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			The hope of my life . . . is that I may be given the grace to portray the understanding of the Gospel as it burns in my heart and glows in my mind.

			 

			Nels F.S. Ferré

			 

			 

			Like a meteor, it may be my destiny to move very swiftly, burn away with great heat and violence, and become as suddenly extinct.

			 

			Joseph Priestley

			 

			 

		

		
			 

			 

			 

			Preface

			 

			 

			In this book, I am concerned with the reciprocal relations between content and method in Christian theology. How may the personal confessions of theologians influence, for good or ill, their theological method? Conversely, may methodological decisions yield attenuated accounts of Christian doctrines? More particularly, what may be the confessional result of undue emphasis upon the ontological at the expense of the moral? These questions came to mind as I read the works of Nels Ferré, and because of their relevance to theological enquiry at large, I seek to address them through the medium of the following case study. We shall find that while Ferré wrote on a wide variety of subjects, and hence—not surprisingly—the above questions are not directly posed at all points, the considerations that prompt them are seldom far below the surface.

			As far as possible, I have allowed Ferré to speak for himself, though, in some of the longer quotations, I have introduced my passing thoughts within square brackets.

			I should like to thank Adrian Brink of James Clarke and Co for his willingness to publish yet another book of mine, and for the care that he, Bethany Churchard, Lisa Sinclair and their colleagues have lavished upon its production. The support and encouragement of Karen, my wife, has, as ever, been invaluable.

			I dedicate this book to Gabriel Fackre who, like Ferré before him, was Abbot Professor of Theology at Andover Newton Theological Seminary (now School), the oldest seminary in the United States (1807). His theology is as catholic as it is Reformed, as doctrinal as it is pastoral, as devotional as it is activist. He warmly welcomed me to the School in 1987, and thus began a friendship that continues to this day. The photograph by John Phelan that adorns the front cover of this book is of Colby Hall (1866), Andover Newton Theological School.

			Alan P.F. Sell

			University of Wales Trinity Saint David

			University of Chester

		

		
			 

			 

			 

			1. Introduction: The Nature and Structure of this Enquiry

			 

			 

			During the middle decades of the twentieth century, Nels Ferré was an internationally-known and prolific author of theological works, some of them written for scholars, others for ministers and interested church members and enquirers. Today, while Ferré’s contemporaries, Karl Barth, Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr continue to inspire veritable theological industries (for good and ill), Ferré is almost entirely forgotten.1 It is not too much to say that for three decades, he flashed like a meteor across the theological horizon, and then vanished. Why return to such a largely forgotten figure? In the first place, I sought an explanation of the sudden lack of interest in his writings. I shall be able to speculate upon the reasons for this when I have analysed the works themselves. But this matter would not, by itself, have required the writing of a detailed study.

			Secondly, as I worked through the texts, the breadth of Ferré’s interests became ever clearer. Writing for a variety of readerships, he ranged over theology, philosophy, spirituality, Christian education, church and society and world religions. While he did not produce a copper-bottomed system either of philosophy or of theology, on many of his topics he has helpful, often provocative, things to say, and some of the matters discussed remain live issues to this day—reason and faith, the viability of classical Christology, world religions among them—and it is interesting to see how far Ferré can help us on these matters. But the marshalling of such topics of interest would not, by itself, warrant a book. I am not here concerned to present Ferré as a sadly neglected theologian to whose writings we should return with all speed.

			Thirdly, as I probed further, it became clear to me that I was confronted by a body of work that raised the significant question of the relations between philosophy and theology, especially as these bear upon the method and content of Christian theology. To draw an analogy from forensic science, it was as if I had unearthed a cold case, an intact corpus that, as far as the scholarly community was concerned, had lain almost entirely dormant for more than forty years. I shall hope to show that, with one exception that is so uncharacteristic as to be staggering, there is what one might call an “ontological drag” that runs throughout Ferré’s writings. To put it otherwise, when discussing many topics, we find that Ferré, for all his cautions against tying theology to “alien” philosophies, actually gives precedence to ontology (with process thought adhesions) over morality. “Being” characteristically, though not invariably, weighs more heavily with him than moral obligation or the right and the good. Ferré is no Kantian, and Immanuel Kant’s Welsh predecessor, Richard Price, who anticipated Kant at a number of points, had nothing to teach him.2 It is entirely conceivable—in fact (throwing caution to the winds), it is manifestly the case—that other theologians have made the contrary emphasis, while some have contrived, forlornly in the opinion of some, to tiptoe past the ontological and moral routes into theology altogether. While unable to see how ontological or moral considerations can be excluded from theology, I shall suggest that Ferré’s undue emphasis upon ontology adversely influences his thought at certain points—when he expounds agape or the Creator-creature distinction, for example—and, above all, it leads him to offer an attenuated account of the doctrine of the atonement. This case study of Ferré’s writings will thus bring to the fore the importance of appropriate philosophical-theological relations, and will focus attention upon the general and perennial question of alternative starting-points in Christian theology. To put it otherwise, I am not simply providing a description and analysis of Ferré’s thought; I am attempting to stand back and to raise the metatheological question: What is going on here concerning theological method vis à vis the resulting theological content? If I manage to persuade even one toiler in the theological vineyard that methodological decisions taken early in the process may have untoward consequences for doctrine later on, I shall feel that my analysis of Ferré’s body of work has not been a labour in vain. 

			Not surprisingly, my objective has influenced the structure of the book. In the following chapter, I shall briefly introduce Ferré. I shall sketch his career and focus upon the deep spirituality that informed his person and bubbled up in his scholarly, no less than in his more popular, works. But this is not a full scale theological biography, still less the uncritical hagiography or (less frequently) the spiteful “hatchet job” that some such works turn out to be. My primary interest is in Ferré’s intellectual context and the ways in which he responded to it. Thus, in chapter 3, I shall seek to place Ferré in relation to the philosophical thought of his day, with special reference to the personalism and process thought in which he was reared. This seems the right place to begin, because it is not entirely inappropriate to suggest that the most comprehensive aspect of Ferré’s work is the apologetic. He wrote widely on the relation between faith and reason, and declared, “Clarifying the relation between faith and reason seems to be my life assignment.”3 He sought to remove the doubts and difficulties that many experience regarding religious claims; he was earnest in seeking “to ward off a destructive irrationalism which wearily surrenders all Christian apologetics”4 and he was ever reaching out to others—increasingly, as time went by, to those of other faiths. Moreover, he was doing this not simply as an academic exercise, but in fulfilment of a vocation: “I have never felt more called into [God’s] service than in the writing of this volume”5—that is, Reason in Religion (1963). He undertook his task at a time when apologetics was despised as strictly nonsensical by logical positivist philosophers on the one hand, and nigh impious by theological positivists on the other—all of this to the regret of more discerning (and temperate) theologians, who donned their tin hats in face of brickbats from either side, who stood for a reasonable faith, and have now, we may hope, received their reward. We shall see how Ferré sought to make good the deficiencies of personalism and process thought by appealing to agape and the Spirit. 

			In chapter 4, I shall analyse in some detail a number of epistem­ological terms that recur throughout Ferré’s writings. In chapter 5, I shall set Ferré in the theological context of his day, setting out from his understanding of authority and his concern to avoid the Scylla of what he regarded as the more vacuous varieties of theological liberalism on the one hand, and the Charybdis of unintelligent pre-critical theological conservatism on the other. His approach to the theologies of Karl Barth, Rudolf Bultmann and, above all, Paul Tillich will then come under review. I shall proceed in the following chapter to show how he approached the doctrines of the person of Christ, the Trinity, humanity, the church and eschatology. In the final main chapter, Ferré’s work on ethics and society, mission and world religions will be considered. The following will be among the topics discussed: the nature of ethics, the right and the good, natural law, conscience and freedom; society as constituted by the Eternal Purpose, Christian social action and the Holy Spirit, the deficiencies of the Social Gospel, the eschatological dimension; Ferré’s critique of current missionary practice, missions and naturalism, missions and the atonement; Ferré’s attitude towards world religions vis à vis Christ, agape and the Spirit, the possibility of a universal religion and the concept “unimunity”. I shall draw the several strands of my argument together in chapter 8.

			
				
					1.	For example, his name is not to be found in Ford, The Modern Theologians, 3 edns from 1977; or in Hart, The Dictionary of Historical Theology. However (hence my “almost”), he has not been overlooked by Dorrien. See The Making of American Liberal Theology; cf. his article, “Theology of Spirit: Personalist Idealism, Nels F.S. Ferré, and the Universal Word,” 3-31.

				

				
					2.	See further Price, A Review of the Principal Questions and Difficulties in Morals; Sell, Philosophy, Dissent and Nonconformity, 1689-1920, (2004), 73-77 and passim.

				

				
					3.	Ferré, Reason in Religion, unpaginated Preface.

				

				
					4.	Idem, The Christian Faith, x.

				

				
					5.	Idem, Reason in Religion, unpaginated Preface.

				

			

		

		
			 

			 

			 

			2. Nels Ferré’s Career, Character and Devotional Centre

			 

			 

			I never had conversation with Ferré, but, in my student days, I heard him give a lecture in the Faculty of Theology of the University of Manchester during his sojourn at Hartley Victoria College (1956-1957). Founded in 1904, the Faculty was a pioneering one—the first free-standing, non-denominational faculty of theology in England. From the outset, theological degrees were (unusually for the time) open to women; the study of Comparative Religion was pioneered and made compulsory; later came the first lectureship in Christian Ethics. The Faculty comprised University-recruited scholars, A.S. Peake among them, together with scholars from the eight surrounding theological colleges, among them the Congregationalists, W.F. Adeney and Robert Mackintosh, the Baptist, J.T. Marshall, the Methodist, J.H. Moulton, and the Unitarian, Alexander Gordon—a roll-call that confirms the eschewing by the University of religious tests either for students or academic staff.1 Partly in order to calm those in the denominational constituencies who were blessed with peculiarly sensitive doctrinal antennae, and partly to reassure those who doubted that theology was a sufficiently “scientific” discipline for admission to a university, it was provided that “no question should be asked in examination which called for an expression of religious beliefs . . . and every year a small committee of the Faculty scrutinises all examination papers in theology to see that the rule is complied with.”2 Consistently with this, while the professors and lecturers were uninhibited in expressing their opinions of a scholarly-critical kind, they did not divulge their personal beliefs in class (though since we students knew that a number of them preached regularly, we assumed that they had some religious convictions of their own). In this rigorous scholarly environment, it was staggering to see Ferré at the podium wearing his Christian heart on his sleeve. His self-description as a liberal theologian notwithstanding, he had an evangelical fervour in proclaiming his gospel, and in that context, it fell strangely on our ears. It is altogether likely that we would have been less surprised had a Martian been introduced as the day’s guest lecturer. The same note of vibrant conviction resounds in Ferré’s writings: “The spiritual glow is almost always present. The style is often direct and almost conversational, even when thought is hard to follow.”3 

			Who was Nels Ferré? He was born in the northern Swedish city of Luleå on 8 June 1908. As he later discovered, “The first time my mother held me in her arms she said, ‘This child is born on the day of Pentecost, the day of the Spirit. I dedicate him to the ministry of the Spirit.’”4 In proceeding to expose the bare bones of Ferré’s life and career,5 I welcome enlightenment from Frederick Ferré as to his father’s early and student years:

			 

			Nels Fredrik Solomon Ferré . . . was born the second son (and third child) of a sternly orthodox Swedish Baptist preacher, Frans August Ferré, and of a loving and irrepressible mother, Maria Wickman Ferré. At the age of 13, young Nels left his family (by then grown to eight children) to emigrate alone to the United Sates in search of educational opportunity.6 He found what he sought and made the most of his chances, studying his way on scholarships through Boston University (A.B., 1931), Andover Newton Theological Seminary (B.D., 1934), and Harvard (A.M., 1936; Ph.D., 1938).7 

			 

			Ferré’s father, whose “deepest longing” was expressed in the song sung by Ferré’s brother at their father’s funeral, “One day without sin I shall awake”,8 was a biblical literalist, and Ferré recalls in a sermon, “[H]ow desperately I myself fought . . . to retain my own faith in the verbal inspiration of the Bible.”9 In another sermon, he sums up his progression towards intellectual maturity by saying, “I myself have been converted three times: once to traditional Christianity (I outgrew that conversion); then, in utter despair in my college days, to sheer honesty whatever the cost; and finally to the faith [concerning the truth as it is in Jesus] that I shall recommend to you today.”10 Notwithstanding the eventual distance between the father’s theology and the son’s, Ferré, like his father before him, faithfully maintained family worship: “In our own experience as a family we have lived around the family altar. How good it is to start the day together singing great Christian hymns, reading the Bible together, and praying aloud, one and all, for God’s will in the world and for the meeting of our own needs in God’s way.”11 Nor should the influence of Ferré’s mother be overlooked. As the train pulled away from the station on the first leg of Ferré’s journey from home to the United States, “Mother half ran along the platform and said, ‘Nels, remember Jesus; Nels, remember Jesus.’”12 Ferré declared that his memory of this event formed “a motivating faith of my life.”13

			As a student, Ferré was influenced by the Boston personalism of Edgar Sheffield Brightman, and, at Harvard, by the process thought of A.N. Whitehead, whose graduate assistant he was. Whilst still a doctoral student, during which period he also served a church and worked “from four-thirty in the morning until eleven at night”,14 he returned to Sweden, and, under the supervision of Gustav Aulén, he immersed himself in the thought of a number of theologians, notably Anders Nygren, whose exposition of agape in the first part of Agape and Eros (1932) greatly impressed him.15 While, as we shall see, he had reservations concerning some aspects of Nygren’s case, agape was a recurring theme in his writings.

			In 1932, Ferré married Katherine, a native of Boston, and two years later, having concluded that his father’s biblicist fundamentalism was untenable, he was ordained a minister of the Congregational Christian Churches, which body united in 1957 with the Evangelical and Reformed Church to constitute the United Church of Christ. His doctorate gained, and following a brief pastorate, Ferré became Instructor of Philosophy at Andover Newton in 1937. Two years later, he was appointed Abbot Professor of Christian Theology there—a remarkably swift promotion in the oldest seminary in the United States. His reception by academic colleagues was somewhat less than cordial—a fact that Ferré later explained thus: “I felt too free to correct my colleagues. . . . Exploding with ideas, I talked too much. I wanted to be accepted, but the more I tried to prove myself worthy of belonging, the less welcome I was.”16

			In 1950, Ferré removed to Vanderbilt University School of Religion, at a time when that University was making strenuous efforts to gain a leading reputation in theology. Ferré had the confidence of the Vanderbilt President, but, in more conservative quarters, his views met with some opposition—an opposition that his constant flow of writings, some deemed heretical, and his frequently reviled socio-political attitudes did nothing to abate. The anti-communist crusade of Senator Joseph McCarthy was in full spate, and some ministers in the Nashville area accused Ferré of being a communist and an atheist. Again, on arrival at Vanderbilt University at a time when racial prejudice was at its height, he had acted in non-inflammatory ways in a region where aggressive and defensive hackles were easily aroused. In his own words:

			 

			When we moved to Tennessee, my wife and I, as Northerners, were ignorant of the racial situation from the inside and wondered just how we were to respond. . . . Friends advised us that it would be impossible to have our home open to Negro visitors, as we had been accustomed in New England. . . . When we first invited Negro friends to meals or entertained them overnight, both the Chancellor of the University and my colleagues warned me. . . . To our joy we saw barriers go down.17

			 

			Undeterred by opposition, Ferré continued to write and speak, and as he became ever more widely known, his travels as a visiting professor multiplied. He spent a year at Mansfield College, Oxford (1951-1952) and, as previously mentioned, he was at Hartley Victoria College, Manchester during the academic year 1956-1957.18 In 1961-1962, his lectures took him on a tour that included visits to Japan, the Philippines, India and Lebanon. Meanwhile, in 1957, he had returned to the Abbot Chair at Andover Newton, where he continued to write and to foment controversy until 1964. The tinder was lit by the appearance of Christ and the Christian in 1958. To Ferré’s doctrine of the Virgin Birth as expressed here, “orthodox and conservative groups took passionate exception, resorting to campaigns of hostile pamphleteering, and to vilification in newspaper and radio attacks. Speaking invitations were withdrawn, local sponsors lost their jobs, effigies of Ferré were burned and hanged.”19 

			Feeling somewhat stifled by the theological insularity swirling around him, in 1965, he accepted the post of Scholar-in-Residence at Parsons College, where he enjoyed the freer atmosphere of his undergraduate classes. Further evidence that he was in sympathy with the civil rights movement is clear from his letter to Martin Luther King, written from Parsons College on 7 September 1967:

			 

			Dear Martin,

			I have been reading Where Do We Go From Here? several evenings and am amazed at its wisdom and power. You and your position represent what I consider to be the most important leadership. I am particularly thankful that you include the Vietnam War as a central evil to be opposed. There are no words adequate to the expression of my gratitude for what you are and what you do. You are in my prayers and I want to turn more toward your cause as most worthy of support.

			In Christian fellowship,

			Nels20

			 

			Interestingly, of the sixteen sermons published in God’s New Age (1962), no fewer than seven refer to the race question, while in six, Ferré expresses his horror of war and his earnest desire for peace among the nations.

			When Parsons College lost its accreditation in 1968, Ferré accepted a position at the College of Wooster. Here, as at Parsons, the under­graduates greatly appreciated his teaching, and hundreds of Wooster students attended his funeral in 1971. 

			For much of his life, Ferré had suffered from most painful arthritis. Throughout, he was lovingly cared for by his wife, who also typed his books. On occasion, his students would carry him from his car to the classroom, and it was his piety that sustained him. But he was “human” too. He had the godly impatience of those who wish things to be other than they are; and his children, recalling his words, “Often I must have been hard on those who had to wait with me”,21 found them “sadly understated to those of us standing by.”22 Despite all, “As Ferré loved to sing and to live, ‘Faith is the victory that overcomes the world.’”23

			 

			II

			 

			We have not taken the measure of Ferré until we have reflected further upon what he regarded as of supreme importance: worship and the devotional life. To an unusual degree, his spiritual experiences come to the fore in his scholarly, no less than in his popular, writings. A number of the latter are designed to encourage Christians to deepen their “spiritual life”.

			During the decades of Ferré’s literary activity, there occurred a revival of all things liturgical. This originated on the continent of Europe, whence it percolated into the more receptive circles in Britain and North America. In England, for example, what came to be known as “Genevan” influences found expression in Congregationalism’s Church Order Group. The concerns ranged from the propriety of restoring the “full diet” of Word and Sacrament (over against the widespread practice of sharing the Lord’s Supper in an “after” service restricted to professed believers—albeit this did make the point that the sacrament was a sacrament of the church, that is, of the gathered, covenanted, saints)—through such issues as the appropriate positioning of the offering (not appended to the notices—it is not a collection to support the events just announced) or the epiclesis, to the propriety or otherwise of special clerical dress and the legitimacy of what some deemed to be “liturgical fusspottery”. In Ferré’s own United Church of Christ, there was, especially among those of its members whose roots were in the German Reformed tradition, a revival of interest in the Mercersburg theology of John Williamson Nevin and Philip Schaff. Interestingly, to judge by his writings, all of this passed Ferré by. Although he has an early chapter entitled “Symbolism and Sacra­mental Theory,”24 which is largely concerned with some of the issues that have divided Christian traditions through history and remain neuralgic in ecumenical discussions to this day, he has very little to say about the nature of the sacraments as such, or the doctrine of covenant that is crucial to the understanding and practice of them. He does not elaborate upon the shape of the liturgy—though he rightly cautions against merely formal worship and perfunctory prayer, seeks integrity and reality in both, and expects that right worship and prayer will propel those who participate in them into society with world-changing effect. This is a conviction that is reiterated in many of his books—especially, but by no means only, the one third of them that were written for the edification and encouragement of church members. Indeed, Frederick Ferré wrote of his father, “Theology was to be edifying, not simply scholarly, no matter who the intended reader; and, consequently, even in his most technical books ecstatic passages break forth almost into song, to the astonished embarrassment, I suppose, of the purely professional reader.”25 In short, this theologian who had so much to say about ultimate reality was no less concerned with religious realities much closer to home—indeed, for him, real religion began precisely in the family home. 

			Written for a wide readership, Making Religion Real was published in 1955.26 In my opinion, it is Ferré’s best popular work. It is carefully planned, lucid, well written, suitably illustrated and replete with useful guidance. I shall first outline the themes of the first two chapters and then incorporate points from the remainder into paragraphs on worship and prayer, which he treated more widely.

			In his opening chapter, “Making Religion Real Through Thinking,” Ferré launches forth from the conviction that “Our basic relation to reality is religion. . . . If religion often is not real to us the reason is that we are not real. We can see neither ourselves nor the world aright, and true seeing is requisite for real being.”27 Accordingly, we need the directed mind. Through religious thinking we become aware of our own condition, and learn how to pass from it to right religion. “Our lives,” he declares, “are the way we think in our hearts.”28 While some minds are dogmatic, others drift, but “To think religiously is to steer by the starry heavens and the shining sun. . . . Faith, hope and love abide, for they are heavenly stars dependable in their courses.”29 God is love and “the ever-faithful director both of life as a whole and of all our lives together.”30 Turning from nautical images to photographic ones, Ferré advises, “If we are to see rightly we must have our lives focused for distance . . . . Religion deals with things eternal . . . [and] the thinking mind adjusted to religious distance lives . . . by faith.”31 The focused mind sees things as they are, and not all are worth seeing, hence, “The Bible’s own advice is to think on whatever is true, right, pure and of good report.”32 In addition to the directed and the focused mind, we also need the dedicated mind, and here Jesus is the exemplar. Such a mind is a free mind, because its only allegiance is to “a will to truth. It has made its decision for integrity;”33 but “the path of truth is also the path of love”34 and thus the dedicated mind is alive to the need of others and to the world’s decisive issues.

			The second chapter is entitled, “Making Religion Real Through Reading.” Ferré decrees that what, how and why we read is indicative of our world view and ultimate values. “Only that is good religious reading,” he continues, “which helps to make religion more real.”35 Christians do well to have variety in their reading: novels, poetry, drama, biography, as well as journals representative of many points of view: “We have to know the actual world in which we live.”36 Among religious journals he recommends are The Christian Century [Christian centrists applaud] and The Hibbert Journal [fundamentalists scowl]. It is good practice to read slowly and meditatively, but general reading alone will not suffice. Perhaps somewhat over-optimistically in view of the wide readership he envisages, he presents a curriculum including Francis de Sales, Jakob Boehme, St John of the Cross, William Law and Søren Kierkegaard, not to mention Chinese, Indian and Islamic texts. Above all, “Reading in theology should define clearly man’s questions as to the meaning of his life as seen in the light of God.”37 More particularly, “No theology is true unless it answers basically the problem of evil, which is, after all, our only problem.”38 Having recommended that we discuss our reading with our friends, he comes finally to the Bible, which he describes as “the standard for Christian thought.”39 He offers guidance to how it may be read, and recommends a devotional approach to it.

			I shall now turn to some of Ferré’s general ideas on worship and prayer, and then outline his understanding of personal, family and churchly devotions.

			Worship and prayer belong to the life of the spirit, and Ferré believes that “Unless our life of the spirit is strengthened we have no real hope.”40 “Worship,” he declares, “is based on the recognition of the moral worthiness of its object. Unless there is in the universe a power at least as good as man’s highest relevant ideal, there is nothing to worship.”41 More specifically:

			 

			Central to the Christian life is worship. Worship is not work; worship is not thought; worship is not ritual. Worship is walking with God. It is our direct communication with God. . . . The center of Christian life is worship. The center of worship, however, is adoration, gratitude. Adoration really proves whether God is all worthy to us. Worship is worthship.42

			 

			This is why he says, “Religion can never become real apart from worship, for without it religion cannot be right.”43 Worship “is the baring of one’s whole life unto God. . . . To worship is to be gripped by God. . . . [It] is the living in and by eternity.”44 He lands a well-judged blow on Martin Buber, celebrated for his untenable disjunction of “belief in” from “belief that”: “Martin Buber contends that faith is lost and turned into a philosophy when we believe that God has done something instead of believing in God. Because God has done something we now have a way to worship Him”,45 and we must remember that “Worship is both drama and participation. God always plays the main part but no man is allowed to be a mere spectator.”46 Worship is practical too: “Worship . . . helps us see ourselves as we are and to see things as they are.”47 It “is man’s most important work,”48 and as we wait upon God, so we must also patiently wait for him. Such waiting “is victorious waiting because though our warfare seems constant the outcome is certain.”49 

			Ferré was deeply grieved by what he saw as the paucity of genuine worship and prayer: “Prayer is exposing one’s life to the light of God. Worship is the sensitising of the spirit to divine reality.”50 “We worship the power line of salvation, but do not dare to connect it to our own lives.”51 In still more homely fashion, he observes, “we have never prayed perseveringly for Christ’s sake. . . . We have assumed God’s door to be locked without even trying the knob.”52 Even “The church that was born to bless stands pretty much with empty hands. It has lost heart.”53 Nevertheless, “We need the church to lead us toward spiritual renewal, but first the church itself must experience a new Pentecost.”54 Sadly, “Emphasis on the Spirit in salvation and sanctification apart from man’s total life in society and nature becomes false pietism.”55 What we need is worship that sets before us “a Lord of history active among men. Too much of worship assumes that God is dead!”56 By contrast, “When witnessing is first by being and then by doing, our saying also becomes genuine.”57

			In discoursing on prayer in general, Ferré is not ordinarily as tantal­izing (or as, at least partially, opaque) as when he writes, “Prayer force is the inner core of ultimate reality, our relation with God in the eternal dimension.”58 More readily graspable by those who have a smattering of the language of Canaan is this: “Prayer is the opening of one’s life to the Spirit who can convict, convince, and even convert the self, who can make him into a new creature.”59 It is “entering the life of God by the power and reality of the Holy Spirit.”60 Yet again, “Prayer is basically our resting in God . . . the power of God’s presence for the world in the midst of its turmoils.”61 It may even be said that “The power of true prayer is explosive.”62 Most fundamentally of all, “Christian prayer centers in God’s self-revelation as Holy Trinity. . . . [It] is not so much a human act as it is God’s gift.”63 “[It is] from and to God through Christ in the Holy Spirit.”64

			Christian prayer presupposes the fact of the living God who is faithful and answers prayer. Thus Ferré introduces A Theology for Christian Prayer (1963)—his fullest account of the matter. He notes that prayer is a feature of the life of human beings as such; he notes that the ministry of Jesus was surrounded by prayer, and that Pentecost came in response to prayer, and he argues that Christian prayer is both “an external act of communication and an inner act of communion.”65 In either case, it is “Through God’s self-revelation in Christ as Holy Love” that “we know the God who answers prayer. . . . God is Agape, the unconditional, all-out Love that we can understand best at the Cross.”66

			Christian prayer presupposes also a personal relationship with God, and this is not something that God forces upon us: “[He] has put us out of our safe nest and lets us try our wings.”67 We are free persons, and “God will not enter into relation with us until we invite Him.”68 Here we have a way of speaking that parallels Ferré’s remarks along the lines of, “God will save you if you let him.” I shall return to this matter in due course, but, for the present, I observe in passing that God does not simply wait for us to act; he reaches out—even pursues us—with prevenient grace. We are called into union with the risen Christ; it is not simply that we decide to opt in his direction. Our repentance, faith and surrender are truly ours, but they are enabled by the grace that makes us willing.69 It is by this route that “The new being establishes a new relation to God, and this new relation becomes a new channel for God’s own work.”70

			Ferré reflects upon a number of the parts of prayer: adoration, thanksgiving (“Thankfulness is the thermometer of Christian prayer. It is the barometer of our inward weather,”71), confession, petition and intercession, and he also questions the propriety of praying to Jesus: “We must not pray to man but to God, and we must not sunder the humanity of Jesus from our common humanity. . . . Worshipping Jesus as God . . . puts him conveniently out of our class . . . then we can be thankful for both his life and his work without their having direct relevance to our own lives.”72 There is no excuse for the attitude here described; but I am concerned by the ambiguity of “common”. If “common humanity” in this context means “shared humanity” then of course we share humanity with Jesus, and we must beware of docetism and idolatry. But if “common humanity” means “humanity as generally experienced” then the sinless Jesus, as Godman, or Proper Man, stands for humanity as it should be and in everyone else is not. Moreover, if we may not distinguish the persons of the Trinity in a tritheistic or modalistic manner, then in addressing God the Son, or God the Holy Spirit, in prayer, are we not addressing the one God?

			Against this general background, I turn to the importance Ferré attached to personal prayer. “Real prayer,” he declares, “never takes place unless we first realise who God is, the ever-faithful.”73 Of the importance of prayer, Ferré has no doubt: “God Himself has made prayer the way to His own presence.”74 Unsurprisingly, therefore, “Prayer is the main highway to making religion real;”75 but Ferré acknowledges that “Prayer as communion with God, the center of life, can never be mastered easily.”76 He therefore offers guidance that he has himself found beneficial. The first thing is to “Stop saying prayers and begin to pray.”77 Those who would pray are advised to learn the habit of relaxation; to recollect who God is, that his love is all-embracing, and that he is ever ready to forgive. “Prayer is communion. At times it consists in talking with God. But much communion ought to be spent in silence.”78 Prayers should be characterized by adoration and gratitude and, interestingly, “We may often speak with spontaneous tongues, but in general there ought to be decency and order even in personal prayer life.”79 We should branch out in our prayers and intercede for family, friends, the several branches of the church, missionaries and those who live “behind the so-called Iron Curtain [and] for the United Nations.”80 Ferré is not above personal testimony: “Increasingly I learn that prayer is my most important occupation. Prayer is the work I do that lasts longest and produces the most good results.”81 Again, “During years of sickness when I could not sleep for pain, I discovered the joy and strength of praying at night. . . . Too weary to struggle, throwing my spent self on the Holy Spirit, I experienced real rest and an unmistakable inflow of power.”82 We should pray at various times of day and live in a constant atmosphere of communion with God. He suggests that “we may begin to hear almost constant voices,” but cautions that these need to be tested; they are not final authorities, and we should not talk about them. Nor should we depend upon our feelings, for it may be that when we are at our weakest, “God is doing the most” through us.83 We fail in prayer if our prayers revolve around ourselves; they may even “become means for blowing up our egos and for bolstering our spirits.”84 Rather, we should seek the mind of Christ and the presence of the Holy Spirit when we pray. Our manner should be humble, and, “If you face failure and death, testify through both to God’s total victory.”85 In a reversal of Benedict’s motto, “Laborare est orare”, Ferré insists that prayer is not a substitute for work: “God gives us the gold mines, but we must work out the gold for ourselves.”86 The upshot is that “Neither crowd nor community can take the place of the closed closet, the early morning watches, the daily commitment and worship, the individual prayer without ceasing.”87

			In his discussion of spiritual renewal, Ferré makes it clear that this begins in the home. When sketching his life, I noted the importance he attached to family devotions, and now we may hear his own words on the subject:

			 

			In the family in which I was brought up the worship of God was central. My parents perhaps had many failings, but they never failed us in the seriousness with which they took family worship. . . . In our own experience as a family we have lived around the family altar. How good it is to start the day together singing great Christian hymns, reading the Bible together, and praying aloud, one and all, for God’s will in the world and for the meeting of our own needs in God’s way.88

			 

			“[F]amily devotions,” he declares, “are the most important part of family life,”89 and nothing should be allowed to stand in their way. If people plead that there is no time, “Families can get up half an hour earlier. . . . So wake the sleepy boy! Shake the drowsy girl!” Like others before him, Ferré thinks of the family as a little church. The content of family prayers should be varied in accordance with the several age ranges represented, and all should be invited to participate, as they are able, by playing instruments, reading and offering prayers. Why is all of this so important? Because “Each family has its primary and main task to glorify God and to hasten the coming of His Kingdom.”90 So to Ferré’s challenge: “Will you let God renew his church and help to turn world history through your family? Don’t keep the Father waiting. Bless him now by your firm and lasting decision.”91

			Ferré’s challenge is prompted by his conviction that “Family prayers will . . . be part of the Church’s life. The Church of the Living God cannot have families in which the faith is not alive. . . . Not only do members of the Church of the Living God seek to pray as families, but also the families come together corporately for prayer.”92 Corporate worship is the work of all, and “You cannot make the minister a prima donna and expect a strong church.”93 Christ is the Head of the Church, and the Holy Spirit is its power: “Let us wait in trust for the Holy Spirit to empower us in life and teaching. Let the Word and Sacrament no longer be rites to dull the Spirit [sic] but celebrations of the living Christ within the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.”94 Ferré laments the passing of the prayer meeting from most churches, but thinks that small groups for study, prayer, discipline and mutual testimony must nevertheless be nurtured within the larger fellowship. He cites the Methodist Class Meeting as an example to be emulated.95 Ferré’s hopes are high: “A Church based on prayer in the Living God cannot help becoming an evangel [ist?], the proclaimer of the Gospel through its very community and through the natural outreach of its members.”96 “Prophetic preaching is wholesome,” he declares, “and preparatory to evangelism;” and “Through the Sacraments we celebrate at the deeper levels of experience the central facts of the fellowship of forgiveness.”97 But all of this is to the end that the world be reached with the gospel of God’s love:

			 

			A new age is here for our receiving it. It must be built on the Eternal Love as the foundation, and held strong and steady on the full five pillars of faith: Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, the Church, the Bible, and Christian experience. If we build in this way, we shall not only believe and work, but believe and work to the fullest possible advantage.98
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			3. The Philosophical Context and Ferré’s Starting-point

			 

			 

			My task here is to place Ferré in the philosophical context of his time; to indicate his developing attitude towards philosophy; to discuss two particular strands of his philosophical inheritance, namely the personalism he learned at Boston University and the process thought he imbibed at Harvard under the tutelage of A.N. Whitehead; and to examine his attempt to make good the deficiencies of both by invoking the concepts of Spirit and agape.

			 

			I

			 

			In one of his earlier works, Faith and Reason (1946), Ferré propounds his understanding of philosophy by contrasting its field and function with those of science and religion. He dismisses the untutored charge that whereas science deals with fact, philosophy is concerned with speculation, and observes, “[A]t least until most recently, the great tradition of philosophy as the rationally competent interpretation of reality as a whole has been basically questioned by the rank and file of scientists.”1 Scientists overstep the mark when they fail to appreciate that science is “an operational method of limited scope.”2 As he elsewhere puts it, the deficiency of science is that it “has nothing to say, at least directly, about the ultimate nature of reality”; this neglect has encouraged scientists to turn “a limited method into a limitless dogma”, though, happily, “they now begin to understand that the equation of scientific method with a naturalistic metaphysics is not in itself scientific.”3 

			Philosophy, qua the “rationally competent interpretation of reality”, has also been adversely criticised within its own fold, in which connection, Ferré faults British empiricism and Kant. To a certain extent, he continues, the break-up of the classical tradition (which, I should point out, was never absolutely homogeneous) was justifiable, for advocates of “the great chain of being” “assumed uncritically the equation of thought and being, and theologically of goodness and being, as though there were intrinsic relations of rational thinking instead of dynamic combinations of faith, reason, and action.”4 The fact remains that, partly as a result of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781), we have the rise of many brands of positivism, including the scientific and logical varieties. Whereas in classical philosophy, experience points towards ultimate reality, “In much modern philosophy the basic questions concerning the outside world have been reduced to aspects of experience.”5 Followers of the Critique of Practical Reason (1788) make action more important than thought, while “the modern stress on existential logic . . . scorns the tameness and falsity of coherent meaning.”6 Some of those who align themselves with the Critique of Judgement (1790) have declared that “[Religion is] nothing but a realm of beauty to be known principally through imagination, symbol, or empathy.”7

			I was on the point of apologizing for the bluntness of the above summary, but, on reflection, it is quite in keeping with Ferré’s style. He tends to the homiletic and dogmatic, and proceeds rhetorically without always qualifying his remarks or supplying evidence to support them. Thus, while we may agree that scientific method, to a certain extent, derives its success from the restricted field in which, and the kind of facts with which, it operates, we might in addition note that the history of science is not a story of complete success. On the contrary, a sizeable part of that history concerns the mistakes of scientists (including those made in good faith at the time) and the unavoidable abandonment or revision of hypotheses as new knowledge is obtained; nor is the deliberate doctoring of evidence (sometimes at the behest of commercial companies that have commissioned the research and invested significant funds in it) altogether unknown. Certainly, those who espouse scientism have no good grounds for adopting an imperialistic attitude towards those who work according to the methods of other disciplines, and here we may agree with Ferré.8

			The problem is that Ferré seems too eager to endorse the view that the philosopher is concerned to depict or ponder reality as a whole, whilst bypassing the serious anti-metaphysical challenges that were being posed by philosophers in his day to that understanding of their discipline. The ordinary language philosophers, the conceptual analysts and the logical positivists had been at work for some decades by the time Ferré published the book under consideration,9 and there is a case to be made that would require the rebuttal of his intellectual opponents (though he does note in passing that logical positivism is crypto-metaphysical).10 Again, he takes a very short way with the eighteenth-century British empiricists (who, in fact, differed from one another, and resorted to rationalism when they deemed it necessary) and Kant. He is equally blunt regarding existentialist philosophy: “Existential philosophy is a contradiction in terms” because religion is existential. He thus seems to wish, by assertion, to reserve the term “existentialism” to religion in the face of the facts, and he further contends that if religion were to be equated with existential philosophy, it would forfeit its true nature as religion “by becoming rational knowledge in content.”11 He complains, “Existential philosophy has talked about truth being subjective, and has tried to show how superficial and peripheral, indeed distorted, objective knowledge is.”12 He adduces no evidence for this claim, and I do not think the charge holds against Kierkegaard who, while he abominated G.W.F. Hegel’s monism because it allowed no place to the individual and did not take account of the infinite qualitative difference between humans and God, was not opposed to metaphysics as such. For him, it is an objective uncertainty with which we have to do, and there is ever the One who is over against us.13 One feels a certain sense of relief when, a mere four years later, Ferré finds something of value in the Christian existentialism of a thinker such as Nikolai Berdyaev.14

			Eight years later, Ferré is still concerned that philosophy “appears to be in a state of crisis. In many circles it is being denuded, stripped piece by piece of its inheritance.” In particular, “[T]here has been a drastic repudiation of the metaphysical claim or assumption of an earlier period.” Some regard this as tragic, others welcome the shearing from philosophy of its “false functions.”15 In this work, he offers his answer to those who say that for philosophers to suppose that they can interpret the whole of experience, or all knowledge, is impossible, since no one ever knows the whole. “The knowledge of the whole,” Ferré counters, “is not dependent on the totality being known in an inclusive sense; we can know the salinity of the ocean without knowing all of the ocean. This salinity, however, has more than local reference!”16 This is not, perhaps, the illustration most helpful to his cause, for the ocean is susceptible to empirical investigation, whereas many claims to knowledge—metaphysical, moral and religious—that most concern Ferré are not. Moreover, it does seem to be a hostage to fortune of a kind (to bring out a linguistic philosopher’s scalpel) to speak of knowledge of the whole (in a more than empirical sense) as being somehow different from knowledge of the totality. With reference to the complaint that philosophers, when pondering the meaning of existence, land in subjectivism, Ferré concedes that “Metaphysics never escapes the problem of a faith stance,”17 though this is not likely to impress the kind of analytical philosopher to whose alleged denuding of “the fair maid Philosophy” Ferré objects. Be all that as it may, Ferré judges, “There is no more subtle danger to thought and civilization than from the perfectionist presumption, which disregards responsible, rational decision because we cannot know correctly and fully all the truth there is.”18 Though unlikely to couch the claim in such apocalyptic terms, many a linguistic analyst would regard this as a statement of the obvious; and if any managed to find subtle reasons for thinking otherwise, they would almost certainly leave them on their desks when the necessity of venturing into the world around them overcame them.19

			Ferré’s fullest discussion of linguistic analysis is found in his book of 1961, Searchlights on Contemporary Philosophy. By now, Ferré had visited England on two occasions, and in his Preface, he writes, “From personal observation while teaching in both Oxford and Manchester, I know how the Church has been hurt by a false approach to [theological language] in much British thinking.”20 There is undue exaggeration here: (a) the vast majority of British church members were quite unaware of the attacks upon religious language; (b) it was not A.J. Ayer’s fault when, in broadcasts, his Christian “opponents” were sometimes of the kind around whom he could run circles; and (c) Ferré himself mentions John Hick as a Christian philosopher applying the techniques of linguistic analysis to Christian discourse, and he was by no means alone. 

			Ferré devotes a chapter to “Linguistic Analysis and Transcendence.” He offers a brief account of “the rise and history of linguistic analysis”, setting out from logical positivism. He does not state the verification principle clearly, or suggest how it might be countered; nor does he mention the modifications that, under pressure, proponents of the theory, Ayer among them, adopted. His reference to Antony Flew’s falsification challenge is equally brief.21 Ferré is, however, concerned to lament that “Metaphysics as the knowledge of ultimate reality, and ethics as a normative science of conduct, for instance, were completely eliminated from philosophy.”22 He proceeds to note the transition from hard-line positivism to “Ordinary usage”, and “Functional analysis”, which, he too swiftly judges, is “primarily a change of name in order to get rid of the odium and impossible restrictions associated with logical positivism.”23 He then specifies some arguments deployed by linguistic analysts against the concept of transcendence without reference to Christian philosophers who employed analytical techniques to rebut some of these charges, and contents himself with supplying theology’s answer to the adverse criticisms, pointing out that theology is “neither purely analytical not merely empirical.”24 He rests in the contention that “If religion is, by standard definition, man’s evaluative response to reality, then everyone is religious or lives by faith, and such living is not optional. It is situational. We all have presuppositions for living which we cannot prove.”25 I suspect that some of the hard-nosed analysts, critical of religion, would be inclined to agree with the last sentence quoted, whilst being dumbfounded by what they would have seen as their rather casual annexation to the company of the religious. They would be even more thunderstruck by two of Ferré’s assertions on the following page, in the first of which he is sepulchral, while in the second, he offers at least an olive twig: (a) “Dead . . . should be the body of death that still persists in functional analysis.” (b) “Theology should grant unhesitatingly the fact that theological knowledge is neither analytical nor empirical truth in the sense of logical necessity or of strict, scientific verifiability. These tools deal with validity. Theology must take these into full account but not be reducible to them. Rather, it is the confession of faith as the total response of experience.”26 But for all that he says about linguistic analysis as distinct from logical positivism, it is clear that the bogeyman is operative throughout the chapter, on the penultimate page of which he recommends that “Linguistic analysis . . . should be subjected to the test of fire to determine its reasons for branding theological statements as meaningless . . .”27 which by no means all linguistic analysts did. Saddest of all, in a discussion of transcendence, Ferré offers no response to those who seriously raised the question of the reference of religious assertions concerning God.28 

			But this is not all. In 1963, Ferré published Reason in Religion, and here he gives large swathes of then current philosophy somewhat gentler handling. He points out that science deals with the material world, philosophy with the mental, and religion with the spiritual. What is of particular interest, however, is that by now he is not speaking of philosophy’s task as being that of the interpretation of reality as a whole, nor does he repeat his earlier declarations that “Philosophy . . . tries to systematize all that man knows in order that we may understand relatedly the world in which we live,”29 and that “Philosophy is coherent in the sense of the systematic, or the self-consistent, interpretation of our whole present experience.”30 He now perceives that “Philosophy as a formal discipline deals primarily with meaning. . . . Logic is the study of proper entailment of ideas [I should have said, “of propositions”], regardless of any application to reality.”31 He now concedes that “Analytical logic came with cleansing power. . . . [It] brought to bear on religion the accumulative insights of both the scientific attitude and of philosophy proper.”32 Those philosophers erred, however, in so losing their sense of proportion that “Method turned metaphysics implicitly. Mood turned religion covertly. . . . The partial and needed truth became for them the whole gospel.”33 Positively, “The distinctive task of philosophy is analytical logic; the central task of philosophy is the use of logic within the totality of experience.”34 Still more interestingly, he now asserts that “philosophy cannot deal with the whole of experience as knowledge of reality, for such knowledge is impossible within the process. . . . Every judgment concerning the nature of the whole . . . is a faith-judgment, and in this sense belongs to the field of religion.”35 For its part, religion must be open to self criticism, and philosophy can both supply rules for reasoning and assess the results of it, though “to be effective inside the religious stance, reason must be used within the experience, commitment and vision of faith.”36 The proof of religion is internal to it because, since it is humanity’s “ultimate presupposition for life and thought, there can be no higher court to which to appeal. The God who can be proved by anything else is not God!”37

			As I reflect upon Ferré’s attitude towards the analytical philosophy of his day, I cannot but conclude that it was sometimes more, sometimes less, grudging; and it is hard not to agree with the reviewer of Reason in Religion who regretted that Ferré had not made “a more precise and thorough attempt to meet the problems raised” by both linguistic analysis and logical positivism.38 In my opinion, there is nothing like a dose of linguistic analytical rigour to encourage theological precision and scupper theological opacity. I have myself found that after reading turgid chapters of the latter sort, a few pages of J.L. Austin, or someone of that kind, act as a wonderful mental purgative and tonic. Indeed, if I dared, on analogy with C.H. Spurgeon’s caution to preachers that “Nonsense does not improve by being bellowed”,39 I would thunder, “Theological nonsense does not improve by being systematized.” Furthermore, the patient analysis of both one’s own language and presuppositions, and of that one’s intellectual opponents, might prevent the abuse, not uncommon in theology, to which Robert Flint referred in a cautionary word: “To judge of other men’s theories by our own is an altogether illegitimate procedure. It is akin to, and inevitably leads to, judging of facts by theories, instead of testing theories by facts.”40

			From the discussion thus far, and quite apart from the details of it, we already we have more than an inkling that Ferré is a writer whose thought was always on the move—even restlessly so. If, as we shall see, a number of ideas reverberate throughout his work, this is not to say that he simply repeated himself in exactly the same terms. Before proceeding further, however, there is one caution of a preliminary nature that integrity (not insubordination) prompts me to make. To Ferré’s urgency to get his message out, I attribute his occasional lack of scholarly discrimination when labelling movements from the history of Christian thought. Thus, for example, he informs us, “Deism holds God to be a separate, self-sufficient Being who has created the world, but has since left it alone.”41 But this is a popular characterization of philosophic deism that, though not entirely unrelated, differs in significant respects from the historic deism of the eighteenth century. Nor is this a finding of recent scholarship. As long ago as 1911, G.C. Joyce could assert, “[I]t would be a mistake to suppose that philosophic Deism was necessarily the creed of the Deists of the 18th century.”42 If I may quote myself on the eighteenth-century deists:

			 

			Their major point was that God was the God of the natural order, which testified to his power and wisdom. While some of the earlier deists allowed a supernatural revelation provided it were sanctioned by reason, later writers, notably Tindal, declared supernatural revelation redundant. . . . [W]hile it may be argued that deism paved the way for modern naturalism and secularism, its [eighteenth-century] representatives . . . were deeply attached to the notion that God is to be known in the book of nature: they were not opposed to religion as such, however much some of them deplored some of its manifestations and intellectual commitments; and they did not wish to be mistaken for atheists.43

			 

			We may sum the matter up as follows: whereas the modern philosophic deists held that God was Creator and Moral Governor, but remote from the world, their deist forebears, in what Joyce describes as “the dilemma [into which] is compressed the quintessence of Deism”, held, in the words of Matthew Tindal:

			 

			Nothing can be requisite to discover true Christianity and to preserve it in its native purity from all superstition, but after a strict scrutiny to admit nothing except what our reason tells us is worthy of having God for its author. And if it be evident that we can’t discern whether any instituted religion contains everything worthy, and nothing unworthy, of a Divine original, except we can antecedently by our reason discern what is not worthy of having God as its author, it necessarily follows that natural and revealed religion can’t differ, because what reason shows to be worthy of having God as its author must belong to natural religion, and whatever reason tells us is unworthy of having God for its author can never belong to the true revealed religion. ’Tis upon this very plan, that I have endeavoured to shew you wherein true and genuine Christianity consists.44
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