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The piece which I wrote in the last newsletter on "The Gospel as Public Truth' has drawn fire from
several directions. In addition to the preceding article from Father John Coventry, I have been
charged from both sides of the Protestant divide, from the conservative side on the ground that I
have failed to honour the infallibility of Scripture, and from the liberal side that my distinction
between an unchanging gospel and a changing Christianity cannot stand. It is also significant that
the only one of the seminar groups in preparation for the 1992 Consultation which was a failure
was the group on authority. There is, plainly, need for serious debate about the grounds upon
which we who are part of 'modern' culture can presume to address our culture in the name of 'The
Gospel'. One of the good things (it seems to me) that have come out of this programme has been
that it has provided a forum where these very important differences can be frankly discussed in
the context of a common longing that our 'modern’ world may come to recognize Jesus as truly
Lord.

Father John Coventry, to whom we are deeply indebted for his vigorous support, is afraid
that we might be biblicists 'who treat every word of the Bible as equally of value to Christians',
and who think that Christian faith rests on the Bible rather than vice versa. He thinks that the
Enlightenment has been a snare for Protestants rather than for Roman Catholics, and there is
much truth in this (although I do see intriguing glimpses of the Enlightenment peeping through
his writing when he speaks of Israel 'progressively experiencing God' rather than of God speaking
at sundry times to Israel, and when he speaks of the 'autonomy' of all human disciplines).

A short article is no place for a thorough discussion of the issues, but I would like to
respond to those who have commented by making a few staccato points.

1. I cannot do better than begin by quoting the opening sentence of the Vatican II
statement on Divine Revelation: "Hearing the word of God with reverence and proclaiming it
confidently, this most sacred Synod takes its direction from these words of St John: "We announce
to you the eternal life which was with the Father and has appeared to us. What we have seen and
have heard we announce to you in order that you also may have fellowship with us"'. The whole




life of the Church depends upon this testimony of the first witnesses. This testimony is, of course,
an expression of their faith. But it is not their faith which is the foundation; it is that reality which
their faith confesses, namely God's action in the incarnation of the Word in the man Jesus Christ.
They do not direct our attention to their own faith, but to that upon which their faith rests. Our
faith, like theirs, rests upon that, but we are dependent always upon their testimony, and we come
to know its truth as we continue in their fellowship.

2. It is of the greatest importance that we have this testimony not in a single infallible
transcript of the words and acts of Jesus, but in the testimony of the apostles in the form of four
'gospels', and in a series of apostolic documents which interpret the incarnation of God's word in
Jesus in different ways according to the different circumstances of the writers and those they were
addressing. Jesus did not write a book, as he might have done. The only writing of his of which
we have record was in the dust at his feet. If we regret that we do not have an infallible transcript,
then we have misunderstood the intention of Jesus. So I cheerfully go along with Father John in
his castigation of the 'frenetic and necessarily hopeless search' for the authentic original which has
sometimes occurred in Protestant theology. Every attempt by human beings to grasp in human
words what God has done in Jesus Christ must necessarily be expressed in the terms of the culture
of which those human beings are a part. Here we touch on one of the disastrous illusions which
the Enlightenment has bequeathed to us, namely the illusion that there can be a kind of 'infallible’
and 'indubitable' knowledge which is entirely free of subjective elements. There is no human
knowing which is not the knowing of a human subject, and every human subject is part of a
specific human culture, using a specific language as the means by which we try to understand the
realities which confront us. But the fact that all human knowing is thus subjective does not mean
that it is not a knowing (always an imperfect knowing) of an objective reality. It is part of the
faith which we have in Christ that, while we now know only in part, we shall in the end know
fully, and that meanwhile we seek 'with all the saints' to grasp more fully the mystery of God's
incarnation in Jesus Christ.

3. I cannot help thinking that another important element in the legacy of the
Enlightenment is at work here. John Milbank in his massive work on 'Theology and Social
Theory' has pointed out that the immense influence of the Newtonian model of the universe
created a climate of thought in which it seemed that reliable claims to truth must be expressed in
the form of timeless statements having the law-like character of Newtonian cosmology. From this
perspective one can understand the oft quoted statement of Lessing that contingent facts of history
cannot prove eternal truths of reason. In the post-modernist revolt against the Enlightenment
Lessing's logic is reversed: the so-called eternal truths of reason are in fact products of contingent
facts of history. If one can probe their 'archaeology' (Foucault)
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their claims to eternal truth arc debunked. I cannot help thinking that at this point Christians are
on the side of the post-modernists (though coming to very different conclusions because we have
a different history to tell). As I understand it, the Christian claim to be on the way to truth does
not rest on supposedly infallible 'eternal truths' which arc indubitable and therefore leave no place
for the risky exercise of faith, but on the essential reliability of a story, a story involving fallible
human beings in their response to the call of God, a story of which the point has been disclosed in
the action of God in the incarnation of the Word in Jesus It is this which gives us the clue for the
interpretation of the whole story. I suggest (and it would need a long essay to justify this) that this
way of understanding the truth is alone capable of withstanding the attack of the post-modernists
and deconstructionists on the possibility of any such thing as truth.

4. I was startled by Father John's statement that 'The Old Testament is not Christian
literature'. No doubt in a more extended piece he would have explained this statement. It is
certainly in sharp contrast to the statement of Vatican II in its chapter on 'Sacred Scripture'




(always with a capital 'S'!): 'Holy Mother Church, relying on the belief of the apostles, holds that
the books of the Old and New Testaments, in their entirety with all their parts, are sacred and
canonical because, having been written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit (Scripture
references) they have God as their author and have been handed on as such to the Church herself'.
Surely it is indeed true, as Father John says, that the Old Testament is to be read in the light of
Christ, but it is equally true and important that the Incarnation cannot be understood except in the
light of the Old Testament. I must confess that I could not put my signature to the above-quoted
conciliar statement as it stands, but I do believe that we cannot speak effectively of the Gospel as
a word addressed to our culture unless we recover a sense of the Scriptures as a canonical whole,
as the story which provides the true context for our understanding of the meaning of our lives —
both personal and public.

5. I think it is entirely good that we should argue with each other as we try to clarify
our understanding of the role of Scripture in the mission of the Church. I think that some things
(such as the post-modernist revolt against modernism to which I have referred) make this a good
time for the discussion. Since the invention of printing made the Bible available to everyone —
believer or unbeliever — the Church has not been able to come to an agreed and coherent doctrine
of Scripture. It is therefore important that we listen to each other and argue with each other. But I
believe that we do it in the framework of a common conviction that the Bible is not just a
selection of the many varieties of 'religious experience' but the indispensable testimony to that
upon which our faith rests, namely the fact that God has acted savingly and decisively to reveal
and effect his purpose for all human beings and all creation. It is through the work of the Holy
Spirit in the life of the universal Church of all ages and places that we both begin to understand
the revelation and begin to share in the salvation.
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