An Atheist questions an Anglican
Clive Boutle challenges mission adviser John Twisleton about the state of the church

Clive: The Church of England has got a good brand for people interested in spirituality and so on. It seems an intelligent and reasonably democratic sort of religion, inclusive, doesn’t turn anyone away and yet it’s still battling with numbers. Why? What is it that doesn’t engage? 
John: We still have more people than those who go to football on a Saturday.
Clive: Not surprising given the state of English football!

John: It seems we are one brand in a postmodern marketplace of worldviews in which so many options lie open to people and so few get realized through whole-hearted commitment.

Clive: I agree with you about the importance of commitment. People who are half-hearted about anything don’t receive the full benefit of whatever they’re about. I don’t myself believe God exists or that life has any meaning and so to commit myself to Christianity would be hypocritical – there’s enough hypocrisy in religion without adding mine.
John: I respect your view and am sorry that atheists are often painted as negative. Unselfish commitment is not reserved to religion.

Clive: Yes – and what about all the stories of abuse we keep hearing? It seems to me that Christianity has been linked with the abuse of power all through its history. 

John: It certainly seems that the church exerts more influence when on the margins of society. There are some wonderful stories of spiritual vitality coming out of the underground church in China for which the heroic yet hidden self-sacrifice of Western missionaries has apparently been a role model.

Clive: Self-sacrifice is a good brand. More attractive than the aggressive use of power by the church in America in getting teachers fined for going against the bible through teaching evolution. Your Christianity can come across as quite crude intellectually.
John: I am sorry to have to agree. Thankfully there are other occasions when what power the church still has is used to stand alongside the powerless, as in Christian witness against the destruction of unborn children through abortion.
Clive: On that issue I feel the church stands as she often does against women’s rights, though abortion is a sombre and serious matter. I am impressed by the way Anglicans are at least having a debate about things like women’s issues and homosexuality unlike biblical literalists.
John: It’s necessary for us as Christians to balance the confident handing on of mainstream Christian teaching with a critical discernment as our context for sharing the Gospel changes. As Anglicans we talk of proclaiming Christian truth afresh to each generation and it is a struggle for us at times to discern a common mind about what ‘afresh’ should mean.

Clive: The church needs a more open, democratic structure to stay connected with where people are at and also to guard against the misuse of authority.

John: Again there’s a need to balance. Authority in the church is not exercised democratically. It comes from God, albeit through sinners, so that even among the founding disciples Christ chose there were those who doubted, denied and betrayed him. You can’t get sin out of the church - God has to work around it! Our synodical structures are also a check against abuse. 
Clive:  All the same it seems that when it comes to authoritative teaching Christianity has the kernel of truth in Jesus overlaid with some highly contestable and forbidding doctrine. I agree with Gandhi who said the Sermon on the Mount would stand for him even if Jesus were proved to have never existed.
John:  There is a problem with that view. The Sermon on the Mount includes some teaching about the person of Jesus himself as being the one who will be ultimately at the centre of the world to come. 
Clive: Nevertheless it seems Jesus sat down with many of the people his church would condemn today. We live in a broad-minded society where Christians seem narrow-minded.
John: I deeply regret that perception. Christianity has a narrow door but, as G.K.Chesterton said, when you go through it there is a lot of space whatever it seems like from the outside. In particular the teachings of the bible go with the grain of humanity and not against it.

Clive: I find it hard to understand how some Christians can pray for their geraniums to win a prize whilst others in Rwanda can burn to death calling upon Christ in their own church.
John: It seems to me that if people have problems about God more people have problems about reality, which can be as ugly as you describe it. This is where belief in a God who became flesh helps - Christians believe he expects nothing of us that he is not prepared to go through himself. 

Clive:  It’s as if you Christians are pawns in an extraordinary game your God has devised.
John: Someone once said of a picture that only the people who really loved the look of it could be interested enough to gain understanding of its fine details and I believe it’s the same with God in Christ. If you catch sight of him and come to love him you get some sort of understanding of the problem of evil and how prayer works.

Clive: So what’s the purpose of being an Anglican?

John: Being part of a forward-looking group of people committed to Jesus as revealed Son of God and empowered by God’s Holy Spirit to work for ‘the kingdom of this world (to) become the kingdom of our God and of his Christ’ (Revelation 11:15)
Clive: I wish you all well and ask you to keep on respecting those who disagree with you.
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