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Preface


This book is not an academic history of the Anglican Church or a systematic account, still less a justification, of its message. It is a personal record of what the Church of England has meant to me, and a tribute to its peaceful and creative presence in our national life. I hope it will be read with interest not only by Anglicans, but also by Christians of other denominations, as well as by non-Christians and non-believers. For it seems to me that our country is greatly misunderstood by the many influential people who fail to see that our national church remains part of its identity, and the key to its past.


Previous drafts of this book have been read by Pat Burke, Mark Dooley, Alicja Geęścińska, Bob Grant and Andrew Lenox-Conyngham, and I am grateful to them for their advice, criticism and suggestions. Here and there I have drawn on material already published in my book England: An Elegy, which contains a brief chapter on English religion, and I am grateful to the publishers of that book, Continuum, for permission to use short passages of the text.


Malmesbury, March 2012









ONE

Religion, Faith and Church


Since the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688 the English way of life has been often under the novelist’s microscope. And we, looking into that microscope, discover that there is no more curious aspect of the English than their attitude to religion. While the Church of England has been all-important in shaping the lives of the English people, the Christian religion has been, since the late seventeenth century, only a subdued presence in their lives. If Jane Austen’s young clergymen were training for the army rather than the priesthood, their relations with the women who assess them would remain unaltered. And if the livings and prebends, the bishoprics and deaconries, over which Trollope’s characters so relentlessly strive, were lucrative situations in the entertainment industry, their social motives would hardly be changed. The philosopher David Hume remarked on the indifference of the English in matters of religion, and George Orwell repeated the observation in his wartime essay The Lion and the Unicorn. A modern observer could be forgiven for thinking that the Christian faith was some kind of mistake that the English once made, from the effects of which they freed themselves in the tumultuous civil conflicts of the seventeenth century. The Church that survived those violent times was one part of the system of English government, with no spiritual claims beyond the minimum required by social tranquillity. And the godless society of modern England, some might say, is exactly what we should expect, when the Church allies itself so closely with the State that it cannot afford the cost of religious passion.


Understandable though such an observation would be, it is not entirely accurate. The England that I knew as a child in the fifties was not godless. Most people declared some kind of Christian attachment, and churchgoing, though a minority pursuit, was not a target of ridicule. Those intellectuals who publicly questioned the dogmas of the established church were not evangelical atheists of the Richard Dawkins kind, but spirited agnostics like Jacob Bronowski, who conceded that they could not be entirely sure about God’s non-existence, even if they were pretty sure about everything else. The Anglican Church was represented in school assemblies across the nation, and the Bible was widely read both in the classroom and at home. Most people responded to the rare official enquiries about their religion with the harmless formula ‘C. of E.’. When, at the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, the Church stepped into the centre of public life, few people doubted its right to do so, and even the most grudging of unbelievers was moved by the spectacle of the young Queen as she humbly accepted what she regarded as a sacred duty, and in doing so made it sacred.


I was nine years old at the time, and followed the coronation ceremony on the black and white television that our maternal grandmother had provided for the purpose. Our father was a socialist, a republican and an atheist. Yet he too watched the ceremony, regarding it as the sole justification to date of this contraption through which the world of morons had intruded into our house. He and our mother sat in silence, sometimes wiping away their tears. The rituals and words that they witnessed embodied the spirit of England, for whose sake they had made their share of wartime sacrifices. Here were the robes and crowns and diadems, the bishops, deans and archdeacons, the Lords Privy Seal, Great Chamberlain, High Chancellor and High Constable, the whole pack of cards floating on words and music imbued with that peculiar Anglican dignity, which is the dignity of a people who can never witness a ceremony without thinking of the mess that will need clearing up afterwards. But for a precious moment, as the illusions stepped down from the looking glass and occupied our ordinary living room, it seemed that all the recent sacrifices had been worth it.


Such moments in the life of a nation are rare. But they have their counterparts in the lives of individuals. Like nations, human beings pass through times of transition and proof, during which they depend on a validation that must come to them from others. Birth, coming of age, marriage and death are transitions in the life of the individual that are also transitions in the life of the tribe. In premodern societies these moments are marked by ‘rites of passage’, which lift them out of our day-to-day transactions and endow them with a transcendental meaning.1 They are, to use T. S. Eliot’s words, ‘points of intersection of the timeless/With time’: moments at which eternity is ‘made manifest’ in rituals that alert us to the fact that far more is at stake in our lives than the vacillating course of human appetite. It is only thus that we can become fully aware of eternal meanings, and those who scoff at ceremonies register their scepticism towards the transcendental, which can show itself publicly in no other way. It is undeniable that this scepticism is now part of the English character. But it coexists with a certain curiosity towards the transcendental, and a desire to imagine it on the English model, as a place where we might be at home – an eternal Wind in the Willows, governed by a ghostly pack of cards.


If we are to understand the Church of England as I and many of my generation have known it, we need to recognize that religion is not simply a matter of believing a few abstract metaphysical propositions that stand shaking and vulnerable before the advance of modern science. Religion is a way of life, involving customs and ceremonies that validate what matters to us, and which reinforce the attachments by which we live. It is both a faith and a form of membership, in which the destiny of the individual is bound up with that of a community. And it is a way in which the ordinary, the everyday and the unsurprising are rescued from the flow of time and re-made as sacrosanct. A religion has its accumulations of dogma; but dogmas make no real sense when detached from the community that adheres to them, being not neutral statements of fact but collective bids for salvation.


The very word ‘faith’ speaks to this position: it suggests that, beyond a certain point, we must trust in something, take something on trust, cease to look for proofs or to conduct experiments, but simply receive the certainties of faith by allowing ourselves to be open to them, and open also to the grace of God. Rational theology attempts to give an account of God, man and their relationship that is intrinsically reasonable. Such a theology we find in Augustine and Aquinas; in Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and Ibn Rushd (Averroës); and in Moses Ben Maimon (Maimonides). Those thinkers believed their separate faiths to be connected by chains of analogy and inference to a rationally justified picture of the world, in which the place of God and God’s relation to man can be sketched in plausible outline. But they also believed that without the revelation, by which the fundamental bond of trust is forged, rational theology is useless. And about the revelation they did not agree.


For when it comes to the transcendental, trust is all we can give. Stories of idols and icons who are beaten when they fail to produce rain remind us of the absurdity of attempting to influence a supernatural power by offering merely earthly rewards and punishments.2 All we can offer is ourselves – to make a gift of ourselves; and that is precisely what faith consists in – the assertion that ‘totus tuus sum’,3 I am wholly yours. Mystics like St Teresa of Avila, St John of the Cross and Rumi express this idea with erotic allusions and metaphors. Others are content merely to emphasize the connection between faith and trust, and between trust and surrender. Note, however, that ‘islam’ does not mean surrender to a conquering dictator, but the humble acknowledgement that, whatever you take for great, God is greater.4


From faith springs prayer. You can believe in God without believing in the efficacy of prayer: such was the position adopted by Spinoza, for example. But Spinoza did not believe in the supernatural; God for him was simply another name for nature, conceived as a whole – a position that was at first condemned as atheism, and subsequently praised (by Goethe among others) as pantheism. As soon as you acknowledge the existence of a supernatural being that can have an influence over your life, either here below or in some unknown hereafter, prayer becomes inevitable.


But then there is the question: how do I pray? This question has preoccupied people from the beginning of recorded time. Early religious texts contain prayers that define the form of words, the epithets, and the kinds of requests with which the gods are rightly addressed. We have striking examples in the Egyptian Book of the Dead, the Psalms, the Vedas and the Homeric hymns. And they all reinforce the perception that prayer is difficult, requiring special words, a special frame of mind, and an attempt to comprehend aspects of yourself that are hidden from everyday perception. Prayer is not simply asking for something: it is coming into relation with the supernatural. ‘Just as in earthly life,’ wrote Kierkegaard, ‘lovers long for the moment when they are able to breathe forth their love for each other, to let their souls blend in a soft whisper, so the mystic longs for the moment when in prayer he can, as it were, creep into God.’5


This ‘creeping into God’ is something that saints and mystics may achieve spontaneously, as infants crawl to the breast. But for the rest of us it is something we must learn. It involves a momentary withdrawal from the natural world, so as to project our thoughts beyond it. That is why special phrases, liturgies and hallowed language are necessary: they are the guarantee that we are addressing a transcendental Other, and not just talking somewhat pompously to ourselves. This is the difference between a prayer and a wish; and also suggests that the life of prayer is part of the collective surrender, the lapse into membership, to which every religion invites its following.


The great sociologists who put the study of religion on a scientific footing – Émile Durkheim and Max Weber – were aware of those thoughts, and did much to endow them with theoretical underpinnings. But neither of them took much notice of the Anglican Church or recognized its inimitable contribution to the national life of which it was, and to some extent still is, a part. In this book I want to explore some aspects of this unique institution, and to show what is at stake in its current decline. I write as someone who has throughout his life drifted in and out of his mother Church, and who still recognizes the Anglican Communion as his home. But I hope that what I say will be of interest and relevance to all who acknowledge the importance of religion in human life, and who have felt in themselves the trauma that our society is suffering, as its traditional forms of worship fade from public view.


The Abrahamic religions make demands of their adherents under the two broad headings introduced by St Paul in his Epistle to the Romans and deployed for purposes of his own by Martin Luther: the headings of Faith and Works (pistis kai erga). Faith is not simply subscribing to a list of doctrines, as though ticking the boxes of a questionnaire. Works are not blind obedience to a catalogue of divine requests. Faith and works take on their religious character when they fill the soul. Thus Muslims believe that the Koran is the word of God, revealed to Muhammad, and that all its imperatives are binding. They commit to witnessing repeatedly to this (the shahadah), to reciting the five daily prayers, to performing acts of charity (zakat), to obeying the fast of Ramadan and the rituals of pilgrimage. But those requirements do not make a pious Muslim. You must also bring God into your life. The commitments of faith and works must be constantly refreshed and renewed, as though you were coming for the first time to see the truth of the revelation, and the beauty of God’s commands. And the equivalent demand is made of the devout Christian, who is required not just to repeat the forms of prayer and worship, but ‘to walk in the way of the Cross’.


To bring God into your life is not a simple matter. Special words, special actions, special signs are needed. Faith is a form of consecration; but one person’s consecration is another person’s sacrilege. Swift, that model Anglican clergyman, wrote that no wars are ‘so furious as those occasioned by difference in opinion, especially if it be in things indifferent’.6 The decision to bow or not to bow at the mention of Christ’s name, to kneel or not to kneel at Communion, to make or not to make the sign of the cross – all such decisions have, at one time or another, divided Christians into warring factions, notwithstanding a shared belief in the meaning of Christ’s sacrifice, and a shared acceptance of the great commandment to love your neighbour as yourself.


Rationalists and atheists look on such disputes with scorn, believing them to be proof that religion rots the minds and the morals of those who adhere to it. But they tend to forget that wars of religion are the price paid for the peace of religion. Peace never makes the headlines, and occupies only a footnote in the history books. But peace, like war, erupts from places in the human psyche that are outside the control of reason. Rituals and doctrines become prominent in war because they are prominent in peace: they are the way in which we build trust between strangers, and a sign given from each to each that we belong together and can stand side by side in the face of our common danger.


This casts further light on the nature of faith. Religious beliefs shape the allegiance and coherence of a community, and opinions are judged heretical when they threaten to fragment the community. Hence, as Swift noticed, large differences of opinion are less threatening than small ones. When someone differs completely from me as to whether God exists, or whether there really was someone called Muhammad to whom the Koran was revealed, then I may feel that he is no real threat to me, since he is beyond the pale of my community. He belongs to another community and another faith, and the only question is whether our two communities can live side by side in a peaceful way – the question confronted in one way by the Ottoman Empire, in another way by European societies since the Reformation.


If, however, we agree about everything except whether the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father or whether the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son, the result is a schism – the schism that split the Christian Church into that of Rome and that of Constantinople. And the smaller the difference the more intense the dispute. The Russian Orthodox Church was split in the nineteenth century around the question whether you should make the sign of the cross with two fingers or with three – the dispute between the Old and the Young Believers. The dispute led to massacres and pillages, and fatally undermined the stability of Russia, preparing the way for the Bolshevik revolution. Likewise Sunnite and Shi‘ite disagree over the succession to the Prophet, while accepting the same Holy Book, the same law and the same customs. This tiny disagreement, of no significance to an outsider, is sufficient to inspire genocidal warfare between those whom it divides.


When a doctrine or practice has become foundational to a community, it has been placed beyond question, and the person who continues to question it must be expelled. Religions aim for a state in which worship, ritual and doctrine are settled until the end of time. They aim to put themselves beyond history. If they have a history nevertheless, it is a history of excommunications. And to recognize this, while adhering to a faith of one’s own, is hard. But this hard task is one that Christ himself imposed on us. The parable of the Good Samaritan instructs us to look for common ground, rather than the evidence of heresy. And it is partly in this spirit that the Anglican Church succeeded in reconciling the demands of faith and the imperative of national unity at the end of the seventeenth century.


We should never underestimate the human need for membership. We are social beings, who are incomplete when we are unable to identify the community that is ours. We long for home and homecoming; our images of peace are also images of settlement; and all our ideals are informed by the need to receive and to give some form of love. It would be highly implausible to think that religion was something entirely detached from this need for membership, rather than a way of providing for it: in this Durkheim is surely right.7 But it would also be wrong to assume that just any way of providing for the need qualifies as a religion. Religious experience is a specific way of encountering and solving the problem of membership, and one that engages another and deeper aspect of the human psyche, which is the recognition of the sacred and the associated fear of profanation.


Religious rituals do not work like passwords or badges. They renew us, cleanse us of the real and imagined guilt that attends the proximity of others’ judgement. In short, they are purifications. It is impossible to understand the religious urge if we do not grasp this point. Religion expresses a profound and species-wide longing for purity, a longing to be ‘cleansed’ of the many and minute transgressions that are the price we pay for consciousness.8 This idea – conveyed to Jews, Christians and Muslims in the story of the Fall – is not an arbitrary addition to the store of religious dogma. It is the heart of religion in all its forms and an inescapable part of the human condition. Some people feel this longing less strongly than others. There are heroes of guilt, like Al-Ghazzali, Kierkegaard and St Thérèse de Lisieux, for whom the burden defines the direction of their lives. And there are the ordinary, complacent people like you and me, for whom the quest for purity is an irritation, something to be got out of the way through some convenient ritual in which we can, for a blessed moment, own up to our condition and let the light shine in. Yet all of us, whatever our spiritual laxity, experience the constant need to refresh ourselves, to be purged of our transgressions, and to begin again with a clean slate. The primordial cry of the religious soul is that of Psalm 51: ‘Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean: wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow… Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me.’ And the Psalmist goes on to add the stunning verse that says more clearly than anything else just what religion is about: ‘The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.’


The ideas of purity and purification are not simply obscure residues of our evolutionary past, which mystics and magicians manipulate for their own nefarious purposes. They lie on the very surface of consciousness, and have shaped the genres and subjects of European art. The purification of love is the dominant theme of medieval romance; the purging of corruption and the restoration of moral purity form the subject-matter of Shakespeare’s great last plays – for example, The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest. In Mozart’s Magic Flute Tamino and Pamina are purified by the rites of Sarastro’s temple, and so made fit for marriage. In Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment the prostitute Sonya retains the purity of soul for which Raskolnikov hungers, and her faithful adherence through all his trials purges him at last of guilt. In those and a thousand other examples, we find artists paying tribute to the search for purity, as something both distinctive of the human condition and at the root of moral hope.


The reason for this dominant role of purity in human thinking is not hard to find. The distinction between self and other is a crux in the life of reason that no mere animal must face. All around us are people more successful, more talented, more attractive and more powerful than ourselves, and in all our most important endeavours we desire what another desires and fight for its possession. But we are also dependent on others, and need to renew our mutual attachment. This problem – which René Girard has characterized as the problem of ‘mimetic desire’ – is not soluble by rational discussion.9 It demands a repeated change of life, a repeated washing away of resentment. And religious ritual provides those necessary things – helping us for a moment to stand in the light of eternity, from which we can return duly cleansed into the here and now. How this is done, and what explains the power of the ritual that is supposed to accomplish it, are questions to which Girard gives a disturbing answer, and one that I touch on in the conclusion to this book. But we shall not understand the Christian religion, in terms acceptable to an enquiring modern mind, still less will we understand the Anglican Church, if we do not see them as respectively general and specific solutions to the collective inheritance of guilt and resentment. Thus the ‘familiar compound ghost’ of Four Quartets summarizes the ‘gifts reserved for age’:




And last, the rending pain of re-enactment
Of all that you have done, and been; the shame
Of motives late revealed, and the awareness
Of things ill done and done to others’ harm
Which once you took for exercise of virtue.
Then fools’ approval stings, and honour stains.
From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit
Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire
Where you must move in measure, like a dancer.





The ‘refining fire’ is an allusion to Dante’s description of Purgatory. But Eliot is referring more generally to the purifying discipline of penance, in which we offer up ‘a broken and a contrite heart’.


The longing for purity does not stand alone in the human psyche. Mysteries are contained in stories, which relieve them of their eeriness and invite them into the world of human events. These stories, which begin as myth, often end as dogma. They become systematic accounts of the human condition, laying down a path to salvation and inviting the bewildered soul into relation with another and higher world. These stories will offer solutions to the mystery of the individual existence, by enfolding it in the larger mystery of a created world.


In developing its account of the human condition, early Christianity was helped by the multicultural nature of the Roman Empire, which brought the intellectual legacy of Greece to bear on the spiritual Angst of the Jews. From Greek philosophy came the idea of the infinite, eternal and self-created God, the being outside time on whom the temporal order depends. From the Torah of the Jews came the story of a people chosen by God, and burdened with his commandments. It is common among those who take an anthropological view of things to see Christianity as containing a synthesis of those two monotheisms – that of the Aristotelian schools, for whom God lies above and beyond the world, to be reached only by the frail ladders of abstract argument; and that of the Torah, in which God roams the world of mortals, never wholly or clearly revealed to them, but brimful of interest in their doings and letting slip from time to time the extent of his favour and his wrath.


Christ came among us, the early Christians thought, in order to replace a false notion of religious purity, as a condition secured by outward obedience to often nonsensical rules, with a truer and more inward discipline. God is not the private possession of the Jews, nor is he circumscribed by fussy legalisms. He is the universal God of love, who promises eternal life, and who reveals to us, through Christ, the two commandments ‘on which hang all the law and the prophets’: to love God entirely, and to love your neighbour as yourself. Just what this involves was made clear by Christ himself, who made, on the cross, ‘a full, perfect, and sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction, for the sins of the whole world’ – as it says in the Book of Common Prayer.


The God of the New Testament is, therefore, revealed not as law but as love: the love granted to all who suffer from the primeval guilt that is the price of freedom. Christ is the ‘lamb of God, that taketh away the sins of the world’. He is the sacrificial offering, who brings love and forgiveness to his tormentors. He is the Word of God, despised and rejected by those whom he comes to save. And how can he be these things if he is merely a prophet like any other, whose message could have been conveyed by another person in another form? Thanks to the stories of the Resurrection (six already collected by St Paul in I Corinthians 15), thanks to the recorded miracles and the stunned reports of Christ’s presence, the first Christians found themselves ineluctably driven to the thought of Christ as the Son of God. And from that thought sprang another: that Christ is identical with God – he is the revelation of God in the flesh, the Word made flesh, and hence ‘the point of intersection of the timeless/With time’.


The doctrine of the Incarnation provided, to the first Christians, the full explanation of the momentous experience through which they had lived. And at the beginning of his Gospel St John provided the concepts with which the central mystery of the Christian religion could be both expressed as doctrine and enacted as sacred ritual. Jesus Christ was not just a mediator between God and man, but a revelation of God to man. The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us. And in order to account for the continued presence of the Holy Spirit, the early Christians expanded the doctrine of the Incarnation to that of the Trinity – God in three Persons, who is yet one thing.


The Trinity is both the foundational doctrine and the central mystery of the Christian religion, and one on which the Anglican Church has its own hard-won perspective. At the heart of all the upheavals that have shaped the forms and the institutions of the Christian faith lie disputes about this doctrine, and about the sacrament – the Eucharist – that is its sensory expression. It is, therefore, necessary to say something about how these disputes arose and, more importantly, how they were resolved.


The faith in Christ’s divinity sustained the Church during the centuries of persecution and comforted the martyrs in their final moments. During this period the sects and heresies proliferated underground, and the doctrine of the Trinity was believed and the Eucharist celebrated without any common determination as to what they really mean. With the conversion of the Emperor Constantine all that changed, and one of the most important of Constantine’s acts as Emperor was to summon a council of the whole Church – the Council of Nicaea (ad 325). The ostensible occasion was the preaching of the Alexandrian Arius, who taught that the second Person of the Trinity is not fully God, since he has a beginning in time and is subject to change, while God is unchangeable and eternal. This ‘Arian heresy’ was rejected and anathematized, and – significantly – it was the Emperor who wrote to Arius demanding his submission. The council also gave birth to the Nicene Creed, which (subsequently augmented at the Council of Constantinople) remains a fundamental statement of Christian doctrine:




I believe in one God the Father Almighty,
Maker of Heaven and Earth,
And of all things visible and invisible:
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God,
Begotten of his Father before all worlds…





The disputes continued, and another heresy – that of Nestorius – denied the identity of Jesus Christ with the Son, arguing that Jesus was united with the Son, but in himself of a human and temporal nature. The Nestorian heresy was put down at the Council of Chalcedon, which resolved all the relevant disputes with the doctrine that Christ is one person with two natures – expressing the point in terms largely dug from the philosophical remains of pagan Greece. In an extended and deeply pondered work, St Augustine had already developed his own theory of the Trinity, arguing that no other view of God could make proper sense of the Gospel story. Augustine’s De Trinitate argued that it is right to use the Latin ‘persona’, in the place of the Greek ‘hypostasis’, and opened the way to the idea that God’s condition is essentially inter-personal. Each of the divine Persons serves the other and is served by him, and all of them are bound in one substance, whose essence is love – not the love that the Greeks called eros, but the agape of St Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians. Erotic love, according to Plato, begins in attachment to earthly things, and aspires beyond them to the realm of things divine. Christian charity, by contrast, begins in Heaven, and comes down to us as a gift that we share with our neighbours.10


The disputes about the Trinity reflect two deep questions that all monotheistic religions must face: how is God revealed to us? And how do we discover what he wants? Summarizing the debates in the tenth century, the Muslim apologist ‘Abd al-Jabbar pointed to the absurdity, as he saw it, of the idea that God became Man in the way that Jesus did – the absurdity that ‘he who is beyond time should also begin’.11 And he searches the pages of the Gospel of St Paul and of the documents of the Christian councils in order to show the confusions that result from the belief that eternity and time can be conjoined in one person. However, at the time that al-Jabbar was writing the Muslims had the very same problem. If God had revealed himself in the Koran, then did the holy recitals come into being at a particular time, as the Mu‘tazalites (of whom al-Jabbar was one) claimed, so as to be addressed to particular people in a particular context and, therefore, open to interpretation by those who came after them and whose circumstances had changed? Or was the Koran, as the Ash’arites argued, eternal and uncreated, so as to allow no amendment and no reinterpretation? On one understanding the Koran speaks to us in dialogue, on the other it lies beyond our reach, like a star shining from the edge of space. Either way, we are in need of that ‘point of intersection of the timeless / With time’ that Christians discover in the person of Christ. And it is the absence of this precious thing, some may say, that has landed Islam in its peculiar modern predicament, of absolute obedience to an eternal law that has lost connection with a changing world.


The difficult points of doctrine and practice that troubled the early Church were not resolved by consulting some Koran-like infallible source, even though the Church accepted the Bible as the ‘Word of God’. They were settled by discussion in council, among bishops who called the Holy Spirit to their aid. The discussions were often rowdy, and during the councils bishops were regularly attacked and injured – one even killed – by their more hot-headed opponents. But it was discussion, not violence, that determined the outcome, and discussion conducted in the presence of the Emperor, who maintained order as best he could. Moreover it was the Emperors, and not the bishops, who imposed the results. For the Emperors regarded the uniformity of religious belief and practice as fundamental to the stability of their government, while conceding that it was bishops, not Emperors, who had the business of deciding what uniformity consists in.


From the beginning, therefore, Christianity emerged as a conciliar religion, in which doctrines are not taken ready-made from the store of revelation but discovered through discussion, criticism and reform. And Christian religious leaders tended to act in concert with the secular power, while maintaining their doctrinal prerogative. Those two features endured, and came again into prominence when the Anglican Church finally broke from Rome in the sixteenth century. And they mark the places at which the contrast between Christianity and Islam is most pronounced. Since the triumph of Ash’arite theology in the eleventh century of our era it has been understood in Sunni Islam that the will of God has been pronounced for all time, that there can be no theological discoveries and no revisions of the Holy Law through human council – in short that ‘the gate of ijtihad [reflective interpretation] is closed’. Furthermore it has been the goal of Sunni Islam to impose the Holy Law (the shari’ah) upon its followers, and to release them from all the institutions of secular government that might stand in the way of God’s will. I have argued elsewhere that this contrast between the institutional and secular approach of Christianity and the unmediated and theocratic approach of Islam is at the root of the tensions that we are living through today.12


Islam must be understood, therefore, as a completely different form of religious practice from that which shaped our country, and which achieved quiescence at last in our national church. The differences that matter most and that define the real nature of the tension between the two faiths are not the differences of doctrine, significant though they are, but differences in the form of membership that they promise. Membership for a Christian means membership of a church. Membership for a Muslim means submission to the will of Allah, as revealed in the Koran and the sunnah, and no institution has any authority that is not derived from that source. The Christians have their sacred text too; but it is a text that is open to interpretation. Christians believe that the mission of Jesus was not to burden the Jewish people with new additions to their fussy system of religious rules. On the contrary, his mission was to call people to discipleship, by creating an ecclesia – an assembly – promising that, when people gather together in his name, he too would be there among them. St Paul gave form and substance to this assembly, which grew under his guidance as an entity distinct from its members, one with its own rules and laws, and with offices that embodied and preserved the Apostolic Succession begun by Christ, when he entrusted his church to St Peter. The Church of England believes itself to be maintaining that Apostolic Succession to this day.


Christ was a subject of the Roman Empire. He shaped his mission in full knowledge that he lived under a secular rule of law, which tolerated religions of all kinds, provided they accepted the supremacy of the secular authorities in matters of civil government. In the parable of the Tribute Money Christ summarizes what was to become an enduring theme of Christian political thought, calling on his disciples to ‘render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s’ – in other words, to obey the secular law in public life, and to obey the commandments of religion in all matters to do with salvation and the world to come. He clearly assumed that, properly formulated, the two jurisdictions need not conflict.


Different Christian traditions have interpreted this parable in different ways. But the Roman Catholic Church incorporated it in the fifth century, when Pope Gelasius wrote to the Emperor Anastasius declaring that God had given to mankind ‘two swords’ for their good government, that of religion, wielded by the Church, and that of secular law, wielded by the temporal power. The many subsequent conflicts between Church and State, Pope and Emperor, religious observance and secular law may suggest that the doctrine of the two swords describes an ideal to which in practice human communities have found it all but impossible to conform. But it should be said, first, that it is an ideal that has no place in Islamic theology or political thought, and secondly, that it is an ideal that over time has worked its way downwards from the ‘kingdom of ends’ into the world of means, and that the separation of religious from secular jurisdiction is now to be observed throughout the Western world. Indeed, it is to be counted as one of the great achievements of the Christian faith, and one that is owed to the Church’s Roman origins. It has from time to time seemed as though the religious jurisdiction of our country has been absorbed by the secular; and it is undeniable that the two jurisdictions were, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, more closely intertwined than was good for either of them. But the subsequent history of the Anglican Church is that of a religious institution steadily freeing itself from the secular government to which it is nominally subject, while retaining a position in society that is authorized and endorsed by the secular law.


Until the conversion of the Emperor Constantine the Church led a shadowy existence, often assembling in secret, frequently persecuted, and the object of widespread suspicion among those who did not share its faith. Once legalized, however, the Church could enjoy the protection of the Roman law, arguably the greatest intellectual achievement of the ancient world. The Roman law was secular: it made a place for religion, but did not impose it. And it managed the claims of the religious life through the concept of the corporate person, which comes before the law as a single entity, owner of privileges and duties, able to hold property in its own right, and to lay down rules for the election and dismissal of its officers. In other words, the Church emerged from the catacombs as a person, enjoying the protection of the law. The structure was already in place that would grant legal reality to her spiritual claims, as the body and the bride of Christ. (The custom of referring to the Church as ‘she’ reflects this.) The corporate person can impose discipline on its members, and also answer for them collectively. It can make contracts and promises on behalf of people who, as mere individuals, are incompetent to speak for anyone but themselves. It can be a full and equal partner in the affairs of state, and the representative of its members in any negotiations in which their spiritual needs are at stake.


No equivalent of this exists in Islamic law, which has never recognized corporate personality, and which regards all collectives as legal fictions. This is one of the reasons why Islamic sects have failed to negotiate solutions to their conflicts. Quite literally, they have no one who can speak for them. For if there is something that could speak for a religious community, it is not some one member of it, however highly placed, but the corporate person that can represent the community as a whole. The absence of corporate personality and the belief that secular law has no independent validity have between them made it difficult for Islam to reconcile itself to the most important feature of democratic politics, which is the priority of secular and territorial jurisdiction as a form of government, and the presence of religious communities within the jurisdiction on negotiated terms.13 The story of the Church of England is the story of how we achieved those things, on this island and across the wide Empire that once was governed from it.


Throughout the early conflicts over the Pelagian, Arian and Nestorian heresies, Christians were aware of the fragility of their new community, and of the need to protect it from internal dissent and fragmentation. They were persuaded that there could be only one church, namely the church entrusted by Christ to St Peter, and that this church should be the Church. (Hence the use, which I shall for the most part follow, of the capital ‘C’ when referring to it.) This Church is not just a corporate person. It, or rather she, is a spiritual person, variously described as the Bride of Christ, the Body of Christ, Holy Mother Church, the Communion of the Saints, and in any case something more than just one corporate person among others. Her relation with her Founder is more intimate, more spiritually tremendous, than any merely human relation, for she is endowed with the Holy Spirit, and is literally an aspect or agent of God. This conception of the Church invites awe among those who accept it, and rebellion among those who do not. In any case, the contest over the claim to embody it is at the root of the great schism that separated the Orthodox from the Roman Churches, both of which claim to be the presence on earth of the Body of Christ, and both of which describe themselves as ‘katholikos’ – that is, universal. The Church of England too has retained that description, and has claimed to be the valid successor of St Peter, though whether the Church of England admits all other ‘catholic’ churches to that dignity has never been clear.


The Church of England is heir to the conciliar tradition and to the alliance between secular government and doctrinal conformity that was forged in the early councils. Hence it has had little difficulty, since the end of the seventeenth-century wars of religion, in both asserting its exclusive constitutional privileges, and in politely giving way to those who challenge them. It is indeed an achievement of Christianity that it has taken the need for spiritual membership and turned it towards the Other who does not belong. The vision of the suffering God, who makes the supreme sacrifice, lies always before the Christian; he is invited to rehearse the sacrifice that redeemed him; he is enjoined to forgive his enemies and to turn the other cheek to those who torment him; and he is encouraged to solve his conflicts through discussion, and in a spirit of charity.


It is to perpetuate that approach to life, all churches maintain, that Christ bestowed his trust on St Peter, and the real work of a church, whatever its doctrine, is to encourage its members on the path laid down for them by the God of love. Nietzsche saw Christian meekness as the spirit of resentment, turned against itself. In a thorough examination of this claim, the German philosopher Max Scheler showed beyond doubt that neighbour-love (agape), as Christianity conceives it, is not the effect of resentment but its cure – perhaps its only cure.14 Rather than revisit Scheler’s arguments, however, I shall merely point to the history of the Anglican compromise, and say that res ipsa loquitur – the thing speaks for itself.


The early Church was not planned: it arose by ‘an invisible hand’ from the many attempts to determine the requirements of ‘faith and works’. By the time philosophers turned their attention to it, the Church was an established institution with an accumulation of ecclesiastical laws and offices, of authorities and councils, of titles and properties, of orders and privileges, which had evolved without being prompted into consciousness by the fact of competition. The most important medieval discussion – Marsilio of Padua’s Defensor Pacis (1324) – argues plausibly that, if the Holy Spirit shows itself among us, it is first and foremost in the councils that bring us together in the pursuit of truth and salvation. And a council does not give orders only: it listens, discusses, consults those who are affected by its decisions, and acts not for the good of some leader but for the good of the whole.


Marsilio’s conciliar theory was directed against the contemporary Papacy, which, he believed, laid claim to an earthly power to which it was not entitled. He saw the Church as one corporate citizen among others, which had its own sphere of authority, but which could not usurp the territory rightly claimed by secular law-makers. Despite its conciliatory nature, Marsilio’s is still a theory of the one Church, the Body of Christ, the great spiritual organism that admits of no plural, and which is not, in the end, a human creation. It is precisely this claim to uniqueness that exposed the Church to the attacks of reformers and purists. Throughout the Middle Ages the Church had to contend with protests and threats prompted by its own vices and corruption, but never could it respond by inviting the critics to set up a rival church of their own. Every schism – even that which led to the existence of two Popes, one in Rome and one in Avignon – was regarded as an injury to the one Church, rather than the creation of another. It was only at the Reformation that the idea began to be seriously entertained that churches could be as well made as inherited. The reformers, whether or not they were conscious of this, wanted to create churches; and therefore they wanted to know just what it is that makes an institution into a church, rather than, say, a family, a club, a business, an army or a school.


At the risk of grossly simplifying, we can divide the reformers into those who set about developing a wholly new conception of the church as an institution both divinely guided and humanly created, and those who turned away from that task in order to reform the one Church, retaining as many of its trappings as seemed compatible with holiness, while correcting abuses, and returning to the true source of religious authority in the Bible. Of the first kind of reformer John Calvin (1509–64) was pre-eminent; of the second Martin Luther (1483–1546). Calvin’s establishment of his new church in Geneva was accompanied by a thorough thinking through of every aspect of Christian devotion and discipleship – not the doctrines and forms of worship only, but the laws and institutions of a Christian society. In Calvin’s Geneva, State and Church coalesced, and the Institutes established for the government of the second were very soon being used to govern the first. But Calvin remained true to what he considered to be the first principle of the Christian ecclesia, which is that the Christian Church is an assembly of equals, which may enjoy the ministrations of a priest, but which does not permit the accumulation of offices and pomp displayed by the Roman Catholic episcopate. And because of the purism and comprehensiveness of his approach, Calvin probably exerted a greater influence over the early English reformers than did Luther.
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