedy is a work of medieval theology because 
medieval theology is characterized by an emphasis upon a closed universe, ordered by
God and intelligible solely to God. Philosophy, it is true, pushes toward openness, so 
that one might argue that certain forms of scholastic theology in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries find their center in the debate over the proper limits of reason, and
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the extent to which they can play any role in theological reflection. That tension –
between closure and openness, faith and reason – is central to Dante, as I have argued;
but it is also central to the greater world of medieval and scholastic theologies. And, for
Dante at least, it is a tension that can only be resolved in favor of closure, because God’s
world is the locus of God’s being, and God’s being is not open to human thought.

There is at least one other way to read Dante, however, and it is what I have char-
acterized as the modern reading of the Divine Comedy. On this reading the tension
between philosophy and theology is not antagonistic, and cannot be characterized in
terms of a juxtaposition of openness and closure. Rather, the subject matter of both
philosophy and theology is the same, namely, human being. The sole difference, admit-
tedly a significant one, is that philosophy and theology approach this subject matter
from different perspectives, and with different presuppositions; or, stated more clearly,
they give different answers to the same questions.

One of the clearest examples of this process at work in twentieth-century thought
was in the relationship between the philosopher Martin Heidegger and the theologian
Rudolf Bultmann. For both Heidegger and Bultmann the proper subject matter of
reflection was human being, something which both men thought was best intelligible
in terms of existentialist analysis. As Bultmann readily acknowledged, Heidegger’s his-
torical phenomenological analysis of the conditions of possibility of authentic existence
is as useful for theology as it is for philosophy. Why? Because human being is evidently
human existence, and as such requires understanding prior to asking more funda-
mental – transcendental – questions of it. As Bultmann wrote in his 1925 essay “What
does it mean to speak about God?”: “Before one can speak of God, one must first be able
to speak of man.”

Once that analysis had been achieved, Heidegger and Bultmann undoubtedly
wanted to go in different directions, the former toward the non-religious category
Being, the latter towards God and an understanding of human existence before God:
coram deo, as Bultmann knew it from his Lutheran tradition. For the sake of our ques-
tion about modernity, however, this distinction is irrelevant. What matters is that both
Heidegger and Bultmann agree on the fundamental questions and some of their
answers. Or, to state it in terms of Dante’s Divine Comedy: Virgil and Dante are able to
travel the same road, because they both understand the same road map. And that road
map, though it ultimately comes from God – as Virgil well knows – is our road map, for
better or for worse, and as such we have to understand it by any moral and intellectual
means possible.

I think this model offers a very important way of thinking about modern theology.
The idea of terrain that can be mapped has been used to speak both of divine action –
in the form of God’s revelation in Christ – and of human responses to that divine action.
In both senses the key idea is that there is something that can be known, and some-
thing that can be said about what is known, that has distinct limits or boundaries. One
is mapping something with a clear “shape,” in other words, a clear shape that permits
an accurate rendition. Such an idea characterizes quite a lot of biblical or doctrinal
interpretation in Church history, actually, albeit in a fairly crude manner.

The model that informs this volume is somewhat different, however. Instead of a
single map for a single terrain, therefore, this volume allows that the terrain of God’s
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relationship with the world looks different when seen from different perspectives, and
that consequently different maps will be appropriate for different people in different sit-
uations. The old question about maps, therefore – are they accurate? – is replaced by a
new one: are they useful? Or better: Do they have value and meaning? Do they repre-
sent the world and God’s relationship with it as it is viewed by certain people in certain
places? Returning to Dante and Virgil, it becomes not so much a question of identify-
ing the route through Hell and Purgatory, as their route through Hell and Purgatory. It
is a huge difference, one that clearly indicates the shift toward a modern concern with
peoples’ contextualized perspectives and interpretations.

For what it is worth, I do not think Dante’s Divine Comedy really allows such a 
thoroughgoing modern reading; it is a medieval text from the fourteenth century, and
it does present a closed world in which all questions are resolved by heavenly answers.
That does not mean, however, that the modern reading has no virtues, and that looking
at Christian history and its texts from the modern perspective is pointless. It is after 
all the basic premise of hermeneutic theory that meaning can be translated from 
context to context, generated by the interaction between text and interpreter. The
modern reading of Dante’s Divine Comedy, therefore, is just that: a reading. As such it
merits understanding not simply because it might be historically significant – and for
better or worse, modern theology is a massive dimension of the history of Christian
reflection – but also because it sheds light on the original, which is God’s relationship
with the world, and Christian witness to the many dimensions of God’s presence and
absence.

A “Companion to Modern Theology,” consequently, is not simply a companion to a
particular period of Christian history, or a particular set of figures, ideas, and chal-
lenges. It is also a companion to a way of thinking through the main principles and
values of Christianity, its relevance for the world as well as the Church, and the great
contributions all kinds of intellectual reflection make to the life of faith seeking under-
standing. As indicated, the point of such a volume is to provide a road map, with certain
important routes through the terrain of modern theology, the general shape of that
discipline and, perhaps most importantly, how it works as a line of inquiry. Or better:
how it works as lines of inquiry, for one of the most valuable insights students can have
is that there are many different ways of understanding modern theology, and a lot of
them are plausible accounts of the subjects under discussion. Good students will realize
this fact, and good textbooks will help them appreciate it.

The Structure of this Book

What the reader should expect to find in this book, therefore, is a series of essays that
build up a thorough, composite picture of modern theology in terms of its major themes
and issues, figures and movements. To use again the image of the road map, the book
should work as a series of indications by which one can navigate the subject matter.
And since there can be, by definition, no one road map that is absolutely perfect – no
one account of modern theology that is complete and unchallengeable – so the student
has to work with the material in these essays, using them to provoke thoughts and argu-
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ments and their own lines of inquiry that will take them more deeply into modern 
theology’s pertinent questions.

As importantly, then, the student should also be clear about what she will not find
in this textbook. She will not find objective accounts of important names, events, 
and ideas, as if these can be presented separately from their intellectual and socio-
historical contexts. She will not find texts that can be filleted, rather as one fillets a fish,
in order to arrive at the “basic facts” that can then be utilized in an essay or assign-
ment. There are textbooks like that, some of them very successful, but they tend to
deaden argument, rather than encourage it. If modern theology is something worth
studying, if it offers ideas and arguments that are worth studying, then it must be
because it stimulates people to have their own thoughts about the basic themes and
beliefs of Christianity, and the ways in which people talk about those themes and beliefs.
Modern theology must stimulate thought and argument: that is the basic premise that
has guided the creation of this book and its constituent chapters.

What Does the Book Look Like in Detail, Therefore?

After this Preface has set out some basic points about the scope of the volume in
general, Part I introduces readers to the essential perspectives and engagements that
have shaped the development of modern theology, and consequently the way in which
modern theological questions are still interpreted. Robin Gill’s opening chapter, “The
Practice of Faith,” highlights the creative tensions between how one looks at the inter-
pretation of faith and the practical questions that lead on to questions of moral and
cultural relevance. Gill leads the reader through some of these tensions, using a close
reading of certain biblical passages to illustrate the points he wants to make to chal-
lenge the reader to think again about faith and practice, not as an end in itself, but as
a challenge to all responsible theological reflection. Part of this debate is inevitably
about the authority of the Bible, and in his chapter “Biblical Studies” John Barton offers
a lucid account of how the interpretation of the Bible has been shaped by modern
thought, and also how biblical interpretation has itself influenced the development of
modern theology.

Taken together, therefore, the essays by Gill and Barton address one of the most
natural of all starting points for modern theology, which should make readers think
about how they want to assess questions of origin and authority in modern theology
in general. The chapters by David B. Burrell and Charles Mathewes, on philosophy and
culture respectively, take up similar challenges, but consider quite different subjects. As
well as the important points Burrell and Mathewes make about philosophy and culture
in their essays, what is also significant is the way in which they demonstrate that 
philosophical reflection is inherently cultural, and cultural reflection is inherently
philosophical. Philosophy and culture can be considered together, as faith and the Bible
can be considered together, each pair challenging the reader to reconsider some basic
assumptions about the character of modern theology.

The remaining essays in the first section also work in similar ways. Thus, the chap-
ters by Don Browning and Ray Anderson, on social theory and theological anthropol-
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ogy respectively, work together to build up a sense of the way in which modern theol-
ogy’s engagement with these disciplines has altered how we understand Christian
claims about the ways in which people live together. Again, the chapter on history by
William Dean offers sustained readings of the deep structures of abiding intellectual
questions for modern theology, bringing together many of the previous questions in
Part I, but centered now on specific hermeneutic problems.

Taken as a whole, therefore, Part I should stimulate the reader to look at modern
theology’s relations with these lines of inquiry with fresh eyes. The nine essays of Parts
II and III continue this approach, dividing into two main groups, one considering the
central doctrines of the Christian faith, the other the principal periods of Christian
history that modern theology is charged to interpret. The chapters by G. R. Evans and
Morwenna Ludlow on patristics, Stephen Brown on the medieval Church, Carl
Trueman on the Reformation, and Garrett Green on modernity, all look afresh at the
interpretive challenges students face when they consider the issues for modern theol-
ogy raised by these doctrines and historical periods. The chapters by Bruce Marshall on
the Trinity, John Webster on the incarnation, Esther Reed on redemption, Andrew
Chester on eschatology, and Gavin D’Costa on Church and sacraments, build up an
image of the major doctrinal “building blocks,” the taught ideas that modern theology
then interprets.

Student should not, I repeat, expect to find “complete” and “factual” accounts of
these doctrines and periods in these nine essays though. There are original and sophis-
ticated considerations with significant claims to authority and sound judgment. Their
real significance for this book as a whole, however, lies in their ability to continue the
process begun in Part I: i.e. drawing students into the ways in which modern theology
functions as a series of intellectual arguments and models. To use an oft-cited example
from the way in which language works, the first sixteen essays in this book offer a
provocative and original take on the grammar and syntax of modern theology, reveal-
ing the ways in which it communicates in order to help students themselves to under-
stand better the challenges they face when they want to think about this subject.

If Parts I–III offer the grammar and syntax of modern theology, then it is fair to say
that Part IV provides a series of chapters that consider the figures who create the sig-
nificant vocabulary of the discipline. Certain of these essays, for example my own on
Kant, Merold Westphal’s on Hegel, and Dawn DeVries’s on Schleiermacher, look at
figures who, though long dead, can fairly claim to be the progenitors of modern theol-
ogy in particular, and indeed modern thought in general. Similarly, the remaining
chapters in this part, Mark Lindsay on Barth, Karen Kilby on Rahner, John de Gruchy
on Bonhoeffer, James Byrne on Bultmann and Tillich, and Mark McIntosh on von
Balthasar, all consider some of the great figures of twentieth-century theology. Dis-
cerning readers will immediately recognize that this list is not exclusive! There is no
place, apparently, for Emil Brunner or Adolf von Harnack, nor for the liberation and
feminist theologians who are so important for very recent theology. Nor, indeed, are
there any figures other than dead white males in Part IV, which requires some 
explanation, perhaps.

The answer to this query is two-fold. First, the eight chapters in Part IV address
highly significant figures: no one would wish to omit any of them. Again, each of these
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essays brings into its discussion some of the other figures that one might argue char-
acterize modern theology, so that, for example, Harnack and Brunner are present in
these treatments, even if they do not feature in chapter headings. The rationale for Part
IV apart, however, my second reason for structuring the book in this way and with these
chapters is pedagogic: it has to do with how I want people to read Part V as well as Part
IV. It has to do with understanding the great figures and ideas of more recent theology
as explicit challenges to the ways in which we interpret modern theology, rather than
offering further chapters about figures who might be viewed, however unfortunately,
“in isolation.” To some extent that is inevitable with individuals like Kant and Hegel. It
is not inevitable with feminism and race, however, and these enormous challenges and
indeed responsibilities should never be treated as simply “figures” or “ideas” alongside
other, perhaps far older and historic, figures and ideas.

The eight essays in Part V therefore take up this theme of challenge and responsi-
bility, so that the pieces by Ian Markham on Christianity and other religions, Martyn
Percy on economics and social justice, Patricia Daniel on feminism, Ralph Norman on
the rediscovery of mysticism, Laurel Kearns on ecology, Richard Arrandale on drama,
film and postmodernity, Shawn Copeland on race, and Robert John Russell and Kirk
Wegter-McNelly on science, all resonate with this approach to their subjects. This list
of eight challenges and responsibilities is not exhaustive, of course; no one would claim
that, least of all the contributors, who have achieved astonishingly focused and perti-
nent treatments of their subjects. They are indicative, however, of the range of chal-
lenges and responsibilities that modern theology has faced and continues to face.

By the end of these thirty-two chapters readers will have a thorough knowledge of
a very wide spectrum of material relevant to modern theology. They will also have a
considerable palette of different ways to approach modern theology, and they will even
have a sense of where modern theology has come from and, as importantly, where it is
going. They will then have a sense – or many senses! – of how a textbook like this one
relates to Graham Ward’s admirable one on postmodern theologies, The Postmodern
God.2 Remember the point about structure: modern theology is composite, and so is its
interpretation. For those with energy and interest, therefore, these essays have biblio-
graphical references and notes that continue these interpretations, leading the reader
further into the complexities and subtleties of modern theological reflection.

That, in the final analysis, is what this textbook has been designed to achieve.
Modern theology, unlike say postmodern theologies, permits an emphasis on method-
ology, on how to think through intellectual problems as critically as possible. That is not
an accident: modern theology has often been closely related to notions of critical edu-
cation, so that modern theology’s pedagogic influences can often be mirrored by an
emphasis upon how today’s students might yet engage with its ideas and figures in
order to learn how to think more clearly about the Christian faith.

Modern theology is also about collisions and tensions, however: collisions and ten-
sions between ideas and individuals, as well as between the challenges and responsi-
bilities that Christianity now faces and will continue to face in the foreseeable future. If
this textbook has been put together, and its chapters written, with this critical model
in mind, it is because one of the best ways to handle those challenges and responsibil-
ities, the business of thinking and thereby owning modern theology’s concerns, is still
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to reflect critically on modern theology’s subject matter. Critical reflection is about intel-
ligent engagement, and the student who remembers that point will not go far wrong in
navigating the complexities of modern theology with the help of these thirty-two
guides.

It remains to thank many people for their help and guidance in bringing this volume
to publication. Reading through these essays again and again, I have always been
impressed by their authors’ integrity and commitment, not to mention sheer knowl-
edge and understanding. I am similarly hugely grateful for the work of Valery Rose and
her team of copy-editors. Rebecca Harkin, senior commissioning editor in theology at
Blackwell Publishing, has marshalled everything beautifully. Last but not least, my wife,
Nicky, has been the epitome of love and support in this enerprise as in everything in
life and work.

Notes

1 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, trans. C. H. Sisson (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1993), p. 225.

2 Graham Ward, The Postmodern God (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997).
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Within relatively homogeneous communities theology is typically understood as a
scholarly activity undertaken by people of faith for others who share the same faith
within a context of communal religious practice. Scholastic theology in medieval
Europe would have been understood in this way. Anselm’s celebrated depiction of the-
ology as “faith seeking understanding” was written in the context of a society in which
“faith,” “religion,” and “Catholicism” were all one and the same thing for his readers.
In traditional Islamic societies today this is often still the dominant understanding 
of theology, as it remains among many communities of orthodox Jews, traditionalist
Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox, and amongst fundamentalist Protestants.
However, since the introduction of modern forms of theological scholarship over the
last 150 years, especially within university-based theology in the West, the relationship
between faith, religious practice, and theology has become far more ambiguous. It can
no longer be assumed that all of those studying, or indeed all of those teaching, acad-
emic theology share either the same faith or a common pattern of religious practice. A
comparative rather than confessional approach to academic theology also ensures that
a variety of contrasting faith positions and religious practices are analyzed critically.
The theological pluralism of the academy now typically reflects the cultural pluralism
of Western society at large. Yet even within this pluralistic context the role of faith and
practice does not disappear.

In what follows I will look at the complex relationship between faith, practice, and
theology that is apparent in different areas within academic theology in the West. To
illustrate this relationship I will suggest how a single biblical story – Luke’s story of the
healing of ten lepers – might be studied in each of these different areas. In the Revised
Standard Version (RSV) of Luke 17 this story reads as follows:

(11) On the way to Jerusalem [Jesus] was passing along between Samaria and Galilee. (12)
And as he entered a village, he was met by ten lepers, who stood at a distance (13) and
lifted up their voices and said, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.” (14) When he saw them
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he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went they were
cleansed. (15) Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising
God with a loud voice; (16) and he fell on his face at Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks. Now
he was a Samaritan. (17) Then Jesus said, “Were not ten cleansed? Where are the nine?
(18) Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” (19) And
he said to him, “Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well.”

Faith and Biblical Studies

It might be supposed that nobody would spend her life studying Christian Scriptures
unless she was personally committed to those Scriptures and believed that they con-
tained the key to salvation. Yet, in practice, there is as much tension here as in any other
area of theology or religious studies in the Western academy. Many biblical scholars do
indeed approach their subject from a perspective of faith and religious practice, but
some do not. And even those who do, hold many different opinions on the authority of
Scripture for their faith and religious practice. Pluralism and tension abound in this
area of academic theology today.

At some levels this is hardly surprising. There are many technical aspects of biblical
studies, such as the linguistic, source and textual areas, which require considerable
skills but not faith as such. So, just as classical scholars can often derive pleasure and
satisfaction from studying texts that are at variance with their own beliefs and com-
mitments, it is not difficult to see how some secular scholars can approach biblical texts
in a similar way. In both contexts there are intellectual challenges and puzzles that 
can fully engage the imaginations of those with the appropriate skills, but without
involving any existential commitment on their part. Establishing the chronological
order of the Synoptic Gospels say, arguing in detail for or against the existence of Q, 
or recovering the most reliable Greek test of the New Testament, are not activities in
themselves that require Christian faith. It might even be argued that such study sharp-
ens skills that can then be applied to other more pragmatic areas of life. Ironically such
an argument was used at the beginning of the twentieth century for the training of
Anglican ordinands: typically they (and many other intellectuals) were required to
study classics rather than theology as their training for ministry. Perhaps there was
even a presumption that studying a work such as Plato’s Republic (a particular favorite
for that generation) improved the minds of ordinands rather more than studying the
Bible.

By the middle of the twentieth century Anglican ordination training had changed
very considerably. Now it was assumed, and not just by Anglican evangelicals, that a
rigorous study of biblical exegesis was an essential part of ordination training. Yet, after
a century of biblical criticism, the dominant assumption was that biblical exegesis must
be conducted in a critical context – especially that of historical criticism. Nonetheless,
biblical exegesis for Anglican ordinands of all descriptions was a confessional activity.
It was studied to inform the future teaching and preaching ministry of these ordinands,
who themselves constituted the majority of those studying theology at English univer-
sities (in Scotland there was a very similar pattern of male, Presbyterian ordinands

4 robin gill



forming the majority of those studying theology at Edinburgh, Glasgow, St. Andrews
or Aberdeen).

However, today the Western academy is radically transformed. In Britain (as else-
where in Europe and North America) a majority of those studying theology in univer-
sity are neither male nor ordinands and are not necessarily Anglicans (or, in Scotland,
Presbyterians) at all; and biblical interpretation has assumed at least as large a role 
as biblical exegesis in the syllabus. As a result this syllabus can no longer presume 
that the function of biblical studies is to inform the teaching and preaching of (male)
Anglican or Presbyterian ordinands. Such a confessional function has been replaced
with a more comparative function. The syllabus in Biblical Studies is now more likely
to require students to become familiar with different and contrasting patterns of
hermeneutics. Biblical interpretation requires an awareness that across time and across
different contemporary cultures (diachronically and synchronically) biblical texts are
understood, interpreted and appropriated very differently. Pluralism and comparative
critical study have once again entered the discipline. Biblical interpretation involves the
exploration of different and sometimes contradictory faith communities as they have
sought to use the Bible.

Illustration

The story of ten lepers, in Luke’s Gospel, can be studied without reference to faith at
all. At the levels of textual scholarship and translation, the opening verse contains a
number of possibilities. The RSV opts for “between Samaria and Galilee,” but another
possibility is “through the midst of Samaria and Galilee.” Both the Greek text and the
English translations of it have a number of possibilities, all of which struggle to make
sense of the rather vague geography in the story. Some scholars have suggested that
the problem here may go back to Luke himself and that he probably had a rather con-
fused idea of inland boundaries. Other scholars have looked carefully at the language
of the story, detecting in, for example, the next verse, Greek words that are typical of
Luke’s style of writing. Again this story can be studied from a perspective of Synoptic
scholarship. It is found only in Luke, and uniquely it involves a simultaneous healing
of ten people from the same disease, yet the final phrase “your faith has made you well”
links it clearly to other Synoptic healing stories (Mark 5:24, Matthew 9:22, Luke 8:48,
and Mark 10:52, Luke 18:42).

Biblical interpretation would suggest another way of approaching this story. Rather
than being concerned to establish the original Greek text or to examine the story in
relation to other stories in the Synoptic Gospels, biblical interpretation would be 
more concerned to understand the different ways it has been understood by various
faith communities across time and across different contemporary cultures. Some 
might look at the various ways the story has been portrayed in art or in literature.
Others might look at the role it has played in sermons in different ages. Others again
might look at the different ways it has been received in modern Western countries with
no direct experience of leprosy, compared with, say, parts of Africa where it is still
endemic.
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Faith and Systematic Theology

Those who study academic theology in the West will encounter the work of historical
and present-day systematic theology from a variety of contrasting, and sometimes com-
peting, traditions. They will need, for example, to be as familiar with the writings of
Thomas Aquinas as with those of Martin Luther and John Calvin. They will need to
study, say, both Karl Barth and Karl Rahner. As with any other arts- or social science-
based subject, it is usually considered to be inadequate to study the ideas of any single
author without being able to relate those ideas critically to the competing ideas of
others. Comparative, critical study is as important to systematic theology within the
academy as it is to philosophy or to sociology. All three subjects can, of course, be taught
in a confessional manner. At times Marxist sociology and various brands of philosophy
have been taught in this way. However, the dominant approach within the Western
academy is, either to discourage such confessional teaching, or to counter it with teach-
ing using alternative confessional bases. Whether a critical and relatively detached
approach is adopted, or a multi-confessional approach, the student of academic theol-
ogy is inevitably confronted with a self-consciously pluralistic subject.

This has a number of implications for the relationship between faith and systematic
theology:

1 Systematic theology becomes a form of history of ideas or sociology of know-
ledge. By juxtaposing competing understandings of theology, systematic theology
becomes less the systematic exploration of the tenets of faith than a critical com-
parison of competing understandings of faith. Indeed, few of those who teach sys-
tematic theology within the modern academy have themselves written, or will ever
write, a systematic theology. Rather they are scholars who have specialized in study-
ing the written systematic theologies of past and present theologians. They may
seek to trace the provenance of these ideas, as a history-of-ideas approach does in
a variety of disciplines (and most notably within philosophy). Or they may seek
additional connections between these changing ideas and changes within society
at large, as the sociology of knowledge attempts to do. Yet both of these approaches
have a strong tendency to locate faith in a comparative and critical context . . . it is
the faith of others that is typically studied as much as one’s own faith.

2 Systematic theology thus becomes more a comparative than a confessional form of
study. Even if someone who teaches or studies theology has a strong commitment
to faith and religious practice (as of course many, but not all, do), the very disci-
pline in its modern form encourages critical comparison rather than confession. If
ideas from competing theological traditions are studied in a scholarly manner in
the modern academy, then they do need to be approached with a degree of sym-
pathy. If they are dismissed too early, on some confessional basis, then their sig-
nificance is likely to be overlooked. The careful comparison of divergent views sits
uncomfortably with a mono-confessional and apologetic approach to theology.

3 The very process of modern academic theology makes it difficult to sustain an
unquestioning faith. There is a clear difference between those people of faith who
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have never heard their faith seriously challenged and those who retain their faith
in the context of a pluralistic and critical academy. This remains the case even when
the content of the two faiths appears to be identical. For example, people from these
two contexts may have a similar belief in a personal God. Yet those in the pluralis-
tic context are aware that this belief is challenged by many other people on a variety
of grounds, whereas those in the first context do not. The faith of those in the 
pluralistic context is no longer an unquestioning faith: it is a faith held in con-
trast to (and sometimes in defiance of) others in society.

It would, though, be a mistake to assume from this that faith has little to do with
systematic theology in the modern academy. Many, perhaps most, of those who actu-
ally write a systematic theology in the first place do have an explicit faith commitment
located within a specific community of religious practice. It is clearly incumbent, then,
on those studying a particular systematic theology to seek to understand that faith
commitment – whether they share that commitment themselves or not. Again, many
(but not all) students of systematic theology are drawn into the discipline precisely
because they have a sense of “faith seeking understanding.” Just as many students of
philosophy or the social sciences have a personal interest in their subject, so do many
students of systematic theology. More than that, some people come to systematic the-
ology because they are convinced that a mature faith needs a comparative and critical
assessment. Systematic theology thus allows them to compare and contrast their own
faith with that of others and, in the process, to refine and nuance their faith.

Illustration

The story of ten lepers in Luke’s Gospel suggests a number of issues for a comparative
and critical approach to Systematic theology. To take just two, there is the issue of mir-
acles and their significance and there is the role of faith in the story. Both of these issues
tend to divide theologians in ways that are fascinating for students today.

There has been much discussion within theology about the meaning and coherence
of the concept of “miracle” (albeit the term itself is not used within this story), espe-
cially following David Hume’s provocative definition of a miracle as “a violation of
the laws of nature.” In the fast developing literature on science and religion it is 
often argued that such a definition now appears anachronistic in a context of post-
Newtonian physics. Physicists today are far less likely to talk about fixed “laws of
nature” than they might have been in the past. As a result some theologians argue that
those who dismiss the miraculous element in stories such as that of the ten lepers are
simply the products of outdated philosophy of the Enlightenment. Others remain skep-
tical but argue that the story still has theological significance even without primitive
notions of the miraculous. Much depends here upon the different understanding of
God’s “actions” in the world and upon how far Christians in the modern world can
sustain a world-view thoroughly at odds with prevailing culture.

Within the story the role of faith is clearly important. Yet there is an ambiguity here
that has puzzled and divided theologians. The normal expectation within healing stories
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in the Synoptic Gospels is that faith necessarily precedes healing. So, for example, in the
story of the woman with a hemorrhage (Mark 5:34, Matthew 9:22, Luke 8:48), she
too is told that “your faith has made you well.” But in the story of the ten lepers only
one of the lepers is told this, when all ten had been healed. Why is he alone told this?
One explanation is that all ten had faith and were therefore healed, but only one was
specifically commended because he gave thanks. A more conservative explanation is
that the tenth differed because he alone was “saved”: the others were healed of their
leprosy but not actually “saved.” Neither explanation is particularly satisfactory (the
second, for example, does not account for why this story uses the phrase “your faith
has made you well” in a different way from other stories). Yet the two explanations do
suggest very different traditions of theology behind them.

Faith and Religious Studies

A further process of refinement is possible for those who are prepared to compare and
contrast their own faith with that of non-Christian religious traditions. Sometimes
termed comparative theology (rather than what was once termed “comparative reli-
gion”), Christian theology is set within a broader context of, say, Jewish theology or
Islamic theology, in an attempt to identify and perhaps evaluate points of convergence
and divergence.

Such an approach is not without its critics. Some, following Karl Barth, would reject
it on the grounds that Christianity is not “a religion.” The uniqueness of Christian faith
means that it is always mistaken to compare it with any other so-called “faith,” whether
this faith is a secular form of “faith” or one drawn from one or other of the world reli-
gions. On this understanding Christian faith is wholly incomparable, so any attempt at
such comparison inevitably involves serious distortion. Christian faith is based solely
upon the Word of God made known uniquely in Jesus Christ, not upon some shared
religious experience common to humanity or upon some knowledge of God derived
independently of Jesus Christ.

In contrast, some within the academic discipline of religious studies argue that com-
parative theology is mistaken because it is too fideistic. They argue that Religious Studies
differs from comparative theology in that it is “value-free” and independent of any faith
commitment. So, whereas comparative theology, or traditional theology in any form, is
viewed primarily in confessional terms, “religious studies” is seen as a detached, scien-
tific discipline concerned with describing and analyzing religious phenomena without
any existential commitment to them. The very term “religious studies” rather than
“comparative religion” is often preferred for this reason: the latter is considered to be too
value-laden and judgmental. On this understanding, theology in any form is a discipline
suitable particularly for those training for ministry within churches, whereas religious
studies is a discipline more suitable for those training to be teachers in a non-
confessional setting. Or, to express this differently, theology aims to promote and refine
faith whereas religious studies seeks rather to promote greater knowledge and discern-
ment about religious issues. Theology is thus a fideistic discipline suitable for ministers,
whereas religious studies is a detached discipline suitable for diplomats or civil servants.
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It is not too difficult to show that both of these criticisms hardly match the disci-
plines of theology and religious studies as they are now typically taught and studied in
Western academies. In their different ways they present caricatures of both theology
and religious studies.

In the light of the understanding of systematic theology already outlined it is 
difficult to maintain the sharp contrast between theology and religious studies in 
the second criticism. It is simply not the case that in the West academic theology is 
invariably a confessional discipline taught in faith to people who share that faith. Even
those training for ordained ministry in many mainline denominations will be 
expected to study a wide variety of approaches to theology which they do not 
personally share. It is also misleading to imagine that all of those studying religious 
studies in the Western academy have no prior religious commitments and approach
their subject in a detached rather than fideistic manner. On the contrary, many are
likely to engage in religious studies precisely because of their existential interests 
and concerns. It is quite possible for those, say, with defined Christian commitments
themselves to wish to relate these commitments to those within religious traditions
outside Christianity. Some distinguished Jewish and Islamic scholars have chosen 
to study Christian theology for similar reasons. A desire to study differing religious 
traditions does not in itself exclude a commitment to a particular tradition. Indeed, 
on analogy with the study of art or music, those who study a particular subject might
typically be expected to have a strong attachment to at least some aspects of that
subject. Religious studies, in practice, often has a balance of faith and critical detach-
ment very similar to theology as it is typically taught and studied today in the Western
academy.

The first criticism, based upon the dogmatic claim that Christian theology is wholly
incomparable, ignores the considerable body of scholarship that has been concerned
to analyze the Jewish, Roman and Greek roots of Christian theology. It also ignores the
family relationship of Christianity to Islam and the fact that the Koran itself contains
sacred traditions about Jesus Christ. The relationship between Judaism and Christian-
ity has received particular attention in the Western academy. In part this has been stim-
ulated by the growing awareness that some forms of Christianity have acted historically
as bearers of anti-Judaism and may even have contributed to the culture of European
anti-Semitism that made possible the horrors of the Jewish Holocaust. However, it has
also been stimulated by Jewish and Christian theologians reading each others’ works
and sometimes training and studying together. Such study reveals how much early
Christianity derived from Judaism and that they still share many theological precepts
today.

Some scholars have also studied the extent to which early Christianity borrowed con-
cepts more widely from the Mediterranean world. For example, the New Testament
scholar Wayne Meeks has argued at length that the Pauline virtues have much in
common with contemporary Graeco-Roman virtues. Or, to take a later example, Augus-
tine in the fourth century consciously borrowed from Cicero in his understanding of
both natural law and just war theory. In turn, Aquinas was later to borrow directly
from the newly rediscovered ideas of Aristotle (preserved, ironically, by Islamic schol-
ars) in writing his own systematic theology.
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None of this contradicts the distinctiveness or uniqueness of Christian theology, 
or specifically its central focus upon Jesus Christ, yet it does question the claim that
Christian theology is wholly incomparable. On the basis of this considerable amount 
of modern scholarship, there do seem to be solid grounds for the claim instead that
Christian faith does have a clear relationship with other forms of theistic faith outside
Christianity.

But what about those forms of faith that are not theistic? Theologians again soon
divide on this question. Some, like Hans Küng, argue that on global issues such as inter-
national peace or the environment there are points of contact across many different
forms of religious faith – whether theistic or not – and that such issues require us
urgently to recognize these. However, others remain unconvinced, arguing that
attempts to supply a comprehensive definition of “religious faith” have been remark-
ably unsuccessful. Whatever the outcome of this debate, it is difficult to maintain con-
vincingly that Christian faith, let alone Christian practice, is wholly incomparable. Both
systematic theology and religious studies in the Western academy have a similar
tension or paradox. On the one hand, those who study and teach in these areas still
show considerable evidence of faith and religious practice. Yet, on the other, they also
seem to value critical detachment.

Illustration

The story of the ten lepers in Luke’s Gospel explicitly involves the healing of a religious
“alien” (“Now he was a Samaritan”), who alone is praised by Jesus. There are interest-
ing points of contact here with the reports of the praise Jesus gives to two other “aliens,”
the Centurion (Luke 7:9, Matthew 8:10) and the Canaanite woman (Matthew 15:28).
Those who have argued against the Barthian position in religious studies have tended
to use this as evidence. They have also pointed to evidence gained from a comparative
study of healing/miracle stories in other religions, in both the ancient and modern
worlds.

This raises a very crucial issue within comparative theology, namely, what if any-
thing is distinctive about Jesus within the Synoptic Gospels. Specifically in relation to
healing stories, there are clearly many parallels with other “healers” past and present.
There is even evidence of this within Luke’s own story in the command “Go and show
yourselves to the priests.” It is a feature of a number of healing stories (e.g. Mark
1:40–5) that Jewish cultic ritual is part of healing.

So what is distinctively “Christian” about the healing stories in the Synoptic Gospels?
Some have argued that it is the specific link that Jesus makes between healing and the
apocalyptic Kingdom of God that is most distinctive. So the next two verses after this
story in Luke reinforce the point that “The Kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke
17:20–1). More dramatically still is the earlier saying of Jesus in Luke’s Gospel that “if
it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the Kingdom of God has come
upon you” (Luke 11:20). A comparative study of such sayings in the context of healing
can help to see both continuities between early Christianity and other religious tradi-
tions and points of distinctiveness.
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Faith and Church History

The changed constituency of the Western academy has also had a radical effect upon
the teaching of Church history. In a mono-confessional context Church history is typ-
ically interpreted in the light of particular denominations. Anglicans pay particular
attention to Anglican divines such as Hooker, Presbyterians to Knox, Methodists to
Wesley, and so forth. Church history is thus focused upon those people or events con-
sidered most significant to that faith community. More polemically, this focus is some-
times portrayed as the path of “orthodoxy” to be contrasted with the errors propagated
by other Christians. As a result Church history in such mono-confessional contexts
constitutes an important feature of identity, reinforcing boundaries between faithful
Christians and others.

Yet in a pluralist environment Church history becomes more complicated. It is not,
of course, value free: particular people and events are still selected for discussion and
others are not; those selected are given different amounts of time and consideration;
and the perspectives of different historians inevitably shape their interpretations of the
significance of these people and events. Once it is conceded that selection and inter-
pretation are inextricably involved in any study of history, and especially in any study
of Church history, then absolute detachment is no more possible (or perhaps even desir-
able) here than it is in religious studies. Even within the pluralist context of the Western
academy today, faith, or rather a multiplicity of faiths, is still a part of Church history.

However, the multiplicity of faiths involved in Church history today does entail a
greater attention than in the past to divergent branches of Christianity set in a variety
of cultures. Any serious study of Church history within the modern academy pays
attention not simply to Western Christianity but also to Christianity in non-Western
countries. The history of Christian missions, for example, is not simply relegated to a
separate discipline of mission studies, but is part of a global account of Christian
history. In addition, sociological studies of new religious movements, cults and sects in
both Western and non-Western countries form a part of this global account. And,
within accounts of early Christianity, previously discredited movements such as that of
Gnosticism are treated with a new seriousness. Christian history is depicted less as the
history of the successful “orthodox” and more as a varied and pluriform family of inter-
related movements arising from the New Testament.

Illustration

Attention to the history of attitudes toward leprosy in Christian history has been par-
ticularly helpful. There is now widespread agreement that the term “leprosy” was
applied in the ancient world to a variety of skin complaints and disfigurements, rather
than just to the disease of leprosy in the modern sense. Within Leviticus, for example,
the concern about leprosy is more to do with ritual pollution than with contagion (it
was “soiling” rather than “catchy”). As a result of this distinction, some translations of
the New Testament now prefer to substitute a reference to “skin complaints” for the
term “leprosy” in stories such as that of the ten “lepers” in Luke.
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Despite the Synoptic Gospel stories about Jesus healing and even touching “lepers”
(Mark 1:41), a fear of leprosy remained within the medieval Church. This fear even
helped to shape church buildings, with the aim of reducing contact between lepers and
non-lepers. Through narrow slanted windows lepers were allowed to view the central
actions of the Mass without polluting other members of the congregation.

Leprosy was also given particular attention within more recent Christian missions.
Before the invention of modern drugs, the isolation and sometimes courageous care of
lepers by medical missionaries was often cited by Victorians as evidence of deep Chris-
tian faith. In postcolonial studies such missionary work tends to be viewed more cir-
cumspectly. Motives other than pure Christian altruism are detected by some as
underlying many “heroic” missionary endeavors.

Faith and Moral Theology

Very similar changes can also be found in moral theology/Christian ethics (distinctions
between “morality” and “ethics” tend to be rather contrived: in origin the first derives
from Latin and the second from Greek). A changing constituency within the Western
academy, allied to a shift towards hermeneutics, has radically changed the discipline.
However, in this instance, the current dominance of virtue ethics presents a particu-
larly intricate intertwining of faith, practice, and theology – an intertwining which I
believe characterizes applied theology in general.

A generation ago, when university theological students were predominantly young,
male ordinands, Christian ethics (if it was taught at all in Britain) was distinctly 
more confessional in character than it is today. Classic Anglican moral theologians 
of the first half of the twentieth century, such as Kenneth Kirk and Robert Mortimer
(both later to become bishops), presented a mixture of ethical/theological analysis 
and advice on pastoral practice in their books. They could assume that their audience
of ordinands shared the same faith and religious practices as themselves and were
looking to be guided about how they should respond to ethical issues once they were
themselves ordained. Similarly, Roman Catholic moral theologians of the time, or
Church of Scotland practical theologians north of the Border, also mixed analysis 
and pastoral advice in their work, and simply assumed that they wrote from faith to
faith within their respective communities. As a result Roman Catholic moral theolo-
gians of this period largely ignored Luther and Calvin, just as Scottish practical 
theologians paid little attention to Aquinas. Christian ethics at the time was predomi-
nantly confessional, both in its scope and in its approach. That is, it was written from
within particular denominations, by people of particular faith traditions, to fellow
believers.

Within the Western academy such an approach would be less likely to commend
itself today. An approach to Christian ethics that simply bypassed one of the major tra-
ditions would usually be judged to be inadequate. Roman Catholic theologians have
now entered the mainstream of the Western academy and, in the process, have ensured
that the natural law tradition is taken seriously even within formerly Presbyterian or
Anglican faculties. In turn, these Roman Catholic theologians have taken seriously the
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biblical scholarship generated by generations of Reformed and Anglican theologians.
This two-way process has ensured that Christian ethics is now more genuinely ecu-
menical than it typically was a generation ago. Scholars across denominations and
across different faith traditions mutually read each other’s works. They may still dis-
agree with each other – ecumenical dialog does not guarantee consensus – but they
are less likely than hitherto simply to ignore each other.

This shift within the academic study of Christian ethics entails changes similar to
those already noted in other areas of theology: critical comparison tends to replace a
mono-confessional approach; pluralism rather than consensus predominates; and a
degree of academic detachment becomes evident. There is no need to rehearse these
points again within this new context.

However, there is one point that is new here. A multi-confessional approach to Chris-
tian ethics soon reveals that there are incommensurable moral differences between
Christians. Of course, there always were real moral differences between Christians
within particular denominations. Nevertheless, as long as Christian ethics was con-
ducted separately by denominations, each might maintain the hope that their internal
moral differences could in time be resolved. The doctrine of the “consensus of the faith-
ful” reinforced this hope. But once Christian ethics is studied in a multi-confessional
and ecumenical context, then it soon becomes apparent that such differences are in
reality incommensurable. For example, there is no way finally to resolve crucial differ-
ences between denominations about when full human life begins or when, if ever, it is
legitimate to end human life. As a result, bioethics and just-war ethics have both faced
differences between Christians, which a comparative, critical approach to Christian
ethics can help us better to understand but not to resolve. More than that, such an
approach has revealed that there are sometimes stronger connections on particular
moral issues between Christians and their secular counterparts than there are between
opposing Christians.

The current debates about stem cell research or physician-assisted suicide demon-
strate this clearly. Supporters and opponents of stem cell research using embryos
created by cell nuclear replacement can be found amongst both Christians and secu-
larists. Within particular denominations it can, of course, be maintained that only 
one side represents “orthodoxy” from a Christian perspective. Traditionalist Roman
Catholics have indeed held this view, condemning such stem cell research as contrary
to natural law and to the gospel. Yet across denominations such claims to “orthodoxy”
soon appear tendentious where there is no agreement about when full human life
begins, or indeed whether an embryo created by cell nuclear replacement constitutes a
potential human being at all.

Even physician-assisted suicide, which is rejected by most denominations, is not con-
demned by all theologians. The latter tend to argue that it is too readily concluded from
the doctrines of creation and resurrection that physician-assisted suicide is wrong. In
contrast, they maintain that a belief that there is a life beyond this life might actually
encourage Christians to believe that there is no need to cling to this life. My point is not
to side here with either position but merely to suggest that a critical comparative
approach to Christian ethics soon reveals incommensurable differences of faith and
practice between Christians on moral issues.
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Given this, a shift away from ethical decision-making within academic Christian
ethics and toward virtue ethics is hardly surprising. As a result of this shift, recent
Christian ethics has rediscovered new links with systematic theology and, ironically,
with sociology. Within virtue ethics the focus is upon virtuous character and upon
those communities that nurture and shape character. We are the products less of ratio-
nal, individualistic moral decisions made from one situation to another than of ways
of living shaped by tradition and community. As Christians our moral lives and char-
acters are shaped by the faith and practice of worshipping communities and the tradi-
tions that they carry over the centuries. Such an understanding of Christian ethics
places it firmly within the broader context of applied or practical theology.

Illustration

The story of the ten lepers in Luke’s Gospel contains a number of explicit virtues. At
the outset there is the plea to Jesus by the lepers themselves: “Jesus, Master, have mercy
on us.” A regular feature of healing stories in the Synoptic Gospels is either a plea for
mercy, to which Jesus responds (e.g. by blind Bartimaeus in Mark 10:47, Luke 18:37),
or Jesus showing compassion to someone who is vulnerable (e.g. to the widow of Nairn
in Luke 7:13). A number of Christian ethicists have followed Augustine in arguing that
“love,” or perhaps better “compassion,” is at the heart of Christian ethics. There are,
however, distinct differences between those ethicists who argue that love/compassion
is always personalist or individualistic and those who believe that it can be communi-
tarian and be translated into norms.

At the end of the story of the ten lepers is thanksgiving. For most commentators this
is a straightforward expression of gratitude, which they see as instructive for Christian
moral behavior. A belief in divine grace should encourage people to be grateful. Yet
some have argued that understood within the social context of the Middle East, grati-
tude in the story is a form of submission and closure: the one who has been healed
acknowledges Jesus as the source of the healing and concludes their relationship.
Expressing gratitude is, then, the end of a relationship not the beginning of one.

Faith and Applied Theology

Applied or practical theology within the Western academy is the discipline especially
concerned with this interaction between faith and practice. Sometimes this relationship
is envisaged as faith shaping practice, sometimes as practice shaping faith, and some-
times as an interaction of the two. Applied theology within the modern academy has a
similar comparative, critical role to that of systematic theology as well as having clear
links to secular disciplines such as sociology. A discipline that was once considered to be
an appendix to systematic and biblical theology within the academy has now become a
central player in understanding the tension or, perhaps better, interaction between faith
and practice evident in all of the other areas of theology. It is also a discipline that has
made considerable use of the social sciences to understand this interaction more fully.
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Applied theology a generation ago often consisted of little more than practical advice
to ordinands. A teacher with considerable experience of ordained ministry would teach
young ordinands how they should conduct funeral services, how they should preach,
how they should conduct pastoral visiting, or similar related tasks. Having studied bib-
lical and systematic theology in the academy, the applied or practical theologian was
the person responsible for teaching ordinands the practicalities of ordained ministry. In
the Church of Scotland applied theologians typically taught within a university, but
often had been university chaplains or highly regarded parish ministers first. In the
Church of England “pastoral theology” (as it was usually termed) was more typically
taught within a seminary, albeit by priests with pastoral experience similar to that of
their counterparts in Scotland.

However well intended this model of applied theology, it faced serious difficulties. The
parish experience of those teaching applied theology for any length of time, whether
in the university or in a seminary, inevitably became more distant. So, just as trainee
teachers frequently resent being told how to teach children by those who no longer
teach them themselves, ordinands were often suspicious of the advice they were being
given by former parish ministers, however experienced they had once been. Again,
models of professional formation from disciplines such as medicine, suggested that the
proper place for practical training was not in an academy but in the context of the job
itself. Critical placements alongside reflexive practitioners were more likely to generate
good professional formation.

Once the profile of those studying theology within the academy also changed it was
soon clear that this “hints and tips for ordinands” approach to applied theology was no
longer appropriate. The pluralism of present-day students within the Western academy,
noted already in all other areas of theology, has also had a radical impact upon acad-
emic applied theology. The discipline still maintained a central focus upon faith and
practice, but it could no longer assume any shared faith or practice among theological
students. The relationship between divergent, and sometimes conflicting, patterns of
Christian faith and practice now became the primary subject matter of applied theol-
ogy within the academy.

The concept of “praxis” is sometimes used within applied theology to denote this
new understanding. Initially taken from Marxist studies, it suggests that behavior is
given priority over theory, but that there remains a two-way process between the two.
In a more traditional understanding of religious practice it was often assumed that faith
takes priority over practice. Christian faith thus sets the template for Christian practice.
Within theological studies it was frequently assumed that the primary task of theology
was to establish an adequate faith based upon a careful study of the Bible and Christ-
ian tradition. Once that had been achieved then issues of practice could be addressed.
In a similar way it was often assumed in philosophy that the primary task was to
produce clarity of thought and theory before any practical problems could be ade-
quately addressed. Marxist studies reversed this understanding, arguing that what
people actually do and how they behave should be the starting point of analysis. On
this approach, practice is given priority and theory is, in the first place, the attempt to
understand practice. Once theory is adequately grounded in an analysis of present-day
practice then it too can shape future practice.
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By no means all applied theologians give explicit credence to Marxism (although
some liberation theologians certainly do), but they do typically work from this approach
based upon praxis. In the relationship between faith and practice they give far more
attention to practice than most other theologians do. Those working within applied
liturgical studies often argue that it is worship that shapes doctrine and in turn is
shaped by doctrine. Those working within Christian ethics argue that it is Christian
communities that mold Christian character, which, in turn, shapes the ethical decision-
making of individuals. Those working within Christian education argue that Christian
formation within families, churches and, perhaps, within schools, is crucial for nur-
turing faith, and that this faith, once nurtured, should then inform Christian forma-
tion. In each of these areas within applied theology there is a priority given to practice,
as well as an awareness of a continuing interaction between practice and faith. And in
each of these areas the social sciences assume an important role.

Naturally an extensive use of social sciences within any area of theology is likely to
generate suspicions of relativism and reductionism. A suspicion of relativism is raised
here, as it is in other areas of theology, by the increasing pluralism of those teaching and
studying applied theology. And a suspicion of reductionism is generated by the fear that
extensive use of social sciences will soon eliminate transcendence altogether. Churches
and church practices will soon, so it is feared, be reduced to the purely secular. For
example, a use of organizational or business theory to understand churches will simply
reduce them to nothing more than secular organizations or (worse still) businesses.

This is surely a profound misunderstanding of both applied theology and the social
sciences. To explain or understand churches or religious practice in social-scientific
terms is not in itself to explain them away. There manifestly are, for example, financial
and economic features of institutional churches: they have budgets, they raise income
and they spend money. All of these features can be compared with the similar activi-
ties of secular organizations and, if they are to be achieved effectively and efficiently,
might benefit from such comparison. But to assume from this that institutional
churches are “nothing but” financial/economic institutions would be an obvious exag-
geration. Similarly, church leadership does have points in common with other forms of
secular leadership. Yet studying it in this way does not of itself imply that it is only to
be understood in this way. A judicious use of social science within applied theology is
perfectly compatible with a commitment to transcendence.

At the heart of applied theology, then, is a concern for faith, practice, and theology.
Even if the relationship between these three has become more complex and varied
within the Western academy today, a concern to study and better to understand their
relationship remains.

Illustration

The story of the ten lepers in Luke’s Gospel makes important links between faith and
practice that have wider implications for society at large. The explicit connection
between the final “your faith has made you well” and the healing has already been
noted (albeit with some ambiguity). However, there is also an implicit connection with

16 robin gill



a notion of “care” that has been highly influential within the caring professions. Within
this healing story, as in many other, an initial plea for “mercy” is met with an immedi-
ate response from Jesus. Compassion or love is typically accompanied by action and
even by a call to “show yourselves to the priest.” This closely fits the claim of liberation
theology that praxis is crucial.

Again, applied theologians are likely to see an implicit concern for the vulnerable
and oppressed within this story. A strong feature of the early healing stories in Mark’s
Gospel is that they involve Jesus deliberately flouting traditional Jewish attitudes toward
impurity and Sabbath-keeping in order to heal those who are sick. Applied theologians
themselves soon divide, though, on whether they see such healing in terms primarily
of challenging and changing social conventions or whether they see it rather in terms
of personal and individual acts.

Finally there is a deep and ongoing division among different Christian communities
about the implications of the Synoptic healing stories for health care today. The most
radical position is taken by groups such as Christian Scientists and some conservative
evangelical groups who argue for “covenanted healing” – according to which God has
covenanted to heal all those who are prayed for in faith. Taken literally such theologi-
cal positions make conventional modern medicine (even for diseases such as leprosy in
its modern sense) irrelevant or even sinful. In contrast, other Christians effectively
believe with Luther that “the day of miracles is past” and that all disease should be
treated by modern medicine alone. Between these two positions are some who argue
that religious faith can still be relevant (even complementary) to modern medicine.
They might even cite leprosy in the ancient sense – often involving psychosomatic skin
complaints and a strong sense of pollution – as an obvious example.
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The Bible and the Critics

In the years after World War II there was a widespread consensus about the Bible.
Methods of scholarly study were generally agreed, and for both Old and New 
Testaments there were models of the text’s historical development and religious 
importance that provided a groundplan all students needed to learn and appropriate.
Biblical studies had been an ecumenical success story, too, giving the Protestant
churches many insights on which all could agree. They also facilitated dialogue with
the Catholic Church, whose scholars had been allowed by Pope Pius XII’s encyclical
Divino Afflante Spiritu of 1943 to engage in critical biblical study alongside their Protes-
tant colleagues. The Second Vatican Council also gave a massive impetus to critical
study of the Bible.

In the last twenty years or so there has been a major shift in biblical studies. Con-
sensus even about method has broken down, and the field is now a battleground of con-
flicting approaches, with no agreed conclusions any longer. This can be exhilarating,
but it can give the observer a sense of disorientation. Against the background of “post-
modernism” there is now a feeling that anything goes in the study of the Bible.

This can intensify a popular feeling among believing Christians and Jews that bibli-
cal scholars are the enemies of faith. In fact, most biblical scholars the world over are
religious believers themselves, though not always of a very orthodox kind. Nearly all
are Christians, but in recent years biblical study has also been practiced more among
Jewish scholars. Traditionally, study of Scripture in Judaism followed well-worn paths
of rabbinic exegesis, and did not engage with “critical” issues, but this is changing
today. Only in very recent years have agnostics and even atheists come to take an inter-
est in the Bible, partly because of the turn to “literary” and sociological interpretations
which will be discussed below. But a religious motivation for biblical study is still the
predominant one. This does not mean, however, that the conclusions to which biblical
scholars come are always religiously very palatable.

CHAPTER 2

Biblical Studies

John Barton


