Is Anglicanism really the answer to modernity?

John Twisleton is hesitant about a book from Cambridge.

How do we understand Anglicanism at the start of a new millennium? 

What is there that commends this particular strand of Christian tradition to a society distrustful of religion but hungry for purpose and meaning? 

These are important questions for the mission-minded. If we are unclear about our own understanding of what the church is about we are most unlikely to win anyone else into Christianity, save through God’s generous tendency to over-rule our inadequacies.

With this intent the Chichester diocesan mission and renewal department purchased a copy of Anglicanism: The answer to modernity in the hope that we could sharpen our cutting edge.

A group of Cambridge college deans have assembled a book prefaced by the Archbishop of Canterbury with this agenda: the advocacy of the robust and inclusive form of Christianity conducive to human flourishing that we find in Anglicanism.
It was the promise of ‘robust’ Anglicanism that primarily caught my eye.

In the event the book proved Anglican in the less than robust sense of the Curate’s Egg!
Jo Bailey Wells’ chapter drew a helpful connection between the unsystematic wisdom of Proverbs and the ‘pastiche’ character of postmodern culture. The wisdom literature fosters dialogue rather than imposing dogma, and of all biblical texts was said to ring most true to the perceived Anglican approach i.e. putting questions rather than giving answers.

‘Yes…but’, I thought, in sympathy with the writer’s praise of dialogue. Most of my work as mission officer is about helping Anglicans find new confidence to speak for Christ, albeit many a time in dialogue, so I would approach things differently. Nevertheless my bones tell me we have moved out of a decade of evangelism into a decade of dialogue, evidenced not least in the change of Archbishop of Canterbury.

Ben Quash reflected in his helpful chapter on ‘enacting real presence’ as essential to Christianity and on how the Anglican Church prides itself on being present in localities in the name of Christ. He considered the impaired communion within Anglicanism caused by differences over sexual ethics. 

‘Yes…but’ again I thought, this time with a big ‘but’ as I read Ben’s appeal for intercommunion to be based on charity alone. Love and truth walk in the presence of the Lord Psalm 89:14.

Duncan Dormor pushed for further liberality with the acceptance of pre-marital sexual intercourse in some circumstances. His contribution was given a good Anglican balance through a more conservative essay by Jeremy Caddick. He presented an Anglicanism that would challenge rather than bless social trends in his critique of a rights-based approach to ethical decision making. An essay on the future of Church and state was similarly courageous in its call for a radical review. 

In the most provocative and concluding essay Timothy Jenkins presented Anglicanism as a Christian tradition offering both order and freedom yet subordinate to the end of human flourishing. He wrote of territorial embeddedness and conversational mode as distinctives of an Anglicanism, which serves human flourishing, which we call salvation, or the Kingdom of God.
The last sentence reveals the rather this-worldly nature of the book. Is salvation actually identical with human flourishing? Only in a transcendent view of humanity - and the book is weak on that to say the least, though not as weak as modernism, it has to be admitted! 

Anglican pragmatism looks for what works and helps communities to flourish – but there are Anglican principles as well, not least those that witness the transcendent reality of Jesus Christ and applaud the countercultural challenge of scripture and tradition. Although the essays contain some references to Christianity as counter cultural the overall tenor is of a faith that engages with the culture by going with the flow. 

Anglicanism is by nature inclusive and as such very comfortable about reasoned dialogue within a postmodern culture. To stay robust though it needs fresh consciousness of the wondrous momentum of the Christian tradition as a whole of which it is but part in space and time. 

I read this book weeks after reading the obituary of one of the retired bishops in Chichester diocese, Edward Knapp-Fisher. He was an advocate of robust Anglicanism in a different era but with an insight that is a necessary complement to these Cambridge essays that come close to making scripture and tradition servants of our flawed contemporary experience.

For Knapp-Fisher the robustness of Anglicanism derives utterly from its historic place in the Christian mainstream. He wrote once in these terms, which are a refreshing counter to both modernism and the ‘going with the flow’ Cambridge Anglicanism:

The present is but a fragment of history, and our contemporary experience can only be understood and evaluated in the light of that of those who have lived before us. Only arrogance or complacency can blind us to the truth that we are pygmies who stand on the shoulders of giants

If Anglicanism is to be commended to a society hungry for purpose and meaning it is on account of a faith made robust by its unity with the faith of the church through the ages over which Christ promised the gates of hell will not prevail. 
We are pygmies carried forwards on giants’ shoulders and as such have an invitation for modernism to move forwards with us into the future established for us by the risen Lord.

The Revd Dr. John F Twisleton, Chichester Diocesan Adviser for Mission & Renewal
Anglicanism – the answer to modernity


Edited by Duncan Dormor, Jack McDonald and Jeremy Caddick

Continuum 2003 £14-99 ISBN 0-8264-6699-0 205pp

935 words

