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What People Are Saying About


Christian Thinking through the Ages


Christian Thinking through the Ages is an outstanding and exceptional book, which brings coherence to a complex history of ideas and controversy. I wish it had been available some fifty years ago when I was studying theology at university.


HILARY ANSLOW OBE, former Principal of King George V College, Southport.


This little book is a colourful mosaic of the great Christian tradition. Its profound learning is both lively and readable. Balanced and open-minded, it will stimulate the faithful and encourage the not-so-faithful — altogether a remarkable achievement.


Dr PETER NEWMAN BROOKS, Life Fellow, Robinson College, Cambridge.


Christians reading this book may well feel that its concentration on Jesus’s teaching and that of his followers results in losing sight of his “person” as the human face of God. It is, nevertheless, a lucid account of theological trends and controversies over the centuries, and it bears all the hallmarks of an experienced teacher of history.


The Rt Revd and Rt Hon LORD CHARTRES, GCVO, ChStJ, PC, FSA, FBS, former Bishop of London.


This book’s chapters deftly and expertly trace the distinct epochs of Christian thought. There is an unstinting and illuminating focus on the significance of Christ as teacher and an accompanying alertness to the instructional potential of epistles, commentaries and other text types in the Christian tradition.


ROGER DALRYMPLE, Professor of Practice in Lifelong Learning and Senior Research Fellow in Education, Regent’s Park College, Oxford.


I am delighted to recommend this clear and enlightened history of Christian thought. David Arnold begins with Jesus Christ, and leads us through the ages, through the twists and turns of history, to the present day, explaining with great clarity how the faith was affected by the times, and reflecting on where Christian thought is going now.


The Revd ALAN MAYER, formerly Rector of St Mary’s, Oxted, Surrey, and author of A Grand Tour of Faith, Life, and Time and Zen Questions for Christians.


This is an impressive book — impressive for its great breadth of knowledge, its lucidity in handling complex issues, its ever sensible and fair-minded judgment, and its humaneness. But it is most impressive for its coherence between the author’s account in the first chapter of his own developing Christianity over his life and his approach to most of the great Christian writers in history.


HENRY MAYR-HARTING, Emeritus Regius Professor of Ecclesiastical History in the University of Oxford.


This lucid history of Christianity’s Big Ideas, from the Gospel of Jesus of Nazareth to the literal interpretation of the Bible by Evangelical Christians, sheds light on the great conundrums the faithful have had to contend with, over 2000 years. What is meant by “God is Love”? Does the Divine transcend gender, or is God a woman? What was the purpose of the crucifixion? David Arnold does not presume to know all the answers, but the quest he leads us on is satisfying nonetheless.


CRISTINA ODONE, former Editor of the Catholic Herald.


At a time when many thoughtful people no longer believe that Christian thought could make any real difference to their life, one or two may hesitate and reflect that just possibly it may be a mistake to commit two millennia of Christian wisdom to the dustbin. Entertainingly and lucidly David Arnold will, in this compendium, take the reader through the amazing and often bewildering legacy of Jesus of Nazareth and his interpreters who, like it or not, have laid the foundations of our threatened civilization. If that feels too daunting, just to read the author’s personal prologue will, I predict, make you dive in.


The Revd Canon Dr PAUL OESTREICHER OBE, former Director of the International Centre for Reconciliation at Coventry Cathedral.


David Arnold has a wonderful capacity for undertaking extensive research into historical and theological literature and representing it in a manner accessible to all. His style is easy and straightforward, making acquiring knowledge an exciting adventure.


The Revd Canon DEREK TANSILL, former Vicar of Horsham and Chaplain to Chichester Cathedral.


The real excitement of reading Christian Thinking through the Ages comes from discovering that it is not what you expected. It is neither a complete history nor an apology for the Christian faith. It is neither purely intellectual nor cloyingly evangelical.


Written by an academic, teaching historian, it is a helpful compilation of the main thrusts of Christian theological exploration down 2000 years and more. It comes to grips with the threads of thought which keep reappearing in different colours to produce a whole, but unfinished, tapestry.


David Arnold has done this in a very accessible way and the book will be invaluable to would be theologians as well as to many others who simply want to go beyond simplistic answers to the questions which Christianity poses.


However, to call the book merely a helpful compendium of thought would not do it full justice. Arnold writes in such an easy and personal way that the reader becomes aware of being invited on to a pilgrimage, where the journey is more important than the destination. By the end of the book, this reader felt he was part of the story and was being encouraged to go on exploring.


The Rt Revd MICHAEL TURNBULL CBE, former Bishop of Durham.









[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: image]
 

First published by Christian Alternative Books, 2024


Christian Alternative Books is an imprint of Collective Ink Ltd.,


Unit 11, Shepperton House, 89 Shepperton Road, London, N1 3DF


office@collectiveinkbooks.com


www.collectiveinkbooks.com


www.christian-alternative.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: David Arnold 2023


ISBN: 978 1 80341 615 1


978 1 80341 635 9 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023943239


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of David Arnold as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lapiz Digital Services


UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.












Other Books by This Author














	Britain, Europe and the World 1870–1955

	0 7171 1016 3






	Second edition 1871–1971

	0 7171 1776 1






	In the Context of Eternity, a Short History of the Christian Church

	978-1-78148-448-7






	American edition (hardback)

	978-1-5326-3278-5






	(paperback)

	978-1-5326-3276-1






	From Hackney to Horsham, a Schoolmaster’s Life

	978-1-78623-156-7






	Education and Politics, a History of Unintended Consequences and the Case for Change

	978-1-912333-06-6






	150 Poems Learnt by Heart

	978-183975-144-8














To the many Christians who regularly attend church or chapel but are unsure about what they really believe, to those who think of themselves as agnostic Christians, those who think of themselves as Christians in exile, and those of any faith or none who have realized that it is better to go on seeking truth rather than imagining that they have found it.
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A Personal Prologue


Anyone writing about history should aim to avoid bias and shine light on past events rather than generate heat. But light generates at least some heat, and it is difficult to offer a historical explanation without at least implying some commendation or condemnation. So one needs to recognise, or at least attempt to recognise, one’s own bias.


I write as an elderly Englishman, born in 1933, almost fifteen years after the armistice of 11 November in 1918, which postponed for just over twenty years, at least in Europe, the great world conflict which was resumed in the 1930s, reached a climax of horror in 1945, and in some ways is still continuing today, twenty-three years into the third millennium since the birth of Jesus of Nazareth.


I was five when the second phase of the European fighting began in 1939, and was evacuated from the London suburb where I lived to the Essex coast. Nine months later, after the evacuation from Dunkirk of a defeated British army, my twin brother and I returned home to Woodford Bridge in what is now the London Borough of Redbridge in time for the Battle of Britain and then the Blitz of 1940–41, spending each night in an Anderson shelter in the garden. At the age of ten I experienced the V1s and the V2s, the Vergeltungswaffen, or “revenge weapons”, which were Germany’s last desperate bid for victory in the autumn of 1944. I grew up with a strong bias against Germany and German ideas.


That autumn I went away to school at Christ’s Hospital, where I encountered the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth. Every day of the week we marched to chapel. I heard the scriptures read both then and at house prayers in the evenings, and was struck by the contrast between his teaching and the world around me, both the behaviour of those immediately around me and all that was happening in the world. I gradually decided that I was a Christian (there was no sudden conversion), and at the age of fourteen, together with my twin brother (we were not identical but were very close in our thinking and attitudes) was baptised on a Friday, confirmed the following day, and went to communion for the first time on the next.


Of all the sermons I heard on Sundays throughout the eight years I was at Christ’s Hospital one of the few I remembered was by a Franciscan friar who suggested remembering the acronym ACTS when praying, with those letters standing for Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving and Supplication. I conscientiously followed his advice for many years, but I was never very good at praying. The first three I could manage, but in a world in which millions of British, German, Russian, American and Italian parents and wives prayed to the Christian God for the lives of their sons and husbands, while millions were killed, I could not see that their prayers were being answered. It was a problem which exercised me for years.


We sang at least one hymn in chapel every day, and each Saturday morning the whole school practised the hymns for the following week. One which fascinated but puzzled me was In no strange land by Francis Thompson:


O world invisible we view thee,


O world intangible we touch thee,


O world unknowable we know thee,


Inapprehensible, we clutch thee.


Does the fish soar to find the ocean,


The eagle plunge to find the air –


That we ask of the stars in motion


If they have rumour of thee there?


Not where the wheeling systems darken,


And our benumbed conceiving soars! –


The drift of pinions, would we hearken,


Beats at our own clay-shuttered doors.


The angels keep their ancient places: 


Turn but a stone and start a wing!


’Tis ye, ’tis your estrangéd faces, –


That miss the many-splendored thing.


But (when so sad thou canst not sadder)


Cry; – and upon thy so sore loss


Shall shine the traffic of Jacob’s ladder


Pitched between Heaven and Charing Cross.


Yea, in the night, my soul, my daughter


Cry, – clinging Heaven by the hems;


And lo, Christ walking on the water,


Not of Gennesareth, but Thames!


I suppose we sang it about once a term throughout the time I was at Christ’s Hospital, from the age of ten to the age of eighteen, and by the time I left it had influenced my attitude to Christianity more than any other hymn.


Only a few months after leaving school, when doing my National Service, I found myself serving in a Polish unit of the British Army of the Rhine, then still an occupying army and controlling the British zone in the north of Germany. The Poles were serving with us because their country had been destroyed in September 1939 when Nazi Germany and the USSR, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, were allies. At the end of the war in 1945 Poland, instead of being liberated, was occupied by one of its enemies, the USSR, which was now among the victorious allies.


Already at that stage in my life, having learnt German at school, and before going up to university, I was aware that there was a sense in which the centre of European civilization, which had moved north from Italy to France in the eighteenth century, had in the nineteenth century moved to Germany. Germans were in the forefront of music and literature, the study of history, of philosophy, of theology and the new techniques of biblical criticism. At the same time they were among the leaders of the world in mathematics, science and engineering. By the end of the nineteenth century most of the multifarious German states had come together in a German Empire. It was an impressive union. They developed a system of social care before any other country, a powerful army and an increasingly powerful navy.


But the German Empire had been forged in battle, and it was the zeal of Germany’s military leadership for another war to ensure Germany’s predominance in Europe which, more than anything else, plunged Europe into the fighting of 1914. After losing that conflict in 1918 and suffering in the 1920s, the Germans had in the 1930s accepted, and in many cases enthusiastically followed, a government which eventually enslaved many of the citizens of neighbouring countries in the service of the German war machine.


The full extent of its extermination policies was not known until the end of the war, but what was known to anyone who did not hide from the truth was that political opponents of Nazism somehow disappeared, together with all people of Jewish origin, including those of Jewish or partly Jewish origin who were Christians and agnostics, as well people who were disabled and seen by the Nazis as no use to society, and also any others whom the Nazis regarded as undesirable, such as gypsies and homosexuals.


It was not until I went to university in 1954 that I became aware of Christians of other traditions than the Church of England. The Poles I had served with were Roman Catholics, but we had never discussed religion. Now I met both Roman Catholics and Protestant evangelicals. I found that I could talk with Roman Catholics and find where we agreed and where we differed. I found it more difficult to talk with evangelicals, who often adopted a literal interpretation of the Bible, without always having understood what they had read, and were inclined to avoid discussion with anyone who had not experienced a Pauline conversion and was not clearly of their own persuasion.


I saw my own position as being traditional, middle-of-the-road Anglicanism. I was interested in the sort of theological issues that had engaged the church for centuries and saw them as a helpful base from which to follow the Way and seek the Truth and the Life represented by Jesus. I valued the guidance of the church on both faith and morals, and at the same time valued even more the fact that it was possible to disagree. I valued the Old Testament as a collection of Hebrew writings which give an account of how ideas about God developed, and the New Testament for what it tells us about Jesus of Nazareth and about the ideas and way of looking at things which he taught.


While reading history at Oxford I was influenced by Herbert Butterfield’s book Christianity and History, which had been published as early as 1949 and which ends with a recommendation to remember the principle “hold to Christ, and for the rest be totally uncommitted”. Looking back in old age I realize that that idea has guided me through life, and although I would now express it differently, that is essentially where I stand.


By the time I left university I had at least made a first acquaintance with many of the Christian writers whose thinking is described in this book, though not those who were engaged in the early theological controversies of the church, for the period from the early church and the writing of the New Testament until at least the beginning of the second millennium is generally neglected by historians, and Christian writers often neglect the next five hundred years as well, only getting really interested in developments in Christian thinking when they get to what was believed by Catholics and Protestants (and occasionally the Orthodox as well) in the early sixteenth century. Some gaps needed to be filled in if I wanted to understand how Christian thought had developed to where it is today.


The German tradition of scholarship, including the study of theology, had survived Nazism, and as a young man I was surprised to find that most modern writings about Christianity which appeared to be worth reading had been written by Germans, or else by theologians of German origin. I had acquired an interest in theology while at university, though my own subject was history, and in my twenties was impressed by what I read about the work of a number of modern theologians, all of them Protestants, and all of them either German or German Americans, whose thinking was influenced perhaps more than anything else by the events of the Nazi era from 1933 until 1945.


Meanwhile, as my knowledge of German history developed, I was acutely aware of the tragedy that the nation of Martin Luther, of Bach, Beethoven and Brahms, of Goethe and Schiller, Kant and Schopenhauer should in the twentieth century have turned to militarism and barbarism on such a massive scale, and it also seemed something of a miracle that out of that horror should have grown a rich flowering of new theological thinking.


My main concerns in the 1960s were my own family life and the teaching of history, but there were three books about Christianity which I was glad to read then and which had a considerable influence on me. The first, by J.S. Whale, a Congregational minister and theologian, was Christian Doctrine, which I bought in September 1959, the month after I was married, and which was based on lectures he had given in Cambridge in the autumn of 1940. The second was Introducing the Christian Faith by Michael Ramsey, published in 1961, the year in which he became Archbishop of Canterbury and in which at the beginning he declares himself to be a Christian humanist. The third was Honest to God by John Robinson, the Bishop of Woolwich, published in 1963.


Robinson explains in the preface the need for a radical re-casting of theology, with traditional ideas of, for example, God, the supernatural and religion itself needing to be re-examined, and he goes on to expound some of the thinking of Paul Tillich and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Some Christians, wanting to cling to the old certainties, reacted to the book with distaste. Others, with me among them, found it comforting and reassuring.


By then I had been a schoolmaster ever since coming down from university in 1957, and most of my reading for the next twenty years was related to the history I was teaching. It was, of course, not primarily about religion, but one could hardly teach The Crusades as an A level special subject without knowing something of Catholic and Orthodox Christianity, and Sunni and Shi’ite Islam as well. Similarly, it was necessary when teaching The Age of Cromwell to have some understanding of Calvinism and of Arminianism. The short-lived double A level, History with Foreign Texts, introduced me to the theological ideas of Anselm of Aosta, and even modern A level special subjects, such as The French Revolution and The Russian Revolutions required an understanding of why revolutionaries saw not only the monarchy but also the Christian church as something they needed to overthrow.


I continued throughout my life as a member of the Church of England, above all because I saw, and still see, the church as an institution dedicated to keeping alive the things concerning Jesus, even though, being made up of fallible human beings, it often does it inadequately and even badly. As life went by, I became more and more of the opinion that many priests and ministers paid too much attention to telling their congregations what they should believe and too little to explaining how the teaching of Jesus is relevant today – how we should look at things and how we should behave. Some clergy even suggested that, if it had not been for his resurrection and subsequent ascension, Jesus would simply be one more forgotten holy man, whose teaching was in no way more remarkable than that of many others. It seemed to me that they were seriously wrong. Jesus’s teaching was revolutionary in its own time, and it still has the power to transform the lives of people who encounter it.


Of course, there have been other great teachers who have also left an enduring impact on mankind. One of the most important in our own civilization, if I may call it that, is Socrates, who died about four hundred years before Jesus was born. Like Jesus he was condemned to death because his ideas were upsetting to those in authority. Like Jesus he went to his death when he could have avoided it, but, also like Jesus, he declined to do so. His influence on succeeding generations is incalculable. Others, notably the Buddha, Confucius and Muhammad, have also transformed millions of lives, and in writing about Christian thinking I in no way wish to disparage them. But I grew up in, and have lived my whole life in, an at least nominally Christian society, and it is about how Christian thinking developed over the last two thousand years that I wish to write.


In retirement my reading has ranged widely and included fiction, biography and philosophy, with each of them probably occupying more of my time than theology. Among philosophical writings it was the work of Bryan Magee, the quintessential apologist for agnosticism, which influenced me most. But a number of books about Christianity caught my attention. One of the earliest, published in 1998, was Why Christianity Must Change or Die, by the former Bishop of Newark in the USA, John Shelby Spong. Another was Doubts and Loves: What Is left of Christianity by the former bishop of Edinburgh, Richard Holloway, published in 2001. Then in 2003 the American Professor Marcus Borg produced The Heart of Christianity, Rediscovering a Life of Faith, and in the same year a Baptist minister, Steve Chalke, produced The Lost Message of Jesus.


I would recommend each of those books, as well as those I mentioned earlier by Professor Butterfield, Archbishop Ramsey and Bishop John Robinson. All seven of those authors were in a sense tackling what they saw as current problems with Christianity. Each of them wrote much else, and in their various different ways they all, of course, knew far more than I do about both theology and biblical criticism. I have no wish to venture into the areas on which they are authorities. So I will not express an opinion about, for example, how far the events surrounding the birth of Jesus that are described in the gospels can be seen as factually accurate, or whether the account given by Matthew or that given by Luke is the more reliable. Nor will I presume to offer an opinion about which is the most helpful of the descriptions by the four evangelists of the events surrounding the crucifixion of Jesus.


Instead of that I hope to show how Christian thinking shifted over the centuries from the teaching of Jesus to where we are now. The first two chapters provide a summary of the thinking of Jesus as described in the gospels and in the letters of some of his followers. The next nine are an account of the how the ideas of leading Christian thinkers developed, and the final chapter attempts an assessment of where the various Christian churches stand today, what the issues are that divide them and how far they are in agreement.


A few years ago, I wrote a short history of the Christian church called In the Context of Eternity. In that I attempted to show how the intermingling of Christianity and barbarism on the ruins of the Roman Empire eventually produced the modern world, with its scientific and technological revolutions, capitalism and liberal democracy all co-existing with the Christian church. It involved explaining how the Christian church interacted with and was influenced by political developments. Inevitably Christian thinking and theological ideas intruded into it, but they were not the core of the book. In this book, which can be seen as a companion volume, they are absolutely central, and just as Christian thinking and theology intruded into the former book, so political developments inevitably intrude to some extent into this one. Everything is connected. The way those connections are perceived will vary from one time to another, but one important element of Christianity which has survived down the centuries is the idea that Christians should follow both Jesus’s teaching and his example. That idea was given expression in the fifteenth century by Thomas à Kempis in his book De Imitatione Christi, and it was given new life near the end of the nineteenth century by an American Congregationalist minister, the Reverend Charles Sturgeon, when he preached a number of sermons in which he presented his congregation with a variety of moral problems and asked the question, “What would Jesus Do?”


I cannot remember when I became aware of the acronym WWJD, which stands for the question, “What would Jesus do?”, but I do remember thinking that it was good advice about how to resolve difficult problems about how one should behave. If I now go on to suggest that it is not the ideal way to resolve such problems, that is not to disparage it. It is only to suggest that I believe that Jesus was advocating something beyond that.


I eventually came to believe that the process of conversion should for most of us be not so much changing to be more like Jesus, but rather that it should involve us in changing to be closer to what each one of us would ideally be. As the Danish theologian and philosopher Søren Kierkegaard put it in the mid-nineteenth century, “Be that self which one truly is”. Then, when faced with a moral problem, we would not need to ask, “What would Jesus do?”, but instead would have reached a point in the process of conversion such that we would be able to follow our own instinct.


That does not mean that we could then congratulate ourselves on knowing the “right” answer to moral problems. In the light of our understanding of the teaching of Jesus we should try to decide well. But we may not. We remain fallible human beings who all too easily make mistakes, and we should avoid being too sure that we are right. A difficult balancing act is needed. On the one hand we need to know what we believe to be valuable and important. On the other we need a measure of humility. The sort of belief worth having is something tentative, striving for Truth, seeking for greater understanding, but recognizing that we do not have and are not going to achieve full Truth. The more one knows, the more one realizes how little one understands.


As time went by it increasingly seemed to me that when the BBC rolled out a couple of speakers to debate some moral issue of current interest, the opinions of the Christian protagonist were often further from the teaching of Jesus and less humane than the opinions of the other speaker. I remembered that Marcus Borg had said that many of his students at Oregon State University in the USA, when asked to write a short essay on their impression of Christianity, had written that they saw it as “literalistic, anti-intellectual, self-righteous, judgmental, and bigoted”. Too often one or more of those very words characterised what was presented to the public on the BBC as “the Christian view”. It felt as if something had gone badly wrong.


There is, I hope, nowhere in this book any suggestion that the various views I have described, however superficially, of a wide range of Christian thinkers over two thousand years should be seen as the Truth. How could they be when those thinkers so often disagree! But I am suggesting that it is worth making the acquaintance with all of those views. Even when two thinkers disagree profoundly, the ideas of each of them can be illuminating, without either of them necessarily being “right”. We can learn from ideas we later believe to be mistaken as well as from those we accept.


In any case, Faith is not primarily a matter of believing things, of giving assent to intellectual propositions and asserting that certain historical events actually happened, however implausible that may seem. It is far more a matter of trust, in this case of trusting in the teaching and example of Jesus of Nazareth. It is also a matter of trying, even if inadequately, to live one’s life in accordance with that teaching and example. For many people it can be helpful to have the guidance of the church. But in the end, we all have to make our own decisions.


We need, I believe, to acknowledge the grim aspects of nature: the floods and droughts, the earthquakes and forest fires, and the way in which so many creatures, including mankind, prey on each other. We have to face the fact that for many of them it is necessary to behave in that way if they are to survive, and it is not something which makes it easy to believe in a benevolent God who has for some inscrutable reason arranged things that way. We also need to recognise how trivial each of us is in the context of a vast and apparently impersonal universe. But it is also possible to seek to live one’s life aware of the beauty of so much around us and to respond to it. The Germans have a word for this attitude. They speak of someone being lebensbejaend (life-be-yes-ing).


Ideally (and, of course, it is not possible for everyone) faithful Christians reach the end of life not worrying over whether they believe enough of the right things to be granted “salvation”, but instead feeling grateful that they have had a rich and full life. After all, Jesus is recorded in the tenth chapter of John’s gospel as explaining the purpose of his ministry in the words, “I have come that men may have life and may have it abundantly”. Then they may be able to look forward to death (though not necessarily to dying) with confidence in the assurance of Jesus that there are many resting places in his Father’s house.


Horace, a Roman poet who lived in the century before the life of Christ, may have seen the point when he wrote in one of his odes (Book III, xxix), the following two stanzas, which were translated into English in the seventeenth century by John Dryden:


Happy the man, and happy he alone,


He who can call today his own.


He who, secure within, can say,


Tomorrow do thy worst, for I have lived today.


Be fair or foul or rain or shine,


The joys I have possessed, in spite of fate, are mine.


Not heaven itself upon the past has power,


But what has been has been, and I have had my hour.


Anyone who is committed to the view that it is essential for Christians to believe a number of theological propositions and that to deny or question them is to err into heresy might prefer to read no further. But someone who is prepared to consider the possibility that what Jesus taught and the way he went to his death are more important than theological propositions could well find it interesting to read on and discover something of how the Christian church has moved over two thousand years from seeking to follow the teaching and example of Jesus to where we are today.


I am not suggesting that Christians should abandon theology, which is the study not just of God but also of religious beliefs. On the contrary, I believe that ideally Christians would know enough of theology and of biblical criticism, and even of ecclesiastical history, to be able to stand up to those who are sure that they are right about their beliefs and demand conformity. Ideally, they will combine a healthy dose of scepticism and even agnosticism with above all valuing “the words of Jesus and his sacrifice”.


David Arnold. Summer 2023









Chapter 1


Jesus of Nazareth


A story is told in the gospels of both Mark and Matthew of a meeting between Jesus of Nazareth and a woman whom Mark tells us was Syrophoenician by birth, while Matthew calls her a Canaanite. She came to Jesus begging for help for her daughter who was in great distress. The disciples did not want her pestering Jesus. She was, after all, both a woman and a gentile. Brought up as they were on the assumptions of their people at that time, they assumed that she was not worth bothering about.


Jesus, a Jewish man who had grown up among those same assumptions, tells her that his mission is only to the lost sheep of Israel. When she kneels at his feet and again asks for help, he now says that it is not right to take the children’s food and give it to the dogs. By implication she is one of the dogs. But she persists and points out that “even the dogs live on the scraps that fall from their master’s table”. Jesus accepts what is, however politely put, a rebuke, acknowledges her faith, her trust in him, and, we are told “at that moment her daughter was cured”.


It is a much neglected story. After all, Jesus, whom Christians widely believe to have been perfect, was being taught by someone who was both a woman and a gentile that his mission was not just to “the lost sheep of Israel” but to all mankind. It is a crucial moment. No wonder it is included in two of the gospels! And no wonder, in the light of the way the Christian Church developed, that it has often been neglected and ignored! But in that story one can see Jesus growing in wisdom and stature – not God masquerading as a man, but a man who came to be seen as revealing the likeness of God in his own being. One can see his thinking, his view of things, developing.


The Christian religion is based on stories about Jesus. The stories about the events surrounding his birth are told in two of the gospels. Matthew, who is above all concerned to show how they involve a fulfilment of ancient prophecies, narrates them briefly, while Luke, who is above all concerned to proclaim that something wonderful had happened, tells the story in a different way and in far greater detail. Then, near the end of their accounts, all four of the evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, describe the events surrounding Jesus’s crucifixion. Besides that, there are, spread through the gospels, stories describing his ministry and recounting what he said and what he did.


It is the accounts of what Jesus is reputed to have said that are particularly relevant in a book about Christian thinking, because they reveal what he thought and what he believed to be important. The stories about his life and death and what he did, important though they are, are relevant here only in so far as they reveal his thinking. Before considering them it is worth looking at what he said about how people should behave and about how they should think, and also at the stories he told, at the answers he gave to questions, at what we are told about his praying, and at the instructions he gave to his followers.


Before that it may be worth considering a brief extract from the Revelation of St John the Divine, the extraordinary psychedelic vision written by a prisoner on a Roman penal colony on the island of Patmos late in the first century after the birth of Jesus. Very near the beginning of the Revelation its author describes how he saw “one like a son of man, robed down to his feet, with a golden girdle round his breast. The hair of his head was white as snow-white wool, and his eyes flamed like fire; his feet gleamed like burnished brass refined in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword; and his face shone like the sun in full strength”.


That is an example of something written in Greek by a person who naturally thought in either classical Hebrew or ordinary day to day Aramaic, the language which Jesus usually spoke. It is nothing like the Greek language of philosophers such as Plato or Aristotle, with abstract words conveying subtle differences of meaning. Hebrew and Aramaic are languages in which meaning is conveyed by visual imagery – not words like “omniscient”, “omnipotent”, “transcendent” or “numinous”, but instead, “In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword; and his face shone like the sun in full strength”. That visual imagery either will, or perhaps will not, enable you to understand what the author, a different John from the apostle, is getting at.


The language Jesus uses is not the overblown, colourful, exotic language of the Revelation of St John the Divine. It is far more down to earth and far more readily accessible. It is nevertheless the language of someone who, like any Jew of his day, naturally expressed himself in visual imagery and did not have at his disposal the abstract language of Greek philosophers. A good example of his use of visual imagery is given at the end of the twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew’s gospel.


We read that Jesus told his listeners that when the Son of Man comes in glory, surrounded by angels and seated on a throne of glory, he will separate people as a shepherd separates sheep from goats, and he will welcome the sheep into his kingdom and cast the goats into eternal fire. The former he thanks for such things as feeding him when hungry, clothing him when naked, and visiting him when ill. When they do not understand, he explains that inasmuch as they did it to one of the least of his brethren, they did it for him. Similarly, he tells the others that inasmuch as they had not helped one of the least of those brethren, they had failed to help him.


We need to ask ourselves whether the description by Jesus, of those on the right hand entering the Kingdom of Heaven and those on the left being consigned to eternal punishment in fire, is a prediction of what will happen on the Day of Judgement, or an assertion with vivid visual imagery that there really is an important difference between good and bad behaviour? Too often preachers have proclaimed the former, misleading their congregations about the significance of Jesus’s message because they did not realise how Jesus was using visual imagery.


That story raises the question of what Jesus thought about the Kingdom of Heaven, which he also speaks about as the Kingdom of God. It is something he seems to have commented on quite often. Luke tells us that he was asked by some Pharisees when it would come, and he replied that it never comes by watching for it. “Men cannot say, ‘Look here it is’ or ‘There it is’, for the Kingdom of God is within you”. He also told them that it was “among you” and “near you”. That is, Jesus asserts quite clearly that the Kingdom of Heaven is a spiritual kingdom around us and within us, and not a place up in the sky inhabited by angels.


Matthew also tells us that Jesus tried to explain the idea of heaven by saying that it was like a tiny grain of mustard seed, which could grow into a tree, so that all the birds of the air could come and lodge in its branches. Or again, he suggested that it was like yeast in its transforming effect. It should be possible, even for us, two thousand years later, in a society in which we seldom use visual imagery the way he did, to avoid interpreting his words literally and instead understand what he meant.


A particularly famous account of his teaching is given in the fifth chapter of Matthew’s gospel, in what is referred to as the Sermon on the Mount. On that occasion he proclaimed to his followers the value of humility, of experiencing suffering, of being undemanding, concerned for goodness, kind, pure in heart, peaceable, and even suffering persecution because of one’s concern for what is good and right. He stressed that he had no intention of seeking to overthrow the Law. On the contrary, he wanted to show how it could be fulfilled. He was advocating an ideal of perfection which went beyond what was required by the Law. Thus, while the Law, of course, forbad murder and required that “anyone who commits murder must be brought to judgement”, Jesus said that anyone who was angry with his brother should be brought to judgement. “If he sneers at him, he will have to answer for it in the fires of hell”.


That is something which his listeners would have understood better than many people today, because nowadays many people, however literate, have little understanding of how the language which Jesus spoke was used, and some will think that Jesus was proclaiming that hell-fire is the literal and necessary consequence of sneering. As late as the twenty-first century there are still those who regret the passing of hell-fire preaching, as if the lack of it is an indication of the way the essential Christian message has been watered down. But that is to miss the point of Jesus’s teaching. He was telling his listeners how they should view things and how they should live their lives and was using visual imagery to make forcibly the point that some ways of behaving are good and others are bad. At the end of Matthew’s gospel we are told that Jesus commanded his followers to go out and make disciples of all the nations: “Teach them to observe all that I have commanded you”. He was not telling them what they should believe. He was telling them what they should do.



OEBPS/images/clogo.jpg
®

Collectivelnk





OEBPS/images/half.jpg
Christian Thinking
through the Ages





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Christian Thinking
through the Ages

David Arnold

@

CHRISTIAN ALTERNATIVE
BOOKS

London, UK
Washington, DC, USA





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
David Arnold

CHRISTIAN
THINKING
THROUGH






