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'Beep Calls To Beep"' Reading 
Scripture in a Multi-Faith Society

Ben Quash

Introduction

I recently led a study day at the annual conference for the 
heads of all the Anglican religious communities in Britain. 
There was a wonderful array of abbots, abbesses, priors, min
isters both provincial and general, and many others present. 
They wanted to be stimulated to think again about the role of 
Scripture in the church, and (more particularly) in their own 
communities. One of the points made repeatedly in our dis
cussions was that many religious houses, while centred deeply 
on prayer and the Eucharist, have allowed the study of 
Scripture to fall into neglect. When it does take place, it is pre
dominantly the individual religious who 'studies' Scripture, 
meditating alone with his or her Bible. Aside from recitation of 
the psalms and the lections in worship, there is little if any com
munal engagement with Scripture -  and its use in worship is in 
any case a thing distinct from study.

It is not only the 'catholic' tradition that faces worries about 
the quality of Scripture study in the life of the church today. As 
Ian Stackhouse and Andrew Rogers attest in their essays, many 
who come from charismatic and/or evangelical backgrounds, 
feel that their traditions while professing to be 'biblically based'
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often engage with Scripture in a relatively superficial way. This 
can be because a strong doctrinal paradigm acts to pre-empt a 
sustained attentiveness to the possibilities and nuances of a text 
-  the reader already 'knows' what she is going to find; she thus 
hears what she expects to hear. It can also be because script
ural texts are deployed in relative dissociation from each other 
(in bite-sized chunks, used for very specific pastoral or teaching 
purposes, and thereby prematurely instrumentalised), or else 
through very controlled forms of association with specific other 
passages or verses (again, it is often doctrinal concerns that dic
tate which associations are considered legitimate).

'Bible studies' in the contemporary church often manifest 
precisely an evasion of Scripture, rather than a willingness to 
take it seriously. This is true at every level of the church's life: 
I saw exactly the same symptoms in the Bible study groups of 
senior bishops at the Lambeth Conference in 1998 as in many 
student or parish groups. Broadly, two tendencies tend to 
emerge -  neither of them wholly satisfactory. The first is the 
reduction of Scripture to propositional statements, which are 
then deployed as authoritative descriptions (of the world, 
human beings, the facts of sin and redemption, or whatever), 
or else as irresistible ethical instructions or injunctions. As a 
mode of reasoning which works from the establishment of 
clear first principles and then works out from them, this 
approach to Scripture might be described as rather like 'deduc
tive' reasoning. The other dominant tendency -  even more 
prevalent in my experience -  is one which uses the reading of 
Scripture as an occasion to tell stories about oneself and one's 
own religious experience. Scripture is thus made a vehicle or 
opportunity for self-expression, rather than being read as 
something with its own internal 'logic' and power to resist and 
reconfigure the reader's expectations and understanding. As a 
mode of reasoning which seeks to derive judgements from 
experience, this might be likened to an 'inductive' approach to 
Scripture.

It needs to be said that both modes of reasoning with 
Scripture have something good at their core. Scripture does, 
for Christians, offer authoritative descriptions of the world, 
and helps to shape new ethical ways of being in it (this insight
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is what the 'deductive' style of approach is a response to); and 
Scripture also elicits from its readers a recognition that the 
truths it witnesses to are most profoundly also their truths; and 
that the Spirit moving in their lives is the Spirit who was mov
ing in the lives of the first apostles -  in other words, it is the 
same Spirit who animates and inspires both Scripture and the 
Christian heart (this is what the 'inductive' style of approach is 
a response to). But too easily, these uses of Scripture fall into 
being just that: uses. The 'deductive' approach turns the Bible 
into an instruction manual for life, and not infrequently ends 
up haranguing people with extracts from it (or distillations of 
it) in order to achieve certain kinds of ecclesial conformity. The 
'inductive' approach degenerates into a pious exercise in per
sonal sharing that may have all sorts of therapeutic outcomes 
but does not in the end move beyond its initial premises -  the 
judgements already come to, and the experiences already 
interpreted -  because nothing in the text itself is allowed to 
challenge, contradict or criticise them. It is not surprising, per
haps, that many Christians (my monastic audience included) 
have been turned off Bible study completely. But this is 
because Bible study is too often not really study, which is 
marked first and foremost by a kind of expectant attention -  a 
spiritual 'listening', from which the religious understanding of 
obedience derives its real meaning. And in neither of the 
extreme forms of 'deduction' and 'induction' outlined here is 
there anything really and deeply communal going on. The 
extraction and application of propositions, on the one hand, 
and the practice of reading one's own experience into the text 
('eisegesis') can just as well go on without anybody else need
ing to be around.

Inadequate though the labels are, the oppositions in the 
church conventionally sketched as being between 'conserva
tives' and 'liberals', or between 'traditionalists' and 'progres
sives', have some echo in the way that Scripture is read and 
related to. The 'deductive', or propositional, use of Scripture is 
often associated with conservative evangelicals and their 
emphasis on biblical 'teaching' (this focused generally on 'what 
the Bible says' more than on 'how the Bible says it', even 
though that too could be instructive in its own way if attended
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to properly). The 'inductive' use of Scripture -  its use as an 
occasion for giving expression to experience -  is often associ
ated with a liberal approach, especially when the terms of the 
encounter between Scripture and experience are set wholly by 
experience (Scripture is useful when and in so fa r  as it helps illu
minate or confirm my experience, and not otherwise). In actual 
fact, it is very common to find both approaches being used 
alongside each other, in a mixed economy, by the same people 
-  and an evangelical or charismatic 'conservative' in pietistic 
mode is as likely to adopt the 'inductive' mode at certain points 
as a 'liberal'. Nonetheless, the unreconciled juxtaposition of the 
two, wherever it is found, represents a problem so long as it 
remains unaddressed. Scripture itself is done an injustice by it, 
and the loss is to Christian believers who ortght to be nourished 
deeply by Scripture, at every level of their being, and who 
instead are being deprived of so much of its nutritional good
ness by the fact that it is too processed before they partake of it.

What this essay aims to do is to suggest just one possible 
way beyond the impasse. It is born out of a very particular 
experiment in the study of sacred texts which has academic 
beginnings but is now rooting itself as a practice in grass-roots 
communities in London and other cities around the world. It is 
a practice of co-reading scriptural texts from the three 
'Abrahamic' traditions -  Judaism, Islam and Christianity -  by 
small groups of devoted practitioners of those three faiths, and 
its name is Scriptural Reasoning (SR). In a way that I hope to 
show in this essay, it has fascinating continuities with ancient 
ways of relating to sacred texts in all three traditions -  many of 
which are revitalised by SR and will be instructive to 
Christians today who are frustrated by the instrumentalised or 
'thin' approaches to Scripture they find around them. But 
more than this, it disrupts in a healthy way the habits of read
ing that Christian people can have allowed themselves to get 
into -  stale oppositions between 'liberal' and 'conservative' 
readings; over-doctrinalised readings; readings that in one 
way or another take the text too much for granted. The intro
duction of an 'other' (or more than one 'other') to the activity 
of studying Scripture within a particular tradition can have 
radical and helpful effects, many of which are precisely a
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deepening of the relation of a particular tradition's Scripture 
readers to their own Scriptures. A deeper relationship to 
Scripture would certainly be a good thing for many contem
porary Christians -  as they themselves will recognise. My con
tention here will be that one, perhaps unexpected, way to 
achieve this is in letting a 'depth' encounter with another reli
gious tradition (one that is also centred on Scripture) act to 
open up new depths or recover old ones in our own tradition 
-  to let 'deep call to deep', without this implying any kind of 
syncretism or watering down of commitment or devotion in 
the name of a multi-faith synthesis.

One of the heads of a religious order at the study day I led 
confessed to a remarkable event. The near collapse of his com
munity, for financial and other reasons, had led its members 
collectively to decide on a process of discernment to which 
Scripture study -  study as a community and not just as indi
viduals -  was made central. He said it effected the most 
extraordinary renewal of their common life and their sense of 
purpose. In microcosm, this is an example of what at crucial 
points throughout the church's history has proved to be nec
essary when faced with crisis: a return to deep and sustained 
immersion in Scripture, in a mode governed by serious and 
patient listening. If there is something of a crisis in the church 
today -  and at any rate a marked unease among both Catholics 
and evangelicals about whether they are really doing justice to 
the gift of the Bible -  then it seems a good time to return to it 
in new and imaginative ways. SR, as I hope to show, offers one 
such way.

Marks of Scriptural Reasoning

As I outlined above, SR is a communal practice of reading the 
sacred texts of the three Abrahamic faiths. The texts mainly 
come from the Bible and the Qur'an -  but occasionally also 
hadith, patristic commentary and rabbinic commentary. The 
participants are mainly members of the three religious tradi
tions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. As a mode of study it 
has been developing for over ten years, and originates in the
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collaborative work of textual scholars and philosophers /th e
ologians from Britain, the USA, the Middle East and elsewhere 
who have found that joint study across the Abrahamic tradi
tions generates valuable new resources for meeting contempo
rary challenges. For example:

o in a scholarly context it bridges the gap between text schol
ars/philologists on the one hand (often concerned with 
what the texts meant at the expense of what they might mean 
now) and theologians (often too quick to generate doctrine 
and ethics at one remove from close reading of Scripture 
itself);

o it avoids being merely eisegetical (mere play with the texts, 
or projection onto them) -  on the contrary, it is deeply 
respectful of the texts' own integrity and history, it draws on 
the 'internal libraries' of scholarly tradition and history, and 
requires of some members of each group some proficiency 
in the original languages of the texts; yet at the same time it 
avoids being merely an act of academic excavation -  on the 
contrary, the texts are read in recognition of their distinctive 
religious intention and content, their capacity to address the 
reader and not just be addressed by him or her, their capac
ity to reveal; SR is therefore both a scholarly and a religious 
activity at once;

• it thus recovers a lost 'vocation' of scholarship -  namely, to 
serve wider human flourishing and shape wisdom that is 
life-giving and reparative; it challenges the idea that places 
of study in modern society should simply be 'knowledge- 
factories', dedicated to the acquisition of mere facts aside 
from considerations of value.

These are all virtues of SR that are particularly evident and 
prized by its academic practitioners. But SR is now developing 
a life in new places that are (perhaps refreshingly) unpopu
lated by scholars -  for example, in regular sessions at the St 
Ethelburga's Centre for Peace and Reconciliation in London at 
which members of churches, mosques and synagogues (lay 
and clerical) come together for text study. As in the academic 
setting (though in different specifics) the value of SR in such a
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'grass-roots' context includes some very practical effects. In a 
culture that is disastrously dominated by the view that religion 
is not just the problem historically  but is inevitably and always 
the problem in public discussion SR indicates that the religions 
might in the end be better at healing their own conflicts reli
giously  than any secular alternative based on 'neutral criteria' 
legally embodied and enforced.1 And in a culture whose mass 
media 'tend to over-dramatise rival claims'2 at every turn, SR 
patiently demonstrates a way in which the 'deep reasonings' 
of a particular tradition can be made public and, sometimes, 
shared by others. A further very practical effect of SR is its offer 
of a new and welcome paradigm of encounter in a rather stale 
situation for inter-faith dialogue -  a paradigm that is a genuine 
alternative to the (theoretical) idea that all religious systems 
are instances of a universal type, and that asks them to find 
common agreements at the level of concepts (whether ethical 
or metaphysical). In contrast to this model, it invites the par
ticipants to be themselves in pursuing an activity they are all 
familiar and at home with within the life of their respective 
religious traditions: the reading of Scripture. It thus creates a 
ground for meeting between the Abrahamic faiths which is not 
neutral (justified by some fourth rationale external to the 
three). The resources for dialogue open up from within each of 
the traditions, as the participants pursue an activity native to 
those traditions. The difference, as I have already hinted, is 
that this reading is interrupted and illuminated in new ways 
by taking place in the presence of readers from the other two 
religious traditions. These others are invited to co-read, to ask 
questions and become contributors to the process of suggest
ing possible answers to the questions -  and one of the common 
consequences of this is that the texts open up unexpected 
meanings for those whose sacred texts they are, even at the 
same time as participants from the other Abrahamic traditions 
learn more about a text that is not theirs.

(i) The tent of meeting
If it is not neutral ground, then the ground (or 'space') of 
encounter made possible by SR is perhaps better described as 
mutual ground. We have sometimes called it the 'tent of meeting'
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-  a virtual space created by the Scriptures and their readers when 
engaged in the practice itself. Peter Ochs, Professor of Modern 
Judaic Studies at the University of Virginia, and one of the 
founders of SR, writes as follows:

[W]e invite members of our society to imagine that the place 
where we gather to study together is a Tent, like Abraham's 
or Moses', but built of scriptural images rather than skins or 
cloth. It is a tent of the imagination, that is, but a real tent 
nonetheless: we really construct it (through speech, imagina
tion and reasoning); it is built out of materials we really find 
in the world (narratives from our scriptural traditions), 
according to time-tested methods of building (the methods 
of community formation we inherit from our religious tradi
tions); and it really gathers us together (around shared prac
tices of study, united by a common purpose), protects us 
from the world outside (whatever would distract us from 
our attention to the texts we study, to one another, and to the 
work this study propels us to undertake) and yet frees us for 
responsibility in the world. Our images of this Tent of 
Meeting derive from our readings of scriptural narratives 
about the tents, or modes and places of encounter, associ
ated with Muhammad, with Jesus, with Moses, and, above 
all, with Abraham. Abraham's tent is not the only model, but 
it is the most vivid, because Abraham is the eponym of our 
gathering, as a gathering of the three children, or religions, of 
Abraham and also because the image of Abraham's hospi
tality to others -  rushing, with Sarah, to offer hospitality to 
his three visitors -  is the image we hope guides us in extend
ing hospitality to one another.3

As with various 'tents' depicted in the Scriptures, this tent is 
not a permanent home for the participants; it is a mobile and 
provisional space. But, as Ochs points out, this does not pre
vent it from being a place of hospitality, reconciliation and 
friendship -  and for each tradition it may be a place of 
encounter with God. In the tent, all are asked simultaneously 
to be hosts and guests as they meet: to be invited into the read
ings and reasonings of others, and to admit others into their
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own readings and reasonings, and in each case to practise the 
attentiveness to the other that is appropriate to hosting and 
being hosted. They are asked to take mutual responsibility for 
the success of the encounter, and the imperative for this is not 
justified on the basis of a thin and generalised notion of 'toler
ance', but on terms that the particular texts and traditions of 
each faith themselves provide.

A typology of meeting places is at work here as the context 
of SR's image of the tent. Alongside the tent there are also, in 
SR's typology, 'temples', which represent strongly centralised 
(often hegemonic) 'places' -  sometimes literal and geographi
cal, sometimes metaphorical (a teaching authority, a ritual). 
The 'temple' stands for the instinct in all three religions at var
ious times to restrict and limit where God can be encountered 
-  and in the construction of such 'temples' the traditions try to 
locate authority more precisely, and to define their self- 
understanding more clearly. They function, broadly speaking, 
in an exclusivist way, though in the name of a reinforcing of 
identity that is often regarded as imperative. The temple does 
not sit easily alongside the tent! It reaches for fixed structures 
and definitive permanence.

But then there are 'houses', which represent the on-the- 
ground places of intra-religious gathering for each of the three 
traditions -  day by day, week by week. These are the mosques, 
synagogues and churches of the respective traditions, and 
although they (like the traditions' various attempts at temples) 
can claim to be key places of identity formation and suste
nance, they (unlike the temples) function in a distributed and 
local way, and cannot be as pristinely exclusive of contact with 
other gatherings of people. In their houses, religionists of the 
three traditions are fully themselves (it is in their houses, for 
example, that they normally study their Scriptures), but 
because they are embedded in local situations, houses are 
often bases from which Jews, Christians and Muslims have to 
make sense of their environment and their neighbours, espe
cially in situations of racial and religious diversity like those in 
most modern cities.

Houses are reaffirmed by SR as crucial to the integrity of the 
three traditions. They are normative, and entry into the tent is
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at no point intended to weaken people's sense of belonging to 
their houses:

[W]e assume that each scriptural reasoner belongs, first, to a 
'House' -  whether Jewish, Christian or Muslim -  and to the 
specific tradition of scriptural text-interpretation, language, 
history and social behavior that informs and sustains it. 
Whatever might lie beyond such a 'House', and how Jews, 
Christians and Muslims may find this together, will remain 
supplementary to participation in this 'House'. Of course, it 
is also true that further acquaintance with whatever lies 
'beyond' will influence the practices of orthodoxy in the 
'Houses'.4

The practices of the tent do not override the practices of the 
house -  whether the modes of Scripture study or the forms of 
worship of the types of socio-political organisation that char
acterise the common life of Jews, Christians and Muslims 
respectively. The point is that these 'internal' practices can be 
enriched and enlarged by the practices of the tent. The tent can 
be a blessing to the house. This will be especially true when the 
representatives of each tradition, present in the tent, are able to 
imagine that each of the others will have 'gifts . . .  to reveal, 
illuminating, promising and life-giving'.

The house is a place that is often ready to welcome visitors 
from the other traditions, but that means that in the house, one 
tradition is always the host and the others are guests, whereas 
(as we have seen) in the tent, all are hosts and all are guests. 
This creates quite a different sort of dynamic. It heightens rec
iprocity, which is one of the key marks of SR.

(ii) Interrogative reading
Part of what stimulates the energetic labour that is SR are the 
tensions that arise (or the gaps that open up) between the texts 
being studied. The texts -  especially when read in each others' 
company -  present difficulties of interpretation.

This is, from the point of view of SR, a very positive and 
exciting thing. It is often also one of the significant ways in 
which, for Christians coming to SR study for the first time (and
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Muslims too, in my experience), it feels very different from the 
sort of scriptural study they are used to. This is because mod
ern, Western Christians have a strong internal imperative to 
find the 'right' meaning, the 'right' interpretation, and then all 
to agree on it. The felt pressure to agree is partly because of an 
idea we have that Christian life is about being nice to each 
other (and avoiding or eliminating conflict in our relation
ships), and the felt pressure to find the 'right' meaning is 
partly because we have imbibed a very strong modern idea 
that the meanings of the texts we regard as authoritative 
should be clear, single and unambiguous. But in these respects, 
we may have much to learn both from our own tradition (espe
cially in pre-modern times, as I hope to show below) -  a tradi
tion in which multiple meanings have for centuries been 
expected from Scripture, and rejoiced in -  and also from the 
Jewish tradition, which has a sophisticated account of how 
texts can yield a vast range of meanings, and a robust account 
of how argument is the best way to make it happen. SR owes 
a great deal to this Jewish tradition, and it is one of the liberat
ing things about SR for those of other traditions -  one of its 
'blessings'.

SR, writes Nick Adams, 'does not privilege agreement over 
disagreement'.5 In other words, and in a rabbinic vein, which 
itself positively celebrates the intra-scriptural challenges of the 
Hebrew Bible, it sees the mfer-scriptural challenges of reading 
across Jewish, Christian and Muslim traditions as signs of the 
generosity of our scriptural texts, and not simply as regrettable 
problems. Why talk about 'generosity' in this context? Because 
debate over the texts creates a community of argument and 
collaborative reasoning. 'Scripture challenges us with empty 
spaces and lacunae into which each interpreter can place her
self in the discovery of meaning', as one Scriptural Reasoner, 
Steve Kepnes, puts it in a handbook to the practice.6 But the 
point is that this is never something we do alone; we do it 
together. The texts are together creative of a community of dis
cussants. And this may be a more desirable, flexible and time- 
sensitive 'product' of the texts than any body of doctrine 
would be. The participants in SR are not asked to come to 
agreements that can always be summarised in propositional
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terms. They are not first and foremost concerned with agree
ment on 'doctrines'. High quality argument may in the end be 
as valuable a 'product' of SR (if that is a suitable term to use at 
all) as any agreed statement would be, and a more desirable 
thing to transmit to those who enter the tradition which this 
practice generates. I sometimes catch myself imagining what it 
would mean for my own church (the Anglican communion) if 
at least as much as achieving agreed statements it saw its task 
as improving the quality of its disagreements, and if it saw 
part of its best and most generous legacy to future Anglicans 
as being the transmission of these high-quality debates. To be 
given a debate might be as enriching as to be given a doctrine. 
That is after all what is achieved by the passing on of midrash 
in Judaism. But that is a discussion for another occasion -  it 
serves here merely to illustrate one of the . things the activities 
of the tent are able to offer back to the activities of an individ
ual religious house.

Another key part of the Jewish legacy, offered to SR (and 
with equivalents in Muslim traditions of mystical reading of 
the Qur'an, and Christian notions of the multiple senses of 
Scripture) is connected with this readiness to disagree produc
tively. The expectation of plural meanings that can be argued 
over is linked to the idea of 'depth' reading of Scripture -  and 
perhaps best encapsulated in the Jewish distinction between 
plain sense meanings of the texts ('peshat') and deep sense ones 
('derash'). The rabbis said of Scripture: 'Turn, and turn it again, 
for everything is contained in it.'7 This gives Scripture a central 
role in the believer's search for wisdom, and the presumption 
here is of its plenitude -  its inexhaustible ability to yield new 
meaning -  so long as one engages deeply enough with it. The 
prescription for 'turning' commends an active process of seek
ing (which is what derash means): a life of examining Scripture 
from every angle. There can be nothing casual or cursory about 
this process; being open to the deep meanings of Scripture 
means bringing our lives to the text and the text into our lives. 
Deep sense reading is quite compatible with plain sense read
ing (plain sense being often, though not always, associated 
with what might be called the 'literal sense' of the text, and 
identified with the intention of the author in the original
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context of composition). It can exist in addition to it, and deep 
sense readings can be several, both at any one time, and also 
over time. Deep sense readings open up a level of 'possibility' 
in the texts that allows other seemingly latent meanings to 
emerge in addition to the plain sense -  perhaps through their 
encounter with new situations over time that affect what they 
are able to 'say'. Such encounters often extend rather than 
reduce a scriptural text's capacity to speak, even when its 
author could not have envisaged the future circumstances that 
would have such effects on it (and cause it to effect so much). 
In deep sense readings, the readers find themselves 'taking the 
plain sense seriously but going beyond it, linking it with other 
texts, asking new questions of it, extending the meaning, dis
covering depths, resonances and applications of it that have 
not been suggested before'.81 will come back to this later, in the 
context of a concrete illustration of SR practice.

This mode of approach to scriptural study, so characteristic 
of SR, can be described as interrogative. SR injects an interroga
tive mood into the reading of sacred texts. This happens at var
ious levels. At one level, the asking of questions is almost 
inevitably the first thing that happens in an SR study group -  
it is one of the obvious effects of putting members of different 
faiths in front of the texts of traditions that are not their own. 
They want to know what these texts mean, and how they are 
made sense of by those whose texts they are. If the first thing 
that happens is a SR session is a disquisition aimed at fore
closing all possible questions about the text, something has 
gone seriously wrong. In such cases the disquisitorial voice 
should be interrupted! In normal SR practice, there is always 
someone who is given the responsibility of introducing the 
text -  in order to direct people to some of its interesting fea
tures, to set it in context, to highlight any important or con
tested words, and so on -  but this person's role is not to 'give 
all the answers'. He or she should be laying out questions as 
well. And when the first interruption comes, that will usually 
be a sign that the real business of the session has begun.

At another level, those whose text it 'is' ought also to be adopt
ing an interrogative attitude towards it. Often the questions of the 
other religionists can help them to do this, as they will not always
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have an answer to such questions, and this will get them ques
tioning hard themselves. These moments of losing one's hold on 
the text are very common in SR, and they are often described as 
moments when the text seems to collapse or to explode. In a ses
sion that is working well, this can be the beginning of an extrem
ely creative re-engagement with the text, and with a participant's 
own identity in relation to the God whom she believes has given 
her the text and wants her to wrestle with it. But this requires a 
general 'permission to speculate' in relation to the text, which 
does not always come as easily to Christians and Muslims as it 
does to Jews, and has to be learned. There can be a vigorous time 
of proposing solutions to the problems the text has thrown up -  
or ways of reconstructing it after it has apparently 'collapsed' or 
'exploded'. One's co-readers from the other traditions are often 
surprisingly helpful in the reconstruction process.

And at another, and profoundly important, level, the text 
should be allowed to interrogate us, and not just we it. This taps 
into something basic to all three traditions, all of which know 
that their texts shape and sift them, and are not just objects to be 
enquired into, or instruments to be used for human purposes. 
This is an important reminder -  and maybe a reassurance -  to 
those who might be tempted to think that the interrogative and 
speculative mode of SR means that the text is simply being con
jured with in a sort of imaginative game-playing. The text itself 
sets terms for what is valid and what is not -  hence the close 
attention to what fields of meaning the words of the texts actu
ally have in their traditions. And there is a respect for the text as 
revelatory in the terms of its own tradition, as a source of chal
lenging and illuminating speech by which its primary readers 
are addressed. It is a principle of SR that the texts are treated as 
sources of revelation, community and guidance by each of their 
respective traditions.

Some Examples of Scriptural Reasoning in 
Practice

Because it is a practice and not just a theory, it seems appro
priate to try to communicate some of what I have been saying
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about SR with reference to actual scriptural texts and their 
interpretation in SR sessions. In what can only be one or two 
examples, for want of space, I hope nonetheless to be able to 
illustrate some of the features of SR I have been setting out so 
far. Of course the caveat needs to be inserted that no descrip
tion can capture the 'eventness' of SR; there is always a sense 
in which 'you had to be there' -  in the same way as is true of 
so many other religious practices.

(i) Mark 3:31-35
We looked in one session at texts about kinship (Gen. 2:24-25; 
13:8-12; Mk. 3:31-35; Eph. 6:1-4; Qur'an 11:42-48), and were 
exploring the tension, if it is one (certainly the distinction), 
between 'natural' and 'spiritual' family that some of our texts 
raise. The distinction seems to be drawn very starkly indeed 
by Jesus in Mark 3 in as much as he constitutes for himself a 
'family' whose membership is based on 'doing the will of 
God', and he prioritises this family over his blood relations -  
mother, brothers and sisters who wait outside for him. 
('Looking at those who sat around him, he said, 'Here are my 
mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my 
brother and sister and mother.') This appeal to a kinship based 
on faith in God had strong resonances in the Qur'anic texts.

Jesus seems to 'explode' the natural family -  but is it as sim
ple as that? Does the natural family cease to have any signifi
cance after this, or is it reappraised by being reassembled and 
set in a different context? Under interrogation from a Jewish 
participant at the table, a new possibility, a different reading, of 
the text's words about the family was proposed -  one that was 
less 'either-or', and deeply indebted to midrashic thinking. By 
analogy with the distinction between 'peshat' and 'derash', we 
might see here a distinction made between plain sense family 
and deep sense family (the former = 'natural', the latter = 'spir
itual'). As the midrashic tradition well knows, and as I have 
indicated already in this essay, plain and deep senses are not in 
competition; on the contrary deep sense reading depends on 
there being a plain sense at all, and the plain sense is not set 
aside when deeper meanings are also mined. So maybe in this 
passage from the gospels the plain sense family is having its
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own deeper meaning opened to it by Jesus' words -  not in 
order to be replaced, but to be enhanced and re-envisioned in a 
set of relations to God's will and purpose that might otherwise 
be overlooked or neglected. And sure enough, we are told that 
Jesus' natural family (the peshat family) were seeking him -  
which is, as we have seen, what derash means. Peshat seeks 
derash (peshat 'derashes’), not in order to replace itself but in 
order to fulfil itself.

(ii) Judges 11
We talked in another session about living alongside 'others' -  
whether defined religiously, racially, morally, or in some fur
ther way. What range of responses to such others do our 
Scriptures open up? What range of options is meditated on? We 
may kill them, or marry them, or co-opt them . . . the list could 
go on. Jephthah is an illegitimate child (I do not think we know 
whether he is the product of a liaison with a non-Israelite pros
titute, but if so he is additionally illegitimate), and lives 'limin- 
ally' in the land of Tob, surrounded by the disenfranchised and 
disaffected. His apparent acknowledgement of gods of other 
nations ('should you not possess what your god Chemosh 
gives you to possess?' v. 24), and his unnecessary readiness to 
offer his own child as a sacrifice to win the Lord's favour, sug
gest a dangerous liminality too. And yet, he is the instrument of 
the Lord's purposes nonetheless, and Israel needs him.

Of course, the sacrifice of his daughter, made necessary by his 
vow to YHWH, has the effect of ending his line once his strate
gic purpose has been achieved -  and maybe the book of Judges' 
sense of realpolitik is giving us here an acknowledgement of 
what remains true in our day: in order to retain a sense of our 
own 'clean-handedness' we need to co-opt liminal figures to do 
our dirty work for us, and then we feel the need to cut them off 
again: to deny them.9 What does YHWH think of this; is he com
plied? Are the land of Tob and its inhabitants ('tov' =  'good', but 
it's full of ne'er-do-wells) a good or a bad thing?

Another way of looking at it: the bringing in of Jephthah 
from 'outside' opens up new possibilities for Israel that would 
not otherwise have been there, though it does not require them 
to stop being Israel. Is one of the effects of SR that it brings in
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from 'outside' our own religious traditions the readings and 
reasonings of others in such a way that new possibilities are 
opened up for us in relation to our own texts that would not 
otherwise exist, but that do not require us to deny our own tra
ditions? (Nor necessarily to attribute some revealed or author
itative status to the readings and reasonings from 'outside' that 
is equivalent to our own.)

On this reading, Jephthah plays the role of an 'interrupter', 
and we may recall how important the role of interruption can 
be in SR. Interruption often initiates an interrogative turn in 
the discussions, and the release of speculative creative energy 
to deal with the issue or the question raised. And the effect of 
this is often a deepening or enrichment of one's identity in 
relation to one's own tradition, through the agency of a voice 
from outside it.

Another example of such interruption might be the role 
played by Moses' father-in-law, Jethro, in counselling him to 
appoint helpers to help him with the exhausting task of judg
ing all the cases being brought to him by the people of Israel 
(Ex. 18:13-27). Moses is performing a divinely appointed task, 
as a servant of the God of Israel. Jethro, though he is Moses' 
relation by marriage, is not an Israelite. And yet his interrup
tion, and his constructive suggestions for repair of Moses' exe
cution of the duties of his own religion, enable Moses to serve 
his God better -  and who is to say that it was not precisely 
God's intention to use the interruptive outside voice to just this 
end?

In SR, the texts and traditions -  and the people -  of the other 
traditions often prove capable of having just such deepening 
effects on one's own. Deep calls to deep, and rather than the 
result of such inter-faith exchange being a 'thinning out' of 
commitment, or intensity in the inhabitation of one's tradition, 
it is a deepening yet further.

Assessment of Scriptural Reasoning

Having looked in some detail at the practice of SR, I want 
in this section to return to the questions opened up in the
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introduction to this essay, and ask in particular what the 
church might have to learn from SR in the way it encourages 
Christians to relate to their Bibles.

Needless to say, one very obvious suggestion might be for 
Christians, where they are able to, to study their Scriptures 
with Jews and Muslims in some of the ways I have sketched 
here. But that will not always be possible for ordinary church
goers, and in any case SR is not meant to be a substitute for 
study within traditions (just as the tent is not meant to be a sub
stitute for the houses).

However, one interesting effect of SR on those who have 
been involved with it regularly, as a matter of fact, is that it has 
revitalised scriptural study within the houses through the 
development of groups that study texts together in all-Jewish, 
all-Christian and all-Muslim settings in ways that are mod
elled on SR methods. The Jewish group Textual Reasoning 
(TR) in fact predates SR, though new participants have come 
into it through the portal of SR; but there are now also 
Qur'anic Reasoning groups (QR), and in Cambridge an all- 
Christian Biblical Reasoning group (BR). I cannot speak for the 
TR or the QR groups, but I can for BR. Obviously in many 
ways BR is Bible Study, and shares many of the features of 
Christian Bible Studies all over the place. But in other respects 
it has a quite distinctive and refreshing 'feel', and this it owes 
to SR. I will try to summarise some of what that 'feel' is.

First, it proceeds in a way that has been reminded o f 'depth' read
ings in its own tradition. There are particular analogies to be 
drawn here with the ancient Christian tradition of lectio divina 
-  a slow, contemplative praying of Scripture which is still alive 
in the monastic tradition. In a way that recalls the rabbinic 
injunction to 'turn, and turn it again', lectio divina involves 
reading and re-reading a single passage of the Bible in the 
expectation that new levels of meaning will open up each time. 
The text will be internalised -  ingested  and digested  in a way 
that is often compared explicitly with Eucharistic participa
tion. And like the sacrament, this way of relating to Scripture 
is viewed as a God-given means of uniting us with him.

Thus, in a manner that stands in stark opposition to our con
temporary culture's habits of speed reading, the practice of
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lectio divina will begin with us 'taking in the word' (a model 
here is provided by Mary, 'pondering all these things in her 
heart'). The text may be a verse or a portion of a verse -  even 
just a word or two. We gently repeat it (meditatio), allowing it 
'to interact with our thoughts, our hopes, our memories [and] 
our desires',10 the whole process leading eventually to prayer 
(ioratio), as loving dialogue with God and consecration of our 
will to him, and to contemplation (contemplatio), as delighted 
rest in God's presence. In this way, the same simple text elicits 
responses from its readers at multiple levels. These levels of 
response are rather like the different 'moods' of speech. There 
is necessarily, of course, the indicative relation to the text's plain 
sense (establishing the surface 'what' of what it is saying). But 
then the subjunctive mood comes into play in the process of 
meditating upon the text's present possibilities. Where are the 
'coulds' and 'mights' of this text for us now? How might 
Christ the Word be touching our own situation, today, in this 
text? The imperative mood can be discerned when engagement 
with the text leads to an experience of our being 'called forth' 
into a new task or activity -  a new 'mission'. And the optative 
mood -  the mood in which we express desire -  is emergent 
when our relationship with the text awakens longings, aspira
tions, hopes and sheer delight in God. In this last mode, we 
may find ourselves 'consecrating projects and hopes to 
Christ',11 or setting all other goals aside except that of being in 
God's transforming embrace for its own sake.

SR-influenced Christian Bible Study (BR) converges in impor
tant ways with this tradition of lectio divina, particularly when 
lectio divina is practised in a communal setting, and its fruits 
shared continually in a community of life -  the different inter
pretations and insights that are generated by the practice 
encountering one another and interacting. The convergence 
between SR-influenced BR and lectio divina is most evident in the 
determination to 'go deeper'. The openness to multiple layers of 
meaning -  deep senses of the text -  is as positively legitimised by 
lectio divina as it is by SR, and this has a freeing effect, without 
leading to a free-for-all. The point is not to solve the text, nor to 
come to a definitive agreement with each other on what it means 
and what its implications are. It is to let it be rich. At the same
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time, such 'free' reading is always set against and in dialogue 
with the normative readings of the 'rule of faith' (on this see 
Andrew Walker's second essay 'Deep Church as Paradosis').

So, then, this depth sensitivity is the first way in which BR 
has a different 'feel' from the frustrating thinness of much 
Bible study -  and it is wholly in line with ancient Christian 
practices that have as much to teach as ever. Second, and con
nected with this depth sensitivity, BR proceeds in a consciously 
interrogative mode -  and with all the dimensions of interroga
tion I outlined earlier. Here, of course, is yet another mood of 
speech to be added to the mix of the indicative, subjunctive, 
imperative and optative! In interrogative mode, we question 
each other, the text is questioned by us, and the text questions 
us in return. As I hope to have shown in discussion of SR, the 
interrogation of one's Scriptures can have the effect of making 
the all-too-familiar texts of one's tradition 'strange' once again. 
This heightens one's 'pitch of attention' to one's own texts (to 
quote the poet Geoffrey Hill12). It can therefore lead one to a 
more vigorous engagement with those texts, such that one's 
relationship to them is deepened. And at the same time as it 
enables a process of sensitisation to Scripture (our own and 
others') to go on, it also enables a process of sensitisation to 
those around us with whom we read. It issues in growth in 
mutual understanding, and in friendship.

Finally  -  and again connected with the foregoing points -  this 
mode o f  relating to Scripture can have the effect o f breaking up stale 
oppositions between 'liberal' and 'conservative'. It invites a mode 
of reasoning that is neither analogous to the narrowly 'deduc
tive' type, nor the loosely 'inductive' type, as I outlined them 
in the introduction to this essay. It does not seek to reduce the 
Bible to assured principles from which judgements are then 
made, nor does it decide on the basis of experience what can 
or cannot be concluded with certainty from the Bible. If any
thing, this third mode of reasoning, encouraged by SR, is (if the 
philosophical jargon can be forgiven) analogous to abduction, 
described by the pragmatist philosopher C.S. Peirce as follows:

Its occasion is a surprise. That is, some belief, active or pas
sive, formulated or unformulated, has just been broken up.
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It may be in real experience or it may equally be in pure 
mathematics, which has its marvels, as nature has. The mind 
seeks to bring the facts, as modified by the new discovery, 
into order; that is, to form a general conception embracing 
them . . . This synthesis suggesting a new conception or 
hypothesis, is the Abduction . . .  it is shown to be likely, in the 
sense of being some sort of approach to the truth, in an indef
inite sense. The conclusion is drawn in the interrogative 
mood . . ,13

The analogy with Scripture study I want to draw here is 
premised precisely on the surprising aspect of Scripture -  its 
tendency to 'break up' or 'break open' the presuppositions we 
have about what it will or won't say, and thus to break us its 
readers open too, releasing us into a receptive mode of imagi
native engagement. To take Scripture with absolute serious
ness as that which will take the lead in our encounter with it 
(as any good 'conservative' will want to do), and yet to come 
to it with a radical openness that lets it say new and multiple 
things (as any good 'liberal' will want to do) -  and in both 
cases not seek to shut down this surprising newness but to 
respond creatively to it with the energetic conjecturing of con
ceptions that try to do it justice -  this is to do something like 
abductive reasoning with Scripture. Because the truth of God 
and the world to which Scripture points us is so deep and so 
rich, and because we are meant to keep going back to Scripture 
to find the ever-more of what it has to say to us in each new 
circumstance of our lives, then it is quite proper that this 
abductive mode of reasoning will always be (as Peirce puts it) 
'indefinite'.

An enrichment of scriptural study in our present circum
stances will release energy for the church, and for individual 
Christians, in a much needed way -  not least energy and means 
for overcoming a good many of our current unhappy divisions. 
This enrichment will happen if the church can let Scripture be 
as rich in meaning as it presses to be for the believer -  to receive 
it in full measure, pressed down and overflowing -  with an atti
tude that looks to Scripture as an authoritative 'Thou' and yet 
questions it and 'imagines with it' vigorously. To get the most
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out of this scriptural enrichment, the church will need to be re- 
traditioned in certain key ways; that means being resourced 
from 'internal libraries' of our own, as well as open to the 
'libraries' of other traditions which may -  as so often happened 
historically -  have preserved insights that our own traditions 
once had but then lost. SR's 'genius', and one of its main gifts 
to the houses that participate in it, is this simultaneous opening 
of the houses to other traditions and re-traditioning of them in 
their own, and as Peter Ochs suggests, it is possible to experi
ence this as a taste of eschatological promise:

As members of various 'Houses', we acquire our religious 
identities through our tradition's Scriptures, historical mem
ory, ongoing involvements, and eschatological anticipations.
In other words, our religious identities are temporally formed 
... The Tent of Meeting, however, represents an eschatological 
'space', since it offers an opportunity now in this world for 
participants in the three traditions to taste at least one aspect 
of the future they otherwise only pray for in their separate 
Houses: they encounter each other with their traditions, and 
all three are gathered before God . . .  in such a way as to 
re-place conventional boundaries between them, where in 
some way there is 'neither Jew nor Greek', one might say, or 
no separation between the lands of the nations. Stated differ
ently, the Tent of Meeting enables participants in the three tra
ditions to occupy a space in which their respective histories, 
traditions and languages do not provide strict boundaries, 
and are not sources of exclusion. In this space, they know the 
possibility of the convergence of their histories, traditions 
and languages as a divine -  not only a human -  project.14

This is a heady and not unproblematic vision, and a reminder 
of SR's roots as an inter-faith practice. SR can be celebrated in 
these terms. But it can also be looked to, as I hope this essay 
has shown, as a resource for stimulating another, more modest 
and less controversial process of repair and hope -  one unfold
ing within the churches and their different strands of church- 
manship. There is reason to hope that a return to Scripture can 
be the stimulus to a 'convergence of . . . histories, traditions
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and languages' here too, and that this healing can also be felt 
as 'a divine -  not only a human -  project. For further details 
about the St. Ethelburga's Centre for Reconciliation and Peace 
see www.stethelburgas.org. For further details about script
ural reasoning see h ttp //  etext.lib.virginia.edu/journals/jsrfo- 
rum /.
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Holding Together: Catholic 
Evangelical Worship in the Spirit1

Christopher Cocksworth 

Introduction: A Catholic form of 
Evangelicalism in the Spirit

For a good many years now I have been searching for a 
Catholic form of evangelicalism in the Spirit. 'Catholic-evan- 
gelicalism' -  to some, I suspect, that is a dangerous oxymoron: 
'Catholic' and 'evangelical' are at best parallel and at worst 
conflicting versions of the Christian faith that compete for alle
giance and demand a clear choice in favour of one over the 
other. For my part, I have come to believe that talk of Catholic- 
evangelicalism is more tautologous than oxymoronic. To be a 
Catholic Christian one must be for the gospel (the evangel) and 
to be an evangelical one must be with (kata) the whole of the 
church (the holos) (that is, one must be a katholikos). 'No gospel 
without the church; no church without the gospel' could be 
said to be the rallying cry of Catholic-evangelicalism. 
According to Paul Avis' classic study of the Reformers' ecclesi- 
ology, they believed that 'where the gospel is found Christ is 
present, and where he is present the church must truly exist'.2 
This is an amplification of Ignatius' dictum from the second 
century, 'where Jesus Christ is, there is the universal (the 
catholic) church'.3 When Jesus comes to us through the gospel
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he comes to us with his people to unite us with himself and 
with his people.

I contend that it is time for evangelicals to reclaim not just 
the name Catholic but its inheritance. In so doing we will stand 
with the mainline Reformers who saw themselves as protest
ing for the evangelical truths of the catholic faith. We will join 
hands with many Puritans of the likes of William Perkins who 
described himself as a 'Reformed Catholic'.4 We will join our 
hearts with those of John Wesley, George Whitefield, John 
Newton and other eighteenth-century evangelical revivalists 
who were committed to a 'catholic spirit'.5 We will stand with 
Bonhoeffer and confess that 'With Luther we want to be sure 
that the sound core, which is in danger of being lost, is pre
served in Protestant theology.'6

But I am looking for more than this. I am searching for a 
form of evangelicalism that is not only self-consciously 
catholic but also charismatic -  gifted by the Holy Spirit. In fact, 
strictly speaking this is another tautology. There is no church 
without the Spirit. Ignatius' Christological definition of the 
church needs to be held together with Irenaeus' pneumatolog- 
ical version, 'where the Spirit of God is, there is the church and 
all grace'.7 And of course there is no gospel without the Spirit. 
Christ and his gospel come to us by the Spirit.

Catholic evangelical methodology extends our sights and 
sources across the church, historically and geographically. It 
requires us to attend to the originating and continuing work of 
the Spirit across the centuries and the continents. Although, of 
course, it carries us into the medieval West and Reformation to 
discern the Spirit's work and words, Catholic evangelical eccle- 
siology takes us behind the medieval West and the Reformation 
to the charismatic ministries of, for example, Aidan and 
Cuthbert. It invites us around the medieval West and the 
Reformation to the emphasis on the Spirit in the dogma and 
devotion of Eastern and Oriental Orthodoxy. It leads us on 
from the medieval West and the Reformation into the spiritual 
and theological experience of Pentecostalism in all its many 
and varied international forms. A leading Pentecostal scholar 
has said, wisely, 'The Spirit is the relational medium that makes 
possible the incarnational and paschal mysteries.'8 I regularly



find that the traditional Protestant -  Catholic stalemates (often 
stemming from their different starting points in the doctrines of 
incarnation and atonement) begin to look very different when 
viewed through the lens of the Spirit. The Spirit, who relates us 
to the gospel of Christ and, in so doing, to the church of Christ, 
reconciles the co-inherent truths that, as Charles Simeon recog
nised, are to found in the Spirit's book, the book of the gospel, 
Holy Scripture itself:

I am disposed to think that the Scripture system, be it what 
it may, is of a broader and more comprehensive character 
than some very exact and dogmatic theologians are inclined 
to allow: and that, as wheels in a complicated machine may 
move in opposite directions and yet subserve one common 
end, so may truths apparently opposite be perfectly recon
cilable with each other, and equally subserve the purposes of 
God in the accomplishment of man's salvation.9

Catholic Evangelical Worship in the Spirit: 
What is it?

In the light of these general comments about Catholic evan
gelicalism in the Spirit, what may we say about Catholic 
evangelical worship in the Spirit? What is evangelical practice 
of the church's worship -  and what does it mean for this to be 
in the Spirit? I would like to make two overarching comments 
and then explore matters in greater detail.

(i) Worshipping the God of the gospel
First, evangelical worship is worship of the God of the gospel. 
It is worship according to the gospel of Jesus the Messiah, the 
one whom God calls and sends to the world to fulfil the divine 
mission. Because the gospel comes to us by the Spirit for life in 
the messianic community of Christ, the church, it is necessar
ily catholic and charismatic. It pertains to and participates in 
the life of the whole church, the whole Christ, head and body, 
in and by the Spirit. It is oriented simultaneously to the God 
who sends the Messiah, to the people who follow the Messiah
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and to the world to whom the Spirit, through the messianic 
community, seeks to make the Christ known.

Essentially, evangelical worship is living before the God of 
grace and living for others in the God of grace. It involves the 
whole of life but it includes all that Christians do 'when they 
come together'.10 Hence, although an evangelical understand
ing of worship extends to the expansive experience of living a 
gospel life before the presence of God, it includes all that hap
pens when Christians gather for intensive expressions of their 
life of love before God.11 Likewise, evangelical worship refuses 
to reduce these intensive moments of worship to the modes of 
exaltation and adoration -  what might be called 'the sacrifice 
of praise' -  still less to particular feelings of worship experi
enced by the emotions or the spirit in the giving of thanks and 
praise. Evangelical worship, worship according to the gospel, 
embraces all the ministries of the Spirit in which the word of 
the gospel is heard and seen,12 celebrated and received, 
expressed, embodied and enacted: the reading and preaching 
of Scripture; the gathering, praying, singing and dismissal of 
the people; initiation, reconciliation, healing, ordaining, mar
rying, burying, etc.

(ii) Holding gospel, church and Spirit together
Second, Catholic evangelical worship in the Spirit seeks to 
hold together gospel, church and Spirit. Gospel, church and 
Spirit have a perichoretic quality -  each implies the other. The 
gospel generates the church in the power of the Spirit. The 
church communicates the gospel through the Spirit. More 
specifically, Catholic evangelical worship in the Spirit will 
have the capacities to hold together that which the flawed his
tory of Christian worship and spirituality has forced apart: 
word and sacrament, prophetic and mystical, personal and 
communal, simple and ceremonial, ordered and spontaneous, 
exaltation and edification.

Put this way it could sound as if I am simply advocating a 
form of ambassadorial ecumenism which, at best, attempts to 
listen to the experience of others and, at worst, levels the dra
matically distinct traditions of the church's worship into a 
flat liturgical fenland of no interest to anyone. That dreadful



prospect is far from my mind. Diversity is a hallmark of the 
Spirit's work and nowhere more so than in the church's wor
ship. However, a commitment to hold together what human
ity divides belongs to the heart of the gospel. It is central to the 
mission of God. It belongs to the core identity and activity of 
Jesus Christ in whom, according to Colossians 1, 'all things 
hold together' -  heaven and earth, divinity and humanity, the 
life of God and the life of the church. He is the word and sacra
ment of God, the prophet and the mystic, the one who could 
pray alone and with others. He broke bread simply with his 
friends and rode ceremonially into Jerusalem. He learned the 
prayers of home and synagogue and spoke to God with radi
cal freedom. On the same occasion he could switch from 
ecstatic exaltation of God to sustained edification of his disci
ples. Fundamentally, the case for holding together gospel, 
church and Spirit in worship is found in the constitution of 
Christ, 'the principle of cohesion in the universe [who] 
impresses upon creation that unity which makes it a cosmos 
rather than a chaos' (according to J.B. Lightfoot's great com
mentary on Colossians).13

Gracious, Cross-centred Worship

Moving on in detail, the first mark of Catholic evangelical wor
ship in the Spirit I would like to consider is grace. Catholic 
evangelical worship in the Spirit is gracious, full of grace, the 
'grace of our Lord Jesus Christ'. The grace of the gospel is pro
claimed and received, expressed and manifested in authenti
cally evangelical worship. Evangelically speaking, although 
the grace of God stretches across the whole action of God from 
creation to consummation, its defining centre is the cross of 
Christ. Jesus says to the Samaritan woman, 'the hour is com
ing, and is now here, when the true worshippers will worship 
the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these 
to worship him' (Jn. 4:23). The one whose life was a life of wor
ship, and who would enable others to offer worship in spirit 
and truth, stood before the Samaritan woman. In this sense, 
the 'hour' had come. But John is clear that the time, the kairos,
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the 'hour' culminates on the cross. This would be the 'hour' of 
the Son's glorification through his perfect worship of the 
Father (Jn. 17:1) and, therefore, the gateway to the gift of the 
Spirit (Jn. 16:5-15; 19:30). It is as we believe in him 'lifted up' 
and receive the Spirit from his wounded side that we share in 
his eternal life of worship (Jn. 3:14-15; 12:32; 20:20-22). That is 
saving faith.

The cross, the saving death of Jesus Christ, therefore, stands 
at the core of evangelical worship. God in Christ addresses the 
incapacity of Jewish, Samaritan, Greek and Roman worship -  
the inadequacy of the worship of all the nations -  to deal with 
the enslavement of the human heart to evil, to acknowledge 
the depths of human rebellion against God and to perceive the 
true nature of God. Through the cross, evil is faced and faced 
down, sin is acknowledged and judged, human nature is 
reconstituted by radical obedience, and divine nature is 
revealed as holy, triune love. All the sacrificial instincts of 
human worship are fulfilled in the sacrifice of the Son of God. 
All the mediatorial attempts of humankind are subsumed in 
the priesthood of Christ. Jesus the perfect sacrifice and Jesus 
the righteous priest, who offered himself to the Father 
'through the eternal Spirit' (Heb. 9:14), is the one through 
whom we can approach the throne of grace. All of this means 
that gospel worship is Trinitarian. We offer ourselves to the 
Father through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit.14

Because the cross is core to the gospel and, therefore, to evan
gelical worship, it also, by definition, lies at the heart of catholic 
worship. The Roman Catholic catechism puts it this way: 'From 
the first community of Jerusalem until the Parousia, it is the 
same Paschal mystery that the Churches of God, faithful to the 
apostolic faith, celebrate in every place.'15This is a profound def
inition of worship. The churches of God, inspired by the Spirit 
from Pentecost to Parousia, celebrate the cross of Christ. In so 
doing, of course, our celebration will extend across all the 
mighty acts of God -  remembering and rejoicing in the grace of 
God displayed in the ministry of Jesus, proved in the resurrec
tion of Jesus, made known in the history of Israel, and con
firmed in the life of the early and continuing church. But at the 
still centre of it all stands the wondrous cross on which the



prince of glory died, the cross which demands our soul, our life, 
our all.

How do we remember and rejoice in the cross and all that 
surrounds it? An answer is found in the Byzantine liturgy. 
Repeatedly the deacon exhorts the congregation -  'Attend!' 
During the reading of Scripture, the singing of the eucharistic 
prayer and at various other moments when concentration may 
be lagging, the deacon calls the people to attend to the grace of 
the gospel. Worship is a focused opportunity for attention to 
the gospel of grace through a structured process of anamnesis, 
catechesis, epiclesis and prolepsis.

(i) A nam nesis and Eucharistic worship
I should like to explore two of these Greek liturgical terms in 
this section and two in the third and final section. Anamnesis, 
a much debated term in liturgical circles, involves remember
ing. Evangelicals have been suspicious, rightly in my view, of 
catholic approaches to anamnesis which talk in terms of mak
ing past events present through some form of ritual process. 
Evangelical instincts about the historicity, the once-for-all- 
ness, of the saving events are correct. On the other hand, 
catholic instincts about the corporate liturgical character of 
Christian remembering and of the need to connect with the 
past in the present, are also rightly placed. Both emphases can 
be held together by Charles Wesley's description of the Spirit 
as the 'Remembrancer Divine'. We cannot remember the 
events of salvation by ourselves. It is impossible. We were not 
there. But the Spirit of God can recall the words and works of 
Christ in the life of the church and allow us to share in the con
tinuing corporate memory of the church which reaches back to 
the event itself. Through the reading, hearing and preaching of 
Scripture, and through the performance of the scriptural story 
in liturgical action, the Spirit, as the 'divine interpreter', to use 
another Wesleyan name, reconnects us with the events of 
Christ's life, death and resurrection and declares their mean
ing to us (Jn. 16:14).

I will say more about performing the gospel in worship 
later. Here I simply want to underline how a pneumatological 
approach to anamnesis takes us through and beyond at least
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one of the dichotomies that appear to separate Catholic from 
evangelical understandings of the Eucharist. Evangelicals and 
Catholics have disagreed sharply over whether the focus of the 
Eucharist is the humiliated body of Christ, his past and cruci
fied body, or Christ's glorified body, his present and risen 
body. However, viewed pneumatologically, this is an unneces
sary divide. The Spirit, using the scriptural story, takes us to 
the death of Christ but does not leave us there. In remember
ing the historical Christ we are carried to the present and eter
nal Lord and, through the Spirit -  and by means of all that the 
Spirit uses for this purpose -  our fellowship with the risen 
Christ is renewed and deepened. Here we come to the heart of 
evangelical worship. Essentially, worship according to the 
gospel is the celebration of the presence of the crucified Lord 
who comes to us by the power of the Spirit to take us deeper 
into his risen life and further into his messianic mission.

(ii) A practical im plication: catechesis through Scripture in 
worship
What might this mean in practice? One example will have to 
suffice. Effective anamnesis requires catechesis, the second of 
my Greek liturgical terms. We need to hear about the events of 
our salvation which we recall in the liturgy and to be taught 
about their significance. Without careful scriptural teaching 
through the systematic reading of Scripture, expository 
preaching of Scripture, and scripturally based liturgy and 
hymnody, our memories will become disconnected from the 
corporate memory of the church and either hit a blockage and 
then boredom, or wander into fantasy and then apostasy.

One would expect careful attention to the reading and preach
ing of Scripture to be a given in evangelical worship. Sadly, in my 
experience, this is not always the case. Frankly, I have become 
tired of readings -  often only one in a service -  read badly, to a 
congregation that appears to have little expectation of being 
addressed by God's word, followed by a sermon that pays little 
more than lip service to the passage as it launches into a talk on 
a theme. The Reformers were passionate about the place of 
Scripture in worship. They were committed to the restoration of 
systematic attention to Scripture in liturgically coherent ways to



the worship of the Church. In my own church, Thomas 
Cranmer's programme for 'the public reading of scripture' (1 
Tim. 4.13) was as important as his principles of Eucharistic the
ology for the reform of the church. His work has been continued 
and creatively applied by contemporary evangelical liturgists 
who argued for systems for the reading of Scripture which are 
both catholic and congregational. They secured the adoption of 
'open and closed lectionary seasons' in the Church of England.16 
These unite the church around common readings during the 
incamational and paschal cycles, and allow congregations to use 
alternative lectionary material at other times during the year to 
serve their particular pastoral or missionary needs. This pro
vides evangelicals in one ecclesial community at least with a sys
tematic structure for the catechetical reading and preaching of 
Scripture, both in terms of the provision of patterns of readings 
and in the freedom to depart from them in responsible ways.17 
The challenge for them is to use what has been offered. Unless 
we hear the gospel through the whole of Scripture, read and 
expounded to us, our worship will not be centred on the gospel 
and our capacity to connect with the great events of our salva
tion, and to live the new life in the Spirit they make possible, will 
be seriously thwarted (2 Tim. 3:16-17).

Communal Worship

The second mark of Catholic evangelical worship in the Spirit 
on which I would like to focus is its communal character. The 
'grace of our Lord Jesus Christ' is brought to us by the 'fellow
ship of the Holy Spirit'. The Spirit, as Calvin liked to say, is the 
'bond of connection'18 uniting us with Christ and with his peo
ple. The Spirit connects us with the 'historical church', the con
tinuous embodiment of God's covenant with humanity, 
stretching across the centuries of Jewish and Christian tradi
tion. The Spirit connects us with the 'geographical church', the 
present manifestation of God's work in Christ across all the 
continents and among all the traditions, including those with 
whom we gather in our bit of history and geography through 
the 'local church'. The Spirit connects us with the 'heavenly
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church', those who have gone before us in the faith and who 
wait in the nearer presence of Christ for the coming of the 
kingdom's fullness. The Spirit connects us with the 'eschato- 
logical church', the community of the redeemed that includes 
not only the saints on earth and in heaven but also those whom 
the Spirit will draw into the people of God through the ongo
ing messianic mission of Christ. This is the catholic breadth of 
the Spirit's work in our worship: to connect us with all those 
to whom Christ is connected, to bring us into fellowship with, 
as Luther liked to say, 'Christ and all his saints'.19

This sort of fellowship is formational. In fact, it is transfor
mational. To be connected with Jesus Christ and to be con
nected with his people and his mission is to be changed. Christ 
re-formed human nature from self-centredness and trans
formed it into other-centredness. Jesus' capacity to live before 
the God of grace and to live for others in the God of grace -  his 
obedient life of worship -  is formed in us through our rela
tionship with him in the Spirit. The worship of the church pro
vides a sustained system for intensive encounter with Christ 
so that his 'worshipping self'20 can be formed in us. This is a 
process that happens on at least two interconnected levels -  
relational and educational.

(i) Relationship and education: Christ and the creeds 
The opportunities for relating to Jesus Christ in worship are 
myriad. Jesus meets us in the other worshippers, ministers to 
us through the various members of his body, speaks to us 
through the Scriptures, reveals himself in the breaking of the 
bread, gives us words to pray to his Father, baptises us with 
the Spirit of God, invites us to call him Lord and sing his 
praise, anoints us with gifts of the Spirit, ministers healing, 
brings us mercy, forgiveness and love, and sends us out with 
his blessing for his work. As we said earlier, at the heart of 
evangelical worship is the presence of Christ calling us into 
deeper communion with him so that we may be changed, and 
so that he may change the world through us.

Relationships involve education. As we grow in under
standing others, so our fellowship with them deepens. The dis
ciples' fellowship with the risen Christ on the way to Emmaus



grew in intensity as they learned more about the necessity of 
his death through his words and discerned, in his familiar 
actions at a meal, the reality of his resurrection. Worship pro
vides this sort of Emmaus education. It is a structured context 
for the proclamation and enactment of the gospel that in turn 
allows our lives to be structured by the pattern of the gospel.

The creeds of the church explicate the historical and theo
logical basis of the gospel. They evolved as words for worship 
defining the identity and describing the activity of the God 
whom the church worships. Worship according to the gospel 
will habituate the followers of Christ into the doctrines of cre
ation, redemption and consummation articulated in the 
creeds. This involves far more (though not less than) reciting 
the words of the creeds. It requires a systematic programme of 
proclamation and enactment through prophetic word and 
liturgical action. Symbol, sacrament, sound and silence 
(through which the activity of God is seen, touched and felt), 
the rhythm of the liturgical year and the discipline of the lec- 
tionary (through which the mighty acts of God are rehearsed 
and retold) are all as natural and as necessary to this project as 
faithful preaching and teaching in which the graciousness of 
God is expounded and explained.

This process of liturgical education in the creedal teaching of 
the church involves certain essentials of the gospel in order to 
maintain scripturally faithful worship. For example, it requires 
at least the following. First, a proper expression of the rela
tionship between God and creation which preserves the onto
logical difference between the Creator and the created but 
which rejoices in God's blessing of and involvement in that 
which God creates by grace. Second, a presentation of the true 
dynamics of salvation which preserve the priority of God's 
grace and the giftedness of any response which humanity, 
helpless of itself, makes to God. Third, an understanding of the 
kingdom which honours its presence in heaven and on earth 
but looks and works for the fullness of its coming in the new 
heaven and new earth of God's future. It is not for nothing that 
orthodoxy means right praise. The law of prayer is the law of 
belief. Evangelical theology, gospel truth, is nurtured through 
the repeated celebration of the gospel in worship.21
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The educational dimension of worship leads to a personal 
encounter with the risen Christ because it does not just speak 
about the gospel, it performs the gospel. It provides access to 
the reality of the gospel -  to the gracious presence of the risen 
Christ through the persons, words and actions of his people in 
the power of his Spirit. Truth is told. Forgiveness is offered. 
Peace is shared. We are welcomed to God's table. We are lifted 
to heaven. We sing Alleluia! and we cry Maranatha!

The liturgical experience of the gospel is a communal experi
ence. It happens with others, through others. It educates us into 
the corporate reality of our salvation -  that there is no gospel 
without the church; that we are not only bound to other mem
bers of Christ in the gospel -  we rely on them for the gospel. 
Evangelical theology is rightly sensitive to any suspicion of 
instrumentalism in the life of faith. History has proved the ease 
with which the freeness and directness of the gospel is tethered 
or tamed by ecclesiastical device, even within evangelical prac
tice. However, Scripture's theology of the communication of the 
gospel involves God's use of human and material instruments 
or means of grace -  for 'how are they to hear without someone 
to proclaim him?' (Rom. 10:14). 1 Corinthians 12 -  14 spells out 
how we are dependent not only on the preacher but on each 
member of Christ's body for the ministry of the Spirit of God. 
The danger comes when we are tempted to turn the economy of 
God's grace into an economy of our power, when we take the 
instruments of divine choosing and make them instruments of 
human control, when the servants of God's gift become man
agers of God's favour. The line between a gospel-serving instru
mentality and a gospel-denying instrumentalism is a thin one, 
but fear of the latter should not deter us from recognising 
and rejoicing in the former. As Miroslav Volf says, 'the trans
mission of the faith occurs through interpersonal ecclesial inter
action'.22

(ii) A  Practical im plication : Spirit-led liturgy  
I propose a confident, grateful, Spirit-led use of the church's 
liturgy. In my own church tradition I worry about the passing 
of the older generation of evangelicals who, though they might 
have been the architects of all-age worship, or the trail-blazers



of charismatic worship, knew their prayer books and could 
draw on deep wells of liturgical formation. I grieve the two 
(false) choices that seem to be on offer in so many of the places 
I visit: 'traditional churches' with a life-less form of liturgical 
worship or 'modern' evangelical churches with a reductional- 
ist, liturgy-less form of worship. I long to see planners and 
presiders of worship so understanding the structures of wor
ship that they can move freely within them. I crave to see the 
classic texts of worship, which the Spirit of truth has given to 
the church, resting in the hearts and minds of evangelicals and 
rising to their lips in worship. I yearn for sustained periods of 
sung worship, glossolalia, prophecy, healing, woven into the 
movement of liturgical worship by Spirit-led leaders. I hunger 
for the biblical symbols of the grace of the gospel -  bread, 
wine, water, oil, light -  to be received with prayer and thanks
giving and used faithfully and joyfully. I desire all the good 
things God has given to the church -  the wisdom of the litur
gical inheritance, the enlivenment of the Spirit, the powerful 
teaching of Scripture -  all serving the grace of the gospel and 
helping us to celebrate the presence of the risen Christ with his 
people.23

Spiritual Worship in Love

A third mark of Catholic evangelical worship in the Spirit is 
that it is spiritual -  it is of and in the Spirit. Through the 'fel
lowship of the Holy Spirit', we know 'the grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ', by which we experience the 'love of God'. 
Because evangelical worship is a celebration of the presence of 
Christ and a performance of his gospel among his people, it is 
an experience of the loving of God with and through others. 
Worship is a personal and communal experience of being 
loved by God and expressing love to God. Worship does not 
just refer to the reality of God's love in Christ, it is a realisation 
of the love of God for the world in the present experience of his 
people. This is what it means to 'worship in the Spirit': we 
worship in the one by whom the love of God 'has been poured 
into our hearts' (Rom. 5:5).
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(i) Epiclesis and worship
The dependence of the church's worship upon the activity of 
the Spirit is acknowledged in the epiclesis, the third of my 
Greek terms. Liturgically, epiclesis is much more than a for
mula within a Eucharistic prayer. It is a recognition of the 
church's need for that which William Law in the eighteenth 
century called the 'perpetual inspiration of the Spirit'.24 
Evangelically, it is a confession of our inability to approach 
God in worship by our own power and goodness. It is an 
acknowledgement that, in the words of Albertus Magnus in 
the thirteenth century, the Holy Spirit 'makes the church holy', 
and that, 'He communicates that holiness' in all manner of 
ministries, including 'the sacraments, the virtues and the gifts 
that he distributes in order to bring holiness about and finally 
in the miracles and the graces of a charismatic type such as 
wisdom, knowledge, faith, the discernment of spirits, healing, 
prophecy and everything that the Spirit gives in order to make 
the holiness of the Church manifest'.25 The epiclesis is a recog
nition that the Spirit is the leader of our liturgy.

(ii) Prolepsis and the kingdom
The Spirit's ministry in our worship is to lead us to the presence 
of Christ and to the kingdom that Christ brings, so that we may 
participate in the eschatological love of God for the world 
demonstrated on the cross. In this way worship is (using my 
final Greek term) a prolepsis -  a foretelling of the kingdom of 
God, an anticipation of the fulfilment of God's purposes for the 
whole of creation. The Spirit, the arrabon (pledge), the aparche 
(first-fruit), yearns within us for the renewal of creation. The 
Spirit manifests the coming reign of God's love among us now 
as we do that for which we were created and redeemed and that 
which we shall enjoy for ever. Of course, worship in this age 
remains a prolepsis of the eschaton, not the eschaton itself. It is 
always marked by lament for what is not yet here and by desire 
for the completion of God's purposes and the fullness of Christ's 
presence. But it is a real 'taste', as the letter to the Hebrews puts 
it, of the 'powers of the age to come' (Heb. 6:5), and it is a taste 
that makes us want to have more and compels us to say it to oth
ers: 'Taste and see that the Lord is good' (Ps. 34:8).



Although our experience of God in worship is a direct expe
rience of God (it is brought to us by the Spirit of God) it is 
nonetheless mediated through the material means that God 
chooses to use. I have already noted how such mediated 
immediacy has always been acknowledged by evangelical the
ology: God works through the 'prophetic writings' (Rom. 
16:26) of Scripture and through the anointed preachers of its 
truth. But it goes further than this: the Spirit's work through
out all of our worship has a sacramental character.

(iii) The sacram ental Spirit
The Holy Spirit inspires our exaltation of God in worship by 
affecting our spirits and by providing ways for us to express 
our adoration. Both movements of the Spirit are mediated 
through the material. Even the intensification of Spirit- 
inspired praise through glossalalia involves the physicality of 
the human body. The Spirit of truth enables the edification of 
the worshipping community by renewing the mind (Rom. 12:2) 
through a series of embodied ministries by which we are built 
up in the truth (Eph. 4:15; 2 Tim. 2:15; Rom. 15:14). Even the 
dramatic in-breaking of God's word through a prophetic word 
in worship is mediated through the prophet's voice. The Spirit 
of hope empowers us through our worship to take our part in 
the missionary work of Christ by equipping us with all man
ner of spiritual gifts which are communicated in very material 
ways. Even the overwhelming power of God that may be 
experienced in prayer ministry involves the prayers -  and 
often hands -  of those who are ministering the love of God.

In each dimension of our worship, God's own Spirit is the 
source of our worship. God, through the Spirit, gifts the mem
bers of Christ's body to minister the grace of Christ. God, 
through the Spirit, takes the ordinary things of human life to 
communicate the extraordinary life of Christ. God, through the 
Spirit, plays what the desert fathers and mothers called 'the five- 
stringed harp' of our senses to awaken us to the mercy of Christ.

(iv) A  Practical im plication : reclaim ing the Eucharist 
Martin Stringer has recently published an important study of 
the Sociological History o f Christian Worship. In his analysis of
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worship in the New Testament era he identifies 'the meal' and 
'spirit-filled worship' as two discernible givens of early 
Christian worship. He concludes his book by saying 'that if 
these two could ever be successfully reunited then Christian 
worship would be launched again in a round of renewal'.26 
Here is a mandate for Catholic evangelical worship in the 
Spirit.

It is a theological and spiritual travesty that the Eucharist is 
sidelined in evangelical and charismatic spirituality. It is the 
most scripturally attested action of Christian worship. We are 
commanded by Jesus Christ to do it and evangelicals in every 
century testify to the encounter with the presence of the risen 
Christ that lies at the core of the Eucharist. Here, as Handley 
Moule loved to say, we have 'a personal interview with the 
Lord'.27The breaking of bread is a performance of the gospel in 
the church by the Spirit. The self-sending, self-sacrificing, self
sharing28 God of the gospel gives his beloved Son to us as we 
remember his death and receive his life. The communion of the 
body and blood of Christ is an experience of the loving of God 
in which we taste the future that God has for the world -  a 
kingdom of reconciled humanity and transfigured creation.

The Spirit of God has used the Eucharist throughout evan
gelical history to celebrate the presence of Christ, perform the 
gospel and convey the love of God. Listen to Martin Luther, 
John Calvin, Thomas Cranmer, John Owen, Charles and John 
Wesley, George Whitefield, John Newton, Charles Simeon, 
Edward Bickersteth and Handley Moule, to name only a few 
of the faithful witnesses.29 They -  and many others with them 
-  would agree with Thomas Haweis, one of the leading figures 
of the eighteenth-century revival, that those who avoid the 
Lord's Supper 'confirm that they have no friendship for 
Christ'.30 As Philip Seddon has argued powerfully and persua
sively, it is time to reclaim a holistic evangelical spirituality by 
reuniting the sacramental word of grace with the preached 
word.31 For too long evangelicals have been apophatic in their 
Eucharistic theology -  saying what it is not, in order to say 
(eventually) what it might be. And for too long charismatics 
have been anarchic in their worship -  welcoming the power of 
the Spirit in 'extraordinary' mediations but forgetful of the



pledged presence through the 'ordinary' gifts of broken bread 
and poured out wine. Of course, there are many exceptions, 
for the Spirit does not tire of revealing the reality of the risen 
Christ 'in the breaking of the bread' (Lk. 24:35). But there 
remain serious tendencies towards reductionalism in evangel
ical and charismatic sacramental practice -  a way of doing the 
Eucharist that implies that the real locus of God's activity is to 
be found elsewhere. Let us do what the Lord commands and 
the Spirit speaks through Scripture. Let us proclaim the cross 
in speech and actions through all the ministries of the Spirit, 
including the Supper of the Lord (1 Cor. 11: 26).
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