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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? 

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.

The collection of essays is generally upbeat. Jo Bailey Wells’ chapter draws 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 rings most true to the Anglican approach.  Ben Quash reflects on presence as essential to Christianity as a whole and on how the Anglican Church prides itself on being present in localities in the name of Christ. He considers the impaired communion within Anglicanism caused by differences over sexual ethics. Duncan Dormor pushes for further liberality here – the acceptance of pre-marital sexual intercourse in some circumstances. A more theologically conservative essay by Jeremy Caddick presents 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 is similarly courageous in its call for a radical review. In the concluding essay Timothy Jenkins presents Anglicanism as a Christian tradition offering both order and freedom yet subordinate to the end of human flourishing. He writes 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? 

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. We are pygmies carried forwards on giants’ shoulders.
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