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Editoria

hen I'was employed by Matthias
Media in 1994, it was with
a brief by publisher Phillip

Jensen to realize an idea that he had been
mulling over for some time. We have so
many educated, thoughtful Christians
around, he considered. They are in all sorts
of professions and fields, and are in a posi-
tion to think critically about the intellec-
tual basis of non-Christian society. How
can we best make use of this resource?
Phillip charged me with bringing
together the fruits of these minds. The
result was kategoria—a journal which
would publish critical, thoughtful arti-
cles about our world and the ideas
within it, exposing the flaws that
inevitably arise when people try to con-
struct a world that is not based on the
lordship of Christ. The point was not
just to be gratuitously negative, but to
force people, both Christian and non-
Christian, to think seriously about the
reliability of their world views. For non-
Christians, the journal has provided a
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challenge, as inconsistencies in secular
thinking have been exposed. For
Christians, it has provided encourage-
ment not to be afraid of the (sometimes
very impressive) intellectual schemes
which exclude Christ and claim that
Christianity is outmoded and weak.

I started with a list of potential
authors, a list of topics, and a five-year
plan. Nearly eight years later I have had
the privilege of working with many
more authors than originally expected,
and the list of topics has been well and
truly covered. kategoria has done the job
I was charged to do. It is time, now, to
bring it to a close.

A number of supporters who have
been privy to this decision have reacted
with dismay—why stop such a useful
journal, which is doing a job that almost
no other Christian publication in the
world does? The answer is, having
achieved our aims, we are not interested in
maintaining kategoria simply for the sake
of it. To do that runs the risk of losing



the critical edge that has made kategoria
such a successful intellectual tool.

I personally am very grateful to all
the people who have contributed to
kategoria, as writers and readers, and for
the feedback and support that I have
received over the years. I have benefited
immensely, both academically and as a
Christian. Over and over my faith has been
strengthened as I have discovered vyet
another area of life where Christianity pro-
vides the answers, and non-Christian
philosophies don't. We have challenged the
world—"“put our heads on the chop-
ping block”, as John Dickson puts it,
and still Christianity stands.
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Thank you to all who have sup-
ported kategoria, and thank you for the
times you have taken the trouble to write
to me with encouraging news of the way
in which kategoria has been used to chal-
lenge non-Christian friends and institu-
tions. The ideas, of course, will continue,
even if this particular vehicle for them
does not. I encourage you to continue
critiquing the world, and keep challeng-
ing the non-Christian intellectual estate
to face up to its failures, and consider the
rock-solid certainty of Christ. @

Kirsten Birkett
Editor, kategoria
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The Gospel
ot Barnabas

SAMUEL GREEN

or a mosque, you are bound to see

copies of the Qur’an and Hadith and
other Islamic materials. You would most
likely see books that critically engage
with Christian ideas. You would also find
another book, a book that you may not
be expecting to see—the gospel. However
the gospel that you would find there
would not be one of the gospels that are
found in the Bible—Matthew, Mark, Luke
or John—instead it would be the Gospel
of Barnabas. The Gospel of Barnabas is the
gospel that many Muslims promote. It has
been translated into many languages and
distributed around the world.

Barnabas was a famous Christian
from the first century A.D. Some details
of his life are recorded in the book of
Acts and he is also mentioned in some
of the letters of the New Testament.'
Barnabas worked with the Apostle Paul

If you go into an Islamic bookshop,

and was actively involved in the early
church. The Gospel of Barnabas claims
to have been written by this man:

True Gospel of Jesus, called Christ,
a new prophet sent by God to the
world: according to the descrip-
tion of Barnabas his apostle.
Barnabas, apostle of Jesus the
Nazarene, called Christ, to all
them that dwell upon the earth
desireth peace and consolation.

So why the Islamic interest in this par-
ticular book and not in the canonical
gospels, or in any of the apocryphal
gospels like the Gospel of Thomas?
The answer is simple. In this book the
life of Jesus conforms to how his life is
recorded in the Qur’an: in the Gospel of
Barnabas Jesus foretells the coming of
Muhammad, teaches many Islamic prin-
ciples and does not die on the cross.
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The recent history of the
Gospel of Barnabas

arranged in chronological order. Many
of the accounts are told in a similar way
to the way they are found in the Bible.

Towards the beginning of the However some accounts are very different.

eighteenth century the Gospel of
Barnabas aroused considerable
interest among the learned in
England, to whom two different
copies of the document were
known and, to a certain extent,
accessible. One of these was the
Italian text ... the other a Spanish
version ...°

So wrote Lonsdale and Laura Ragg in
their critical introduction to the first
English translation of the Gospel of

The Gospel of Barnabas
contains most of the

events from the canonical

gospels arranged in

Barnabas. Their transla-
tion was from the
Italian manuscript, and
with this translation the
Gospel of Barnabas was
now accessible to a wide
audience. Towards the

In the Bible we read:

And this is the testimony of John,
when the Jews sent priests and
Levites from Jerusalem to ask
him, “Who are you?” He con-
fessed, and did not deny, but con-
fessed, “I am not the Christ”. And
they asked him, “What then? Are
you Elijah?” He said, “T am not”.
“Are you the Prophet?” And he
answered, “No”. So they said to
him, “Who are you? We need to
give an answer to those who sent
us. What do you say about your-
self?” He said, “T am the voice of
one crying out in the wilderness,
‘Make straight the way of the
Lord’, as the prophet Isaiah said
(John 1:19-23).

chronological order. end of the twentieth

century Islamic publish-
ers from Pakistan and
Saudi Arabia began to publish and
widely distribute this translation—
minus the critical introduction. And so
today you will find this Gospel in most
Islamic bookshops.

While in the Gospel of Barnabas we read:

(T)hey saw many who came to
find him, for the chiefs of the
priests took counsel among them-
selves to catch him in his talk.
Wherefore they sent the Levites
and some of the scribes to ques-
tion him, saying: “Who are you?”
Jesus confessed, and said the truth:
“I am not the Messiah”. They said:
“Are you Elijah or Jeremiah, or
any of the ancient prophets?”
Jesus answered: “No”. Then said
they: “Who are you? Say, in order

The contents of the Gospel of
Barnabas

The Gospel of Barnabas contains most of
the events from the canonical gospels




The Gospel of Barnabas

that we may give testimony to those
who sent us”.Then Jesus said: “T am
a voice that cries through all Judea,
and cries: “Prepare you the way for
the messenger of the Lord”, even as
it is written in Esaias”.*

In the canonical gospels, it is John the
Baptist who prepares the way for Jesus,

(Jesus) asked his disciples, saying:
“What do men say of me?” They
said: “Some say that thou art Elijah,
others Jeremiah, and others one of
the old prophets”. Jesus answered,
“And Ye; what say ye that I am?”
Peter answered: “Thou art Christ,
son of God”. Then was Jesus angry,

and with anger rebuked him say-
» 6

while in the Gospel of Barnabas it is
Jesus who prepares the way for
Muhammad with the same words.

Then said the Priest: “How shall
the Messiah be called ...” Jesus

ing: “Begone and depart from me”.

And the death of Jesus is told very dif-

ferently.

answered: “The name of the
Messiah is admirable ... Mohammed
is his blessed name.’

In the Bible we see the apostle Peter
identify Jesus as the son of God.

God acted wonderfully, insomuch
that Judas was so changed in
speech and in face to be like Jesus.
The soldiers took Judas and bound
him ... So they led him to Mount
Calvary, where they used to hang
malefactors, and there they cruci-

Now when Jesus came into the
district of Caesarea Philippi, he
asked his disciples, “Who do peo-
ple say that the Son of Man is?”
And they said, “Some say John
the Baptist, others say Elijah, and
others Jeremiah or one of the
prophets”. He said to them, “But
who do you say that I am?” Simon
Peter replied, “You are the Christ,
the Son of the living God”. And
Jesus answered him, “Blessed are
you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh
and blood has not revealed this to
you, but my Father who is in
heaven” (Matt 16:13-17).

But in the Gospel of Barnabas he is
rebuked for doing so.

fied him.’

The plot of this book is
that Jesus comes as a
prophet to restore the
truth of God’s word to
the people of Israel (the
former books of Moses
now having been cor-
rupted), and to announce
the coming of the
Messiah, Muhammad,
who will restore things
once and for all.
However, he is falsely
believed to be God, or
the Son of God, by

The plot of this book is
that Jesus comes as a
prophet to restore the

truth of God’s word to the
people of Israel (the former
books of Moses now having

been corrupted), and to
announce the coming of

the Messiah, Muhammad,

who will restore things
once and for all.

many in Israel. The Roman senate try to
stop this belief but are unable to do so.



Due to the great blasphemy of Jesus
being called these things, God is no
longer going to simply take Jesus to
heaven at the end of his ministry, rather
Jesus is to appear to die on the cross
in order to diffuse the whole misunder-
standing. Judas is to be changed in
appearance to look like Jesus, and will be
crucified in his place. The truth of what
really has happened will be made known
by his disciples, though it will be fully
made known when Muhammad comes.
Throughout this story Jesus addresses
many issues and answers questions from
his disciples and others. Through these
he reinforces the food laws of the Old
Testament and the need

for circumcision, and

Judas is to be changed teaches that it was

in appearance to look
like Jesus, and will be
crucified in his place.

Ishmael not Isaac that
Abraham offered in sac-
rifice to God. There are
also discourses about

how Satan fell, how
Abraham turned from idolatry, what
happens to animals on Judgement Day,
what heaven and hell are like, how are
we to understand predestination and the
nature of rewards.

The challenge of the Gospel of
Barnabas

The Muslims who promote this book
claim that it is a true gospel, and that it
more accurately represents Jesus' life,
teaching and ministry than do the canon-
ical gospels. Thus the Gospel of Barnabas
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is a direct challenge to Christianity. It
challenges Christianity in a number of
ways. Firstly, it claims to provide new
authentic information about Jesus that
the church has ignored. Secondly, on the
basis of this new information it claims
that the canonical gospels are corrupt and
do not show the real Jesus. Thirdly, it
claims that the real Jesus taught the doc-
trines of Islam, predicted the coming of
Muhammad and never died on the cross.

Such a challenge is only as good as
the evidence it is based upon, and there
is good evidence to suggest that the
Gospel of Barnabas was in fact written in
the 14th century A.D. and has nothing to
do with the early Christian called
Barnabas from the Ist century. The
Gospel of Barnabas has been critically
examined throughout the 20th century?®.
Here is a summary of the reasons why it
has been rejected as a gospel authored by
the Barnabas of the 1st century.

The Gospel of Barnabas and the
Ist century A.D.

The word Christ is the Greek translation
for the Hebrew word Messiah. Both
these words, when translated into
English, mean Anointed One. This word
is not an obscure or rarely used word;
on the contrary, it is one of the most
famous words in the Jewish and
Christian religions. There is no doubt
that a religious Jew like Barnabas would
have been very familiar with this word.

At the very start of the Gospel of
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Barnabas, Jesus is called the Christ: “God
has during these past days visited us by
his prophet Jesus Christ”.” However,
throughout the book, Jesus denies being
the Messiah: “Jesus confessed and said
the truth, ‘T am not the Messiah’”.'°
How can Jesus be the Christ and deny
being the Messiah, when both words
mean exactly the same thing? Whoever
wrote this book did not know that the
Greek word for ‘Messiah’ is ‘Christ’.
Barnabas was a Hebrew who lived on
the island of Cyprus, a Greek-speaking
island, and travelled around the 1st cen-
tury Greek-speaking world!'' He was
Hebrew, and knew Greek; he could not
have made this mistake with such a
common word.

In chapter 3, we are told that Herod
and Pilate both ruled in Judea at the
time of Jesus’ birth: “There reigned at
that time in Judaea Herod, by decree of
Caesar Augustus, and Pilate was gover-
nor”. This is historically wrong, for
Herod and Pilate never ruled Judea at
the same time. Herod ruled Judea
alone from 37-4 B.C., while Pilate ruled
thirty years later from 26-36 A.D.'* The
real Barnabas lived during the rule of
Pilate, so if he really was the writer of
this book, how could he make such a
simple mistake?

There are also geographical errors in

the book.

Jesus went to the sea of Galilee,
and having embarked in a ship
sailed to his city of Nazareth. ...
Having arrived at the city of

Nazareth the seamen spread
through the city all that Jesus
wrought (done) ... (then) Jesus
went up to Capernaum.'

Nazareth was not a fishing village; in
fact it was about 14 km from the sea of
Galilee, and situated in the hills of a
mountain range!'* Capernaum was the
fishing village that Jesus arrived at with
his disciples, not Nazareth." Nazareth
and Capernaum were two towns which
Jesus often visited with

13

his disciples'® therefore

any disciple of Jesus The real Barnabas lived
during the rule of Pilate,
so if he really was the
writer of this book, how

would know these towns
well. However the author
of this book does not!
This casts doubt over the

claim that he was a disci-  could he make such a
ple of Jesus, or that he simple mistake?

lived in that region.

The Gospel of Barnabas and the
14th century A.D.

The Gospel of Barnabas also exhibits
links to the fourteenth century. Two of
these are the description of heaven, and
the jubilee year.

Dante was a fourteenth-century
writer. In his book, The Divine Comedy, 17
he describes ascending through the
heavens to reach paradise. Dante writes
of nine heavens, with paradise being the
tenth. The author of the Gospel of
Barnabas describes, in the same way as
Dante, nine heavens before paradise:



Paradise is so great that no man
can measure it. Verily I say unto
thee that the heavens are nine,
among which are set the planets,
that are distant one from another
five hundred years journey for a
man ... and Verily I say unto thee
that paradise is greater than all the
earth and heavens together.'®

The Jubilee year is an Israelite national
celebration taught in the Bible which was
to be observed every fifty years.'” In the
year 1300 A.D., Pope Boniface VIII falsely

proclaimed that the

The links to the
fourteenth century, and
the errors in the book
regarding the first
century, have convinced
most writers that the
book was composed in
the fourteenth century

Jubilee should be cele-
brated by Christians
every 100 years instead
of 50 years. However the
next Pope, Clement VI,
changed it back to every
50 years, and so it was
celebrated in 1350 A.D.2°
In the church’s history
this is the only period
when the Jubilee was

thought by many to be
every 100 years. It seems that the author
of the Gospel of Barnabas has unknow-
ingly accepted the Pope’s decree as true
and included it in his book, for he has
Jesus say:

(Dnsomuch that the year of Jubilee,
which now comes every 100 years,
shall by the Messiah be reduced to

every year in every place.”!

The links to the fourteenth century, and
the errors in the book regarding the first
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century, have convinced most writers
that the book was composed in the four-
teenth century. Some Islamic academics
are prepared to admit this.

As regards the “Gospel of Barnabas”
itself, there is no question that it is a
medieval forgery .. It contains
anachronisms which can date only
from the Middle Ages and not
before, and shows a garbled com-
prehension of Islamic doctrines,
calling the Prophet the “Messiah”,
which Islam does not claim for
him. Besides its farcical notion of
sacred history, stylistically it is a
mediocre parody of the Gospels,
as the writings of Baha Allah are
of the Koran.*?

Manuscript evidence for
The Gospel of Barnabas

There are no ancient copies of the
Gospel of Barnabas. The two oldest
copies are written in Italian and Spanish,
and these are dated from the end of the
sixteenth century A.D.”> Some Muslims
claim that the early Church Father,
Iranaeus, “quoted extensively from the
Gospel of Barnabas in support of his
views”,”* and this is proof that the book
was in circulation in the first and second
centuries of Christianity. While this
claim has been made, no quotes from
Iranaeus have ever been offered, simply
because Iraneaus does not quote the
Gospel of Barnabas.
M.A. Rahim also claims that
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In the fourth year of Emperor
Zeno’s rule in 478 A.D,, the remains
of Barnabas were discovered, and a
copy of the Gospel of Barnabas,
written in his own hand, was found
on his breast. This is recorded in the
Acta Sanctorum, Boland Junii, Tome
11, pages 422-450.%°

However when this claim is investigated
it is found to be false, because what the
Acta Sanctorum actually says is:

The relics of Barnabas the Apostle
were found in Cyprus under a
cherry tree, having upon his
breast the Gospel of St. Matthew
copied by Barnabas’ own hand.*®

There is a reference to a gospel of
Barnabas in the Gelasian Decree’’
(c. 494 A.D.) where it is listed among
the prohibited books, and it has been
suggested that this is the same gospel
that is of interest today.’® However,
without any text from this gospel for
comparison, no identification can be
made. Since the name Barnabas is
famous in Christian history with other
works accredited to him,”” the name
itself is not sufficient for establishing a
link. The links with the fourteenth cen-
tury also make this unlikely.

Increasingly, Muslims and other
writers who want to redeem the Gospel
of Barnabas are doing so by admitting
that it was composed in the fourteenth
century, but that it was based on earlier
sources, which they try to reconstruct
with highly speculative results.

Why was the Gospel of
Barnabas written?

Why would somebody in the fourteenth
century write this book, and pretend that
it was written by Barnabas in the first
century? What could be their motive for
doing this? As we have seen, the author of
the Gospel of Barnabas retells most of the
events of Jesus’ life as recorded in the
biblical Gospels, but at some points
changes and makes additions to these
stories. These changes are not random;
they follow a clear pat-

15

tern. They are intentional

changes, to make the They are intentional
biblical accounts con- changes, to make the

form to the teaching of  biblical accounts conform

the Qur'an and Islam. So ¢ the teaching of the

why rewrite the canoni-
cal gospels to make them

Qur’an and Islam.

agree with the Qur’an
and Islamic teaching? The answer to this
is simple. The Qur’an claims that Jesus
foretold the coming of Muhammad,*
and that Muhammad is foretold in the
Gospel.

Those who follow the Apostle, the
unlettered Prophet, whom they find
mentioned in their own Scriptures,
in the Torah and the Gospel.®'

The Qur’an also says that it confirms the
teaching of the Bible.

You to whom the Scriptures were
given (Jews and Christians)!
Believe in that which we have
revealed (the Qur’an), confirming
your own scriptures.



These claims are made by the Qur’an as
proof that Muhammad is a genuine
prophet from God. However, what is a
Muslim to do when he or she discovers
that there is no record of Jesus foretelling
the coming of Muhammad in any
gospel, and that the Qur'an does not
confirm the teaching of the Bible, as it
denies that Jesus died on the cross® and

many other central bib-

What is a Muslim to do
when he discovers... the

lical truths?** The most
common response by
Muslims is to attack the

Qur’an does not confirm  Bible, and accuse it of
the teaching of the Bible? ~ being corrupted so that

the prophecies of Jesus

about Muhammad have
been removed or lost. Another rare
response is to rewrite the gospel so that
Jesus does foretell the coming of
Muhammad and the Qur’an does con-
firm the teaching of the Bible. This is
what the Gospel of Barnabas is, and sur-
prisingly it is not alone.

In 1979 the Muslim scholar Ahmad
Shafaat rewrote the biblical Gospel to
make it Islamic. Ahmad Shafaat says
about his Gospel:

The book before you is a Gospel.
It is written in the light of the rev-
elation of God made to the
prophet Muhammad. ... This out-
line is supplemented in this book
by some background material
(derived mostly from the New
Testament and sometimes trans-
formed accordingly to the
Qur’anic revelation) to form a
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Gospel of approximately the size
of Mark. ... As we said earlier, this
book is offered as a new Gospel, a
Muslim equivalent of, and alter-
native to, the existing Gospels.35

Ahmad Shafaat has explained very
clearly what he has done. He has rewrit-
ten the biblical Gospel by transforming
it according to the Qur’an. He calls his
new book “a Gospel”; it is written with
chapters and verses, and he offers it as
an alternative to the biblical Gospels.
Reading The Gospel According to Islam is
just like reading the Gospel of Barnabas.
Just as the author of The Gospel of
Barnabas changes biblical accounts to
make them agree with the Qur’an, so
too does The Gospel According to Islam.

He hath appointed me (Jesus) as a
sign for men and a mercy from
Him. This was a matter decreed ...
That I may bring to the world the
good news of a messenger who
will come after me as light and
mercy to all the nations; his name
shall be called Admirable.*®

And Pilate sent an order, that
Jesus Barabbas be released. But the
officers who received the order
did make an error and released
Jesus of Nazareth, and crucified
Jesus Barabbas. And when he was
released he departed for Galilee,
and he met two travellers who
were going to Emmaus ... And
Jesus answering said unto them,
Lo, Jesus of Nazareth is not cruci-
fied nor dead, but he liveth.?’
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Conclusion

The Gospel of Barnabas is not an
authentic gospel of Jesus. The author
does not understand the language, his-
tory or geography of the first century
A.D., and there is no ancient evidence
for the book. The internal evidence of
the book suggests it was written in the
fourteenth century, and there are
Muslim scholars who agree with this
dating. The book is a rewrite of the bib-
lical Gospels, most likely by a Muslim
who wanted to show that Jesus taught
Islam and predicted the coming of
Muhammad. This type of rewriting has
been done elsewhere by Muslims. The
Gospel of Barnabas issues a challenge,
but the challenge is not to Christianity
but to Islam. If Muhammad is really
foretold in the gospel and the Qur’an
really confirms the teaching of the
gospel, then why does the gospel need
to be rewritten to show this? @

Samuel Green is an Islamic scholar and
student worker with the Australian
Fellowship of Evangelical Students.
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That ain’t right, but

PHIL MILES

all me slow, but sometimes it
takes me decades to think some-
thing through to a reasonable
sort of conclusion. I can cite, for
instance, some ideas in the field of
anthropological linguistics which first
came to my attention on entering uni-
versity. I have only now (after a quarter
of a century!) finally come to realize the
error of what I had, at the time, found
quite persuasive. I can only claim in my
defence in regard to this slowness of
mind, that I haven't ever given more
than occasional attention to the subject
in all those years. It may prove helpful to
others to outline some of the mental
processes involved, but I think my own
experiences here also raise some real
questions about academic inquiry and
intellectual endeavour—not least for
Christians in these areas.
When I was a young lad keen to read
every book in my university library
cover to cover, I came across an interest-

ing book on linguistics—and I did read
this cover to cover, even though it wasn't
on any reading list that I can recall. The
gist of this work by Robert A. Hall Jr,
entitled Linguistics and Your Language,'
was that linguistics teaches us to not be
judgemental of others merely on the
basis of their use of language. In order
to make his point, the author began
pointing out that speech is merely
‘sounds we make with our face” and that
written language is merely ‘marks we
make with our fist’. He was thereby try-
ing to ‘demythologize’ language, and
poke holes in our common pretensions
about how it should be used. He was
arguing, in other words, that no mem-
bers of society should put on airs in
regard to their own language usage, nor
try to put down others who use the lan-
guage in ways not deemed ‘proper’—
whether they be the young or members
of disadvantaged groups in society.

This was all of great interest to me



22

personally. T don’t come from a well-
heeled background, and I grew up say-
ing things such as “Him ‘n me ain't
comin’, but”. Even today I don’t say ‘h’
the way it oughter be said. Being told

that the way people like

It doesn’t matter what
you say, as long as you
communicate.

myself use the language
is just as valid as the
habits of anyone else in
society was a great
boost and encourage-

ment, not least in the
context of a university situation where
the trend was, if anything, in the oppo-
site direction.

Now, the phrase which sums up this
approach to language is “It doesn’t mat-
ter what you say, as long as you com-
municate”—a view which is no doubt
familiar to many kategoria readers.
Language is, after all, about communica-
tion, and so the means used are really
irrelevant—even the sounds we use to
create words are finally arbitrary. What
matters is that our words are effective in
communication, or so the argument
goes. It is thus improper to criticize kids
for their less-than-orthodox expres-
sions, or to put down the ‘lower’ sec-
tions of society simply because of their
inability to speak like the nobs.

Clearly this is a very powerful posi-
tion with far-reaching ramifications. It is
also a very persuasive one, being backed
up as it is by objective observation of
how language actually works. Certainly
it all seemed very straightforward to me
as a young undergraduate. And it con-
tinued to do so until a conversation with
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a Primary school teacher some time
later. She bemoaned this approach to
language as being a real handicap when
teaching English in the classroom. If you
teach kids that it doesn’t matter what
you say as long as you communicate,
she opined, then they don’t learn prop-
erly—and can’t, in the end, even com-
municate very well (sorry about the
word ‘opined’, but I don’t want to
appear totally uneducated).

Now this was rather paradoxical, to
say the least. Though T still believed that
it didn’t matter what you said as long as
you managed to communicate, it now
appeared that to teach this truth to
young kids might interfere with the
process of language learning. Learning
to communicate via the spoken and
written word would apparently proceed
more smoothly if you simply told kids
that language usage is either right or
wrong and that they have to learn the
‘right” way—as determined by society at
large, or the education department. To
tell them the truth that there is no ‘right’
or ‘wrong’ when it comes to language,
would seem to muck up the process for
whatever reason. Perhaps, I thought, this
might be all like Plato’s “golden lie”,
where you have to teach the populace
something that isn’t true in order to
benefit them in the long run. It didn't
yet occur to me that this whole under-
standing of language might itself be
wrong.

I didn’t think much more about the
whole topic until I began the study of
Japanese—a subject guaranteed to push
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the issue of the nature of language on
you. The issue was soon raised by a par-
ticular Japanese textbook which began
with a rather pompous explanation of
how Japanese is fundamentally different
from English. Whereas English is cen-
tred on communicating ideas, the argu-
ment ran, Japanese is more about oiling
the wheels of social relationships. In
other words, in Japanese it is easy to
obscure one’s true feelings yet hard to
make straightforward statements about
issues of fact. Correspondingly, English
is a language good at expressing cold
facts and unadorned opinions, yet poor
at conveying the subtleties of less
straightforward social interactions.
From this explanation of the two lan-
guages, it might at first appear that Hill’s
ideas, though relevant to English, are
perhaps not so true of other languages. It
didn’t take too many months of serious
Japanese study, however, to show that
this way of contrasting Japanese and
English was highly artificial at best. It
soon became clear that you can commu-
nicate ideas as clearly and straightfor-
wardly in the Japanese language as you
can in English, though it is nonetheless
true that Japanese culture itself doesn'’t
tend in that direction. To put it another
way, language can be used in Japanese
culture as a kind of social ‘glue’, but
there is more to it than that—especially
when it comes to informal, personal
situations. There are certainly all kinds
of expressions and ways of using the
language that are designed to smooth
the course of social interaction. You

can avoid saying what you really think
about something in numerous ways.
Also, language is used as a social marker
in Japanese life, indicating what level of
society a person comes from, and
what their social relationship is to the
other person in a conversation. But
nonetheless, it’s ultimately rather silly to
maintain that Japanese don’t use lan-
guage to communicate thoughts, feel-
ings and ideas.

Now, this got me thinking (at last). If
Japanese functions both as a means of
communication and as a form of social
‘glue’, what about English? Could the
same be true of it? It really doesn’t take
more than a few moments’ reflection to
realise that English is not fundamentally
different from Japanese in this regard—
and we can probably extrapolate this
conclusion to include
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every human language.

Language may certainly jf Japanese functions

be used to communicate
ideas and emotions, but
it may also be used to
achieve other social

goals, such as smooth- about English?

both as a means of

communication and as a
form of social ‘glue’, what

ing social interactions in
situations where the
participants don’t know each other well.
In other words, to consider language
solely from the point of view of com-
munication, is to set up the issue in an
inadequate way. Accordingly, to say “It
doesn’t matter what you say as long as
you communicate” is to propose an
extremely narrow basis by which to
understand our language usage, or
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indeed to judge any particular example
of it. The way that language is used in
human society is complex and many
dimensional. Yes, it can be used to com-
municate, but then it also functions in a
myriad of other ways—even to the
extent of being a way to obscure what we
really think in particular social contexts.
The “How are you?”, “I'm fine, thankyou”

exchange is one example of that.
Clearly, this insight raises important
questions for Hall’s position. Why does
he focus so exclusively on issues of
communication at the cost of other
aspects of human language? Can his
understanding of even the communica-
tion aspect of language

I realized that the whole
“It doesn’t matter what
you say as long as you

be adequate, in view of
the fact that he has so
misconstrued his sub-
ject? What would be a

communicate” approach  true understanding of

is committing a classic
philosophical mistake.

how to judge language
usage? I didn’t pursue
such issues immediately.

However, in thinking
again about the topic of science recently,
I have once more been inspired to take
up the train of thought I started so many
years before.

I needn’t trace out my recent, rather
elliptical thought processes, but a few
key issues finally fell into place and I was
able to see this whole topic in a clearer
light. T will set out some of my belated
conclusions here in the hope that they
may help some readers work through
the issues a little more quickly than I
have done.
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In the first place, I realized that the
whole “It doesn’t matter what you say as
long as you communicate” approach is
committing a classic philosophical mis-
take. It is trying to move from an ‘is’ to
an ‘ought’. It is trying to set up strongly
ethical conclusions about how we
should judge language usage, solely on
the basis of empirical observation. Hall
is arguing that objective observation
about how language is formed (lan-
guage is just ‘sounds we make with our
face’), should form the basis of ethical
conclusions about how we should view
language usage; we should not look
down upon those who don’t use the
language in socially ‘proper” ways.

But this cannot be a valid conclusion.
It is not logically permissible to move
blithely from an empirical description
to an ethical conclusion. What, then, are
we to make of Hall’s argument, and its
apparent persuasiveness? For one thing,
it needs pointing out that Hall is reach-
ing conclusions which most readers in
the West would feel sympathetic with.
We don't believe that one group of peo-
ple should be looked down upon by any
other group, least of all be treated as
inferior, simply because of the way they
speak. This attitude is, of course, due to
the impact of the Bible on our culture,
but more of that below. The fact that Hall
reaches a conclusion with which we
already feel sympathy, makes it harder to
be critical of the logic he uses to reach
that conclusion.

Hall also makes his case seem more
persuasive by using purportedly descrip-
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tive phrases such as ‘sounds you make
with your face’, which actually import
his conclusions into his premises. In
using such emotive language about how
we create words, he takes us well
beyond a simple objective description.
Instead, he has already intimated the
sort of ethical direction in which he is
heading by the emotional implications
of the words he uses. Yet, it is not imme-
diately obvious on a first reading that
this is what is happening—at least it
Wasn't to me many years ago.

Also, Hall’s case is helped by the fact
that he only seriously considers the
communication aspect of language—
setting it up as central and determinative
in his analysis. If communication is seen
as the sole yardstick by which language
is judged, then we are closer to the sort
of conclusions he is arguing for. But
what if we accept that language is also
used as a social marker, as a form of
social lubricant intended to help the dif-
ferent parts of society to work well
together? Suddenly it becomes harder to
argue for Hall’s conclusions purely on
the basis of the observation of linguistic
realities. If, for instance, it is an objective
fact that language is used to distinguish
different sub-groups within society
(rich and poor, educated and unedu-
cated, high and low), then how can you
argue that it shouldn’t be used in this
way? In the end, Hall’s attempt to put
our understanding of language usage on
a firmly objective footing can only work
if we start by ignoring large areas of lin-
guistic reality. It’s little wonder it doesn’t

work in the schoolroom.

The second major issue I recently
came to understand, is that Hall’s
approach to language simply represents
one more attempt to make science pre-
eminent in all of life and thought. This is
perhaps simply a reworking of the
points I've already made, but it serves to
put them in a wider historical context.
Why, after all, was the author trying to
argue ethical issues from an empirical
basis in the first place? Why not start
from, say, Jesus’ words about the value
of children, or his actions in helping the
poor and needy? Why begin with basic
observations about the nature of human
language production?

The answer of course is that such a
religiously oriented approach was no
longer considered a valid intellectual
option in the period
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when Hall was writing.

Science was believed to  The answer of course is

be the only reliable path
to social and moral
advancement, especially

that such a religiously
oriented approach was
no longer considered a

in the American context
where Hall was work-
ing.” Anything overtly
religious was seen as was Writing.

valid intellectual option
in the period when Hall

being totally irrelevant to
the pursuit of truth and
social progress. Interestingly, I could still
distinctly remember that the book ends
with Jesus” words about the truth setting
you free, but these were used by the
author to refer to secular knowledge only.

Of course, all of this is extremely
ironic. The fact is that Hall zeroed in on
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only one, fairly narrow aspect of language
in his attempt to be ‘objective’. In reality,
he was being anything but objective and
scientific in his approach. The very
ground of his whole argument was that
his approach was simply based on obser-

vation, and therefore

This attempt to be

binding on the hearts
and consciences of his

scientific ends up creating readers. Yet he left out

a view which is merely a
caricature of the depths
and subtleties of how
language is actually used
in human interaction.

of consideration great
swathes of truth about
language. Doubtless, the
focus on language as a
means of communicat-
ing ideas fits with certain

presuppositions about
lifte which reflect the
dominance of science in the West—we
should only say exactly what we mean
and always express ourselves in a clear,
objective fashion. Nonetheless, this
attempt to be scientific ends up creating a
view which is merely a caricature of the
depths and subtleties of how language is
actually used in human interaction.

What then of the ethical issues? Is it
all right to put someone down for their
bad language usage? It isn’t my inten-
tion to go into that topic in detail.
Suffice it to say that the ethical issues
need to be considered, and that we are
not constrained in doing that by brute
facts about how language works or how
it is actually used in society. The ques-
tion of what should happen is an inde-
pendent one. I've already mentioned
that the Bible is historically the source of
Western attitudes to how individuals in
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society should be treated, and it is to the
Bible which we must turn if we want to
safeguard such attitudes.

In that regard, I will just mention
one example, which is a development
called the ‘Plain English’ movement. This
has been extremely influential in
Australia and other countries, especially
in the move to the use of ‘Plain English’
forms in both government and private
industry. Documents which had previ-
ously been written in legalese or
bureaucratic gobbledegook have now
been rewritten in language that is (as far
as possible) understandable to the aver-
age person. The intention has been to
better serve the citizen or customer.
According to David Eagleson,® a key fig-
ure in this development in Australia, the
driving force behind this kind of think-
ing is 1 Corinthians 14:19, in which the
apostle Paul writes “Nevertheless, in
church I would rather speak five words
with my mind in order to instruct oth-
ers, than ten thousand words in a
tongue”. Here he puts communication
above ecstatic experience, and the bene-
fit of others above his own private good.

The end of the story is that I decided
recently to hunt Hall's book down once
more. [ was interested to test my conclu-
sions against the original after all these
years. It took a little while, but I eventually
found it. It was still sitting on the shelves
of the undergraduate library in multiple
copies—waiting, no doubt, to confuse
some other unsuspecting first year stu-
dent. Re-reading parts of it confirmed
what I had come to conclude about its
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content. As I suspected, it was right in the
middle of the big push in Western culture
to place science at the centre of all
thought and social development. I give a
few words from the close of the book to
give you some idea of its tenor.

But to return to our basic point:
the message that linguistics has for
our society at present is primarily
this: Don’t Meddle Ignorantly
With Your Language! Any med-
dling with our language, by our-
selves or others, in the name of
“correctness”, of spelling, or of
nationalism, is harmful. As we
mentioned before, this message is
both negative and positive. It is
negative, in that it warns us to give
up, to abandon entirely the old
dogmatic, normative theological
approach of traditional grammar
and of social snobbery; and to
substitute the relativistic, objective
approach of scientific study and
analysis. It is positive, in that it
tells us, once we've cleared the
ground in this way, to go ahead
and find out for ourselves what
the facts really are, to analyze and
describe them as accurately as we
can, and then to apply the knowl-
edge we have obtained in that way.
In both these respects, the contri-
bution of linguistics is simply a
part of the effort of all science in
modern democratic society, to
find out the truth and to act upon
it; in this sense, the linguistic ana-

lyst, like other scientists, may take
as his motto that noblest of all slo-
gans: “Ye shall know the truth; and
the truth shall make you free” .*

As T've intimated, there are holes in
argument here that you could drive a
bus through, but I needn’t labour the
subject any further. Suffice it to say in
response to Hall, “That ain’t right, but’

aving considered the above, it is no

doubt becoming increasingly obvi-
ous that I have finally come to grips
with an issue that is about as relevant as
hook and eye shoes are to the modern
world. Things have moved on. Of
course, the issue of the
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role and place of science

is still a hot topic, but So why have | taken time
the old breathless faith  to look at this issue now?

in its power for good is

pretty much gone from

our midst. In the area of linguistics in
particular, we are certainly now dealing
with very different views of language
and how it should be used (if “should” is
even the right word any more). Post-
modernism has raised very different
issues from those before the world half
a century ago.

So why have I taken time to look at
this issue now? I guess mainly because I
don’t think I'm the only one who takes
an inordinate amount of time to think
through an issue. I'm not the only one
who could pick up my game as far as
critiquing new ideas and intellectual
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fashions. This is true of the general intel-
lectual climate, but perhaps particularly
of the Christian world. I believe we are
far too slow to take up the cudgels in
dealing with new intellectual trends, too
prone to simply want to be seen as up
with the latest ideas—as though intel-
lectual concepts were no more signifi-
cant than new hat designs.

One big reality for me as an under-
graduate student was that it was
extremely difficult to find writers criti-
cal of the status quo. Everyone, espe-
cially in anthropology,

One big reality for me as

seemed to tow the com-
pany line. This reflects

an undergraduate student very badly on the con-

was that it was extremely  cept of the university as

difficult to find writers
critical of the status quo.

a place of unfettered
intellectual inquiry,
though I guess there are

fewer these days who
accept that kind of romanticized view of
higher education. Recent developments
toward universities being more focussed
on issues of financial survival give little
cause for complacency in that regard.
Sadly, similar criticisms can be made
of Christian writers. Beyond people such
as C. S. Lewis and Francis Schaeffer, it
was extremely difficult for me in my
undergraduate years to find anyone will-
ing or able to critique the sort of stuff I
was being taught. Too many Christian
thinkers seem more determined to keep
up with the latest secular trends than to
step back and be critical of what is being
said. And if the Christians don’t play
devil’s advocate (so to speak) in Western

KATEGORIA 2003 NUMBER 31

society, who else is going to?

Thankfully, things have improved
somewhat in the Christian intellectual
world since my undergraduate days.
There are far more publications available
on various academic topics, and a fairly
healthy Christian philosophy establish-
ment in the USA. Also, we should all be
extremely grateful for the important
role that kategoria has been able to fill
over a number of years. It has been very
helpful in raising substantive issues, and
also in flagging the significant fact that
ruling intellectual paradigms are not
beyond being told that they have no
clothes. What the future holds, no-one
can say, but it is critical that we keep
working at these intellectual issues and
keep saying to our society ‘That ain't
right, but’. @

Phil Miles has studied anthropology,
philosophy and theology. He is now a
Christian missionary in Japan.

ENDNOTES

1 Robert A. Hall, Linguistics and Your
Language, Anchor Books, Doubleday &
Company, Inc., Garden City, New York,
1960. This work is a revision of Leave
Your Language Alone, originally
published in 1950.

2 c.f my article “When too much science
is more than enough’, kategoria, 2003,
28, pp. 51-72.

3 Private conversation.

4 Hall, Liguistics and Your Language, p.259.
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A Christian
and a scientist

DAVID HARRISON

Since starting kategoria I have talked
to many scientists who are Christians
about their views of God, suffering,
creation and their response to sceptics
of various kinds.When David
Harrison sent me the following article,
adapted from a talk he had given to
a Christian men’s group, it seemed
to express many of the thoughts and
feelings that I have heard from a range
of scientists over the years. [Ed.]

In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God. He was in the
beginning with God. All things
were made through him, and
without him was not any thing
made that was made. In him was
life, and the life was the light of
men (John 1:1-4)

have to say, ‘A Christian and a scien-

tist’. I was, in fact, a scientist before
I was a Christian. I had always been
interested in all aspects of nature, long
before it was fashionable.

I have been a fan of David
Attenborough since his early appear-
ances on children’s TV in England as the
‘zoo man’. He has an infectious enthusi-
asm for nature in all its manifestations—
from the gigantic whales to the tiniest
insect—and he reports it all in a way
which is refreshingly free from senti-
mentality. He is not afraid to show
nature ‘red in tooth and claw’.

So it was with great interest that I
watched him being interviewed by
Andrew Denton a few weeks ago. It was a
very good interview, but one that left me a
bit disturbed. Towards the end of the inter-
view, Denton asked a very good question
to which David Attenborough gave a very
thought-provoking answer.

]:f asked to describe myself I would
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Denton put to Attenborough that he
had been close to so many wonders of
the natural world—did this not lead
him to believe that this must be the
work of a creator? David Attenborough’s
carefully considered reply was that
while it was true that there were many
beautiful and wonderful things in the
world, there was also a worm which
lives in the human eyeball (and

nowhere else) and

He stated that he could

makes the infected per-
son go blind. He stated

not believe a merciful God  that he could not believe
would create such a thing. 2 merciful God would

create such a thing I
think he was talking
about the nematode worm (Onchocerca
volvulus) that causes river blindness in
parts of Africa. It is spread by small bit-
ing black flies. The worms move around
in human connective tissue until they
reach a suitable place to grow and
mature—this is often in the eyes. The
adult worm can be over half a metre in
length. It is a mode of life to which the
worm is exquisitely suited, with tiny
hooks and mouthparts to penetrate and
burrow efficiently through the body
until it finds a suitable place to grow,
such as the eyeball. In terms of perfec-
tion of design to a life-style, it is up
there with the athleticism and grace of
the cheetah. Certainly it cannot be
argued that it results only from some-
thing benign that has gone wrong
through human interference. Such crea-
tures’ only mode of existence is to para-
sitise people, through which it causes its
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victims great suffering.

It is a fair question to one such as
myself, who claims to be both a scientist
and a christian: How can such a thing be
created by a loving and merciful God?

A question that David Attenborough
was not asked was: What he believe in?
It is my guess that his answer to this
would have been, in common with the
majority of leading biological scientists
today, that he believed there was no
transcendant creator but that the world
arose and developed ‘naturally’. In the
words of the French scientist and
philosopher Jacques Monod, “out of
chance and necessity”.! That is, all the
details of life on earth arose by random
chance based on an inevitability that life
must necessarily form, given the struc-
ture of the basic universal laws of
physics and nature, and that there is no
preconcieved pattern or plan.

This philosophy is so widespread
among scientists that it is often taken as
fact. It is one of the reasons for the expen-
sive efforts to find life on other planets. If
life cannot be found outside our earth,
the reasoning goes, then it would seem
that there is something special about this
bit of creation after all—which would be
an anathema to adherants of the ‘chance
and necessity’ philosophy.

This philosophy has been given par-
ticular impetus in recent years by devel-
opments in genetics, and by the popular
writer Richard Dawkins in his very
influential book The Selfish Gene.’
Dawkins proposes that the development
of all living things is driven blindly by
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the need of individual genes to ‘suc-
ceed’—that is, to replicate themselves to
a maximum through generations. For
instance, a gene may survive and thrive
by causing a worm to live and multiply
in the human eye, oblivious to any suf-
fering caused.

If you listen carefully to the com-
mentaries of David Attenborough, you
will see that they are premised on such
a view of the world. The lion might hunt
in a certain way because it maximizes
the chances of its genes being passed on
to offspring; the beauty of a bird’s song
has no other purpose but to enable its
genes to be passed on. It is a very per-
suasive way of interpreting the natural
world, and it has been used to explain
just about every aspect of animal and
human form and behaviour. It has been
claimed that there are genes that make
us fat or thin, depressed or happy, genes
that make us commit adultery and genes
that make us kind. There have even been
scientists who explain a belief in god by
genes!! (I find it interesting that atheis-
tic scientists thereby admit that humans
have an innate sense of God.)

Of course the selfish gene theory is
flawed—it even goes against strict
Darwinism (so it is often called neo-
Darwinism). How can mere genes, mol-
ecules of DNA, ‘plan’ strategies for their
own survival? It is at best a misleading
metaphor, and at worst blatant anthro-
pomorphism, attributing human char-
acteristics to the inanimate DNA
molecules. When examined carefully, it
is just another way of saying that

“species survive because they are fitted
to survive”, a circular argument which
does not answer the question: Why is
the world made so that such an animal
as myself can ask this question?

The weakness of the atheist’s view
that the universe is created by accident
as a result of occurrences necessarily
resulting from the fundamental laws, is
that it begs the question—what has set
up those fundamental laws in such a
way that this particular universe should
result? This should be a serious dilemma
for the atheist. It is known that the
slightest change in any of the basic con-
stants governing the universe would
render the universe, and life as we know
it, impossible. In fact the conditions
required for life on this planet are
within incredibly nar-
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row parameters—even
the slightest change in
the moon would have
rendered life here on
Earth impossible. Some
have tried to cope with
this by proposing that
there are, in other
dimensions, an infinite

It is known that the
slightest change in any
of the basic constants
governing the universe
would render the
universe, and life as we
know it, impossible.

range of universes—it is
just that this happens to be the one that
we live in that makes it seem special to
us. You wonder that they are prepared to
dream up such fantastic schemes to
avoid considering that it might be the
work of God.

It is interesting that there has been a
shift in philosophy among a number of
cosmologists and physicists in more
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recent years. Among those who are
studying the fundamental laws and the
origin of all things, there is a growing
move away from pure atheism to a belief
that there is some form of intelligent
force behind the creation of the uni-
verse. A leading proponent of this is
Professor Paul Davies, an Australian-

based scientist who has

Among those who are
studying the fundamental
laws and the origin of all
things, there is a growing

considerable following
in science He argues
that it is inconceivable
that the universe devel-
oped accidentally and
by random, but that

move away from pure
atheism to a belief that
there is some form of
intelligent force behind
the creation of the

there is an intelligent
design behind it. He
falls well short of con-
cluding that there is a
knowable God, let alone

universe.

that Christ was his son.
In fact, curiously for

someone who goes to
great lengths to present
an open and honest approach to finding
the truth, he dismisses Christian belief
out of hand with no investigation and
no arguments.

For a long time Stephen Hawking,
who is considered by some to be the
greatest scientific brain of our age,
argued ferociously against any sugges-
tion that the universe was driven by
anything but an impersonal mechanism.
This comes across strongly in his book A
Brief History of Time® and is one of the
reasons the book was so popular
(despite the fact that only a small pro-
portion of people who bought it, read
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it, and even fewer understood it—I
include myself in the latter category).
Stephen Hawking has of late changed
his position rather radically, and seems
no longer to believe that the universe
can be explained away in purely mecha-
nistic terms. Yet again, he falls well short
of admitting a loving creator God.

However, some physicists are firmly
of the view that the universe can only be
explained by a personal God, and that
Jesus Christ is his son. John Polkinghorne
was a colleague of Stephen Hawking’s,
and is a fellow of the Royal Society and a
distinguished particle physicist in his
own right. He gave up a successful career
in science to serve the Lord as a minister
in the Anglican Church in the UK. He is
author of several books giving an alterna-
tive view to that of chance and necessity.

It is gratifying that scientific minds
far more sophisticated than mine find
no incongruity in a scientist believing in
God. Indeed it would seem to me to be
more incongruous for a scientist to dis-
miss the evidence of creation as needing
the Mind of a creator—a creator who is
merciful and loving.

Some modern science is, in my opin-
ion, motivated by arrogance—an attempt
to show how clever scientists can be.
Certainly I would put attempts to clone
humans, and probably much of the
cloning of animals, in this category
(what else could we call the grafting of a
human ear onto the back of a living
mouse!). Such things are a wicked mis-
use of scientific knowledge and reminis-
cent of the Tower of Babel.
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But science is a worthy occupation for
a Christian—to investigate the mecha-
nisms of God’s creation, to see the amaz-
ing economy and beauty that comes
from the mind of our creator. Also, it is
surely a blessed thing to be able to apply
science as technology to improve the life
of humankind here on earth, to relieve
suffering and pain—even to prevent
worms from causing blindness.

And yet it is still a valid question to a
believing scientist: Why did a loving
God create the worm that makes people
go blind?

We could, of course, say that this is
because we live in a world which is suf-
fering from the fall from grace. That
such things were not to be found in par-
adise, but resulted from Satan’s tempta-
tion and mankind’s rebellion. This I
believe to be true. But we know that
even so, God made all things, which
means he made the worms, adapted as
they are to life in the human eye.

What shall we say then? Is our God
capable of being cruel as well as loving?
Or has God made a few mistakes in this
creation? Are parasitic worms examples
of his slip-ups? Should we point these
out to him?

When Job questioned the justice of
God, God gave it to him with both bar-
rels: “Dress for action like a man; I will
question you, and you make it known to
me” (Job 38:3).

Who are we, the clay, to tell the potter
how to improve his work?—especially as
his work in us is not yet complete.

The honest truth is that I do not

know, and no amount of scientific inves-
tigation will reveal, why God has made
the world precisely the way it is, but
there are a few things I am certain about:

A creator God made the world—there
is no other plausible explanation for it.
So-called ‘chance’ is no more than an
accumulation of circumstances beyond
our abilities to compute. The fundamen-
tal laws underpinning the universe are so
delicately balanced that even the smallest
variation would render life on earth
impossible. The odds against this uni-
verse appearing as it is from nothing are
ridiculously high (a fact acknowledged
by honest cosmologists).

This creator God is a personal God
who makes himself known to us. This
I know because he has
made himself known to
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me—and to everyone—
through his word. He
broke into history as

A creator God made the
world—there is no other

Jesus Christ. To deny plausible explanation for it.

the historic evidence of

the New Testament is to

deny that any written history has valid-
ity—T understand that there is more evi-
dence supporting the life of Jesus than
that of Julius Caesar.

This God is loving and merciful.
“Greater love has no one than this, that
someone lays down his life for his
friends” (John 15:13). Who but a loving
and merciful god would be prepared to
pay the price himself in order that his cre-
ated creatures—that he created from the
very earth, that are of the same substance
as the animals, and which behave no bet-
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ter than animals in their ingratitude—
should become his adopted children?

If, then, such a God chose to make
worms that cause suffering, there must
be a reason for it. Sometimes such rea-

sons may be discerned.

What if we must endure
suffering in this world?

I heard a story of
some women in a con-
centration camp, who

It would be a small thing  were being tormented

compared to an eternity
with God.

by fleas. Some prayed to
God to relieve them.
Why was this torment

added to all the others?
Later they were to discover that it was
only these pesky parasites that deterred
their guards from raping them.

Mostly, however, we have to admit
that we can discern no good outcome
for disease and suffering. It would seem
that this would indeed be a cruel cre-
ation if it all ended here on earth. As the
author of Ecclesiastes tells us, “I have
seen everything that is done under the
sun, and behold, all is vanity and a striv-
ing after wind” (Eccles 1:14).

But it does not end here on earth. We
have a sure and certain promise of a res-
urrection, to an eternal life in a per-
fected creation. I have not done the
calculation, but I fancy that, if the whole
history of the universe were represented
by all the grains of sand in a large truck-
load laid out end-to end, then our own
lifetime here on earth would probably
not even span the last grain.

Does this not put a different perspec-
tive on the intransigence of this life com-
pared to eternity? What if we must
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endure suffering in this world? It would
be a small thing compared to an eternity
with God. Our Lord himself said: “And if
your eye causes you to sin, tear it out. It
is better for you to enter the kingdom of
God with one eye than with two eyes to
be thrown into hell” (Mark 9:47-48).

We do not know why God has made
a world in which there is the particular
suffering of blindness, but we do know
through the work of His son (who
made blind to see) that he does care
about our physical suffering. But he
regards spiritual blindness as a far more
severe handicap; and he desperately
desires us to come to have it cured.

The apostle Paul tells us:

I consider that the sufferings of this
present time are not worth compar-
ing with the glory that is to be
revealed to us. For the creation waits
with eager longing for the revealing
of the sons of God. For the creation
was subjected to futility, not will-
ingly, but because of him who sub-
jected it, in hope that the creation
itself will be set free from its
bondage to decay and obtain the
freedom of the glory of the chil-
dren of God. For we know that the
whole creation has been groaning
together in the pains of childbirth
until now (Rom 8:18-22).

Sufferings in this world are the pains of
our new birth. If our short life here was all
there was, and there was nothing beyond
this world derived by mere chance, it
would be a bleak place indeed where self-
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ish genes frustrate and torture us.Then our
existence would have no more meaning
than that of a worm that lives in the eye.

I feel extremely sorry for Sir David
Attenborough and scientists like him,
who deny a place for a loving creator
God. All the great wonders of creation
that he has enjoyed at first hand must
ultimately be meaningless for him, and
bound for oblivion. No amount of con-
servation science can change that. David
Attenborough does not know that the
pleasures and wonders of this world are
but a small example of the love and wis-
dom that a merciful God wants to share
with us for eternity. @

Dr David Harrison has had a scientific
career spanning over 35 years of
academic and industrial research in
England, U.S.A. and Australia. He
recently retired as Managing Director of
a biotechnology research company and
now has more time for writing.
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Stem cells—
the ethics

MEGAN BEST

he stem cell debate, which contin-
| ued through 2002, culminated in
the passing of federal legislation.
This legislation decided the fate of excess
human embryos, which are stored in
assisted reproductive technology (ART)
labs around the country. The public
debate surrounding the development of
stem cell research in our community was
often as heated as it was ill-informed.
The intense attention given to the legis-
lation debated by the Australian govern-
ment suggests that our society does not
see stem cells as ‘just another medical
treatment’. This article aims to help put
the ethical debate into perspective.

I want to focus on the ethics of stem
cell research. Ethics should not be seen
as a poor relation to factual science, but
as an intrinsic part of the research
method. Ethics is the science of morals,
or the principles of human duty. Ethics
may be influenced by cultural factors,
but in essence it is a form of rational

enquiry that concerns how we should
live and what we should do. Medical
ethics is actually a branch of philosophy.
It is not ordered by gut feelings or con-
sciences, however well informed, but by
rational study.

While much of the debate has been
fairly superficial and media-driven, we
have also heard mention of profound
issues raised by the stem cell debate. Our
rapidly developing ability to manipulate
the unborn is raising ethical questions
which we have never previously had to
consider. However, while many ethical
values are universal, with stem cells
there is currently no consensus.

In this paper I will outline the three
main ethical positions in the stem cell
debate and try to give you an idea of the
main areas where ethical concerns have
been raised. We will then consider the
future of this work.

Given the potential benefits of the
technology, no sensible person objects
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to the idea of stem cell therapy itself.
The general opinion is that such regen-
erative medicine has enormous poten-
tial which needs to be developed.'

The main area of contention lies in
the source of the stem cells. While there
is widespread support for the use of
stem cells derived from adults, opinions
of the ethics of embryonic stem cell
research differ widely.

There are three main positions.

The first position is opposition to use
of embryonic stem cells. The reasoning
is this: If a human per-
son exists from the time

Given the potential
benefits of the technology,
no sensible person objects
to the idea of stem cell

therapy itself.

of fertilization, then
human embryonic stem
cell research is unethi-
cal. This is because the
harvesting of stem cells
destroys the blastocyst,

the 6 day-old embryo
from which it comes.
This argument does not apply to adult
stem cells, which can be harvested with
no lasting damage to the donor.

While the foremost promoters of this
position in Australia are from the
churches, this is not a religious divide.
For instance, there are Jews, Muslims as
well as prominent Christians who
oppose this position. The other promi-
nent group in this lobby are those inter-
ested in human rights. The notion is
reflected in a wide range of interna-
tional ethical codes of conduct. The
Council of Europe’s Convention of human
rights and biomedicine from 1997 specif-
ically ensures protection of human
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embryos from destructive research.
Similarly, the Nuremberg Code (1946),
the Declaration of Helsinki (1964), UN
Declaration on the Rights of the Child
(1959), and several other international
human rights codes are contravened by
the use of human embryos in destruc-
tive research.

At home, the Senate select committee
on the human embryo experimentation bill
1985 concluded that “the embryo of
the human species should be regarded
as if it were a human subject for the
purposes of biomedical ethics”.” The
NHMRC’s National statement on ethical
conduct in research involving humans from
1999 gives ethical responsibilities to
researchers to minimize any risk of
harm to human subjects.

The underlying concern is the ero-
sion of respect for humans in our soci-
ety who are weak and vulnerable.

There is also scientific support.
Recent advances in developmental biol-
ogy also support the argument that the
early human embryo is not just a clump
of tissue.’

Opponents of destructive research on
human embryos do not think they are
risking the loss of any medical therapies
as they regard the success of adult stem
cell research to date as evidence that
they are as adequate, if not superior, to
embryonic stem cell treatments.*

In summary, this position opposes
embryonic stem cell research, but sup-
ports adult stem cell research. Generally
it is suggested that the excess human
embryos in ART clinics be adopted out
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or allowed to succumb, while improving
regulation of ART practice to avoid the
further accumulation of excess embryos.
The only way around the human
rights documents which prohibit destruc-
tive research on humans is to remove
early human embryos from the human
family. So we come to the next position.

he second position is that which sup-

ports all stem cell research and
destructive embryo research, where
informed consent from the relevant par-
ties is obtained. There are two main
arguments which support this view.
Obviously there are serious biological
problems with the idea that the human
embryo isn’t human. Instead, the early
human embryo is regarded as undeserv-
ing of protection, on the grounds that it
is not an individual, or not a person at
that stage. Generally moral status is
thought to accrue over time. These are
philosophical arguments which I will
not explore at this time.’ This position
also points to other social policies which
imply the same notion, such as access to
elective abortion and use of post-con-
ception contraceptives. The high rate of
natural embryo implantation failure is
also used in support of this position.

Secondly, it is argued that the surplus
frozen embryos are going to die anyway,
so we might as well use them for sci-
ence. No moral difference is recognized
between killing the embryos and letting
them die. This argument has been
extremely influential in Australia, but it

just looks at the consequences of the
research. It does not engage with the act
of killing the embryo. Along with the
observation that destructive research
already occurs in ART labs, it is sug-
gested that the moral interests of the
surplus embryos are trumped by the
needs of the sick who would benefit
from possible therapies developed.

In summary, this position promotes
human embryonic stem cell research.
Some would say that it is unethical NOT
to use the embryos for research, and
also support the creation of embryos for

research (eg by cloning).

he third position is, I think, the most

common in

our

community.

According to this position, so long as

only surplus embryos
are used and informed
consent is obtained, it is
ethical to engage in
destructive research as
the embryos are going
to die anyway. While the
loss of the embryos is
seen as regrettable, the
benefits of the research
justifies their use. This
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...the moral interests
of the surplus embryos

are trumped by the needs

of the sick who would
benefit from possible
therapies developed.

position does not support the creation
of embryos for destructive research,
either by fertilization or asexual repro-
duction. Obviously this implies that
there is some sort of intrinsic value
attributed to the early embryo in this
case which is applied inconsistently. And
yes, this is an irrational argument.
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Apart from debates about the moral
status of the human embryo, there are
other ethical concerns.

Possible uses of SCNT

Many researchers would like to use
somatic cell nuclear transfer (this is the
technical term for the most common
form of cloning) for their work.
However, the development of therapeu-
tic cloning technology produces a prob-

lem. We know that if

There are other
objections, such as those
of women’s rights groups

you implant an embryo
created by nuclear trans-
fer into a uterus, and it
develops to term, a
human clone would be

who are concerned over

the possible exploitation
of women as a source of

born. Polls suggest that
over 90% of the popula-
tion are opposed to

eggs if cloning goes ahead.  reproductive cloning.

The reasons for this

vary, but the big ques-
tion is: is the slippery slope from thera-
peutic cloning to reproductive cloning
inevitable?

In the United Kingdom it has been
decided that bans on implantation are suf-
ficient to stop the slide. However the
United States congress has said that such
a ban would be impossible to police.
Embryos are implanted into womens’
uteruses regularly in ART clinics and it is
extremely difficult for even an expert to
distinguish between fertilized and cloned
embryos. Two Acts were passed by the
Australian Parliament last year, the
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Prohibition of Human Cloning Act, and
the Research Involving Human Embryos
Act 2002. Our legislature has decided that
human cloning of any type should be
banned, along with other offences listed
in the Act. However, the Research
Involving Human Embryos Act 2002
allows for the use of excess human
embryos from ART clinics where proper
consent has been obtained from the per-
sons responsible. This will be possible
only for those granted a licence by the
Licensing Committee of the National
Health and Medical Research Council
(NHMRC), the committee also being in
charge of the monitoring and compliance
with the legislation. At the time of writ-
ing, no licences had yet been granted.

There are other objections, such as
those of women'’s rights groups who are
concerned over the possible exploitation
of women as a source of eggs if cloning
goes ahead. Estimates are difficult to
predict, but one doctor has suggested
that to treat the 17,000,000 patients
with Type 1 Diabetes in the USA alone
would require 850,000,000 eggs.® At
several thousand dollars per donation, a
lot of financially vulnerable women are
potentially at risk.

Commercialization of human
embryonic stem cells

There are several issues here. In the past,
researchers have freely shared new dis-
coveries and functioned in networks
when seeking similar goals. All that has
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changed since biotech companies and
universities have begun to claim propri-
etary rights to new developments and
found them quite lucrative. There has
been a flurry of patents and licensing
agreements in recent years. There have
been concerns regarding patents which
have been issued to cover advances in
the research. Some patents have been
issued on embryonic stem cell lines
which have not yet differentiated
(changed into a different type of cell).
What will be the outcome of such
patents? Will they be a barrier to collab-
orative research? Should there be a
defence for research use within patent
law? Who should benefit financially? Is
it right to patent nature? Human beings?
The Australian Law Reform Commission
is currently reviewing genetic patents
and this may have ramifications for
biotech patents generally.

For some people, it is wrong to profit
financially from a moral evil, or from
trade in human tissue, and there are
concerns that commercialization may
affect equity in access to benefits once
therapies are available. Private investors
need to recoup their development costs,
but if the government cannot afford to
provide new treatments as they become
available, is it right that only the wealthy
will benefit?

Disability perspectives

There has been an interesting divide in
the disability lobby. Those with acquired

disabilities have been prominent advo-
cates for embryonic stem cell research
(eg. spinal cord injuries, diabetes,
Parkinson’s). However this view is not
shared by all the disabled, especially not
those with congenital or genetic abnor-
malities. Apart from concern about the
use of the disabled in the debate (politi-
cians threatening loss of cures if we
don’t agree while wheelchair-bound
patients wait at their side), they have
suggested that the money would be bet-
ter spent addressing things like the
social needs of the disabled.

The public debate

There have been several complaints
about the public debate. The first is not
unique to stem cells. Exaggerated claims
from the media regarding the state of
medical research is a perennial problem
in medicine where any break-through in
a lab becomes a headline
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for a cure. Embryonic

stem cell research is no  The active lobbying
has been largely by

Journalists have pro-  embryologists, who
wisely stick to what they
know.They generally do
not bother promoting
adult stem cell research.

exception.

moted embryonic stem
cell research with great
vigour. There are several
reasons for this. The
active lobbying has been

largely by embryolo-
gists, who wisely stick
to what they know. They generally do
not bother promoting adult stem cell
research. They do not need to—it does
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not involve the destruction of embryos, so
the scientists are happily carrying on their
research without a government bill or
press release in sight. Yet adult stem cell
research has been responsible for more
successful treatments than the embry-

onic.” Surely this non-

controversial stem cell

But as a society,how can  option should have been

we make responsible

discussed more widely?

moral decisions when we  This has been the feature

don’t know all the facts?

in many bioethical
debates in our society,

where the papers pro-
mote one (usually the ‘progressive’)
option, and don’t bother informing the
public of the other, usually cautious, yet
valid option. But as a society, how can we
make responsible moral decisions when
we don’t know all the facts?

But are the professionals at fault as
well? Dr Curt Civin, editor of the jour-
nal stem cells is concerned about public
perceptions “Have we ... in our enthu-
siasm, overestimated what we can do in
the short run, and unintentionally pro-
mulgated science fiction rather than sci-
ence?” He goes on to conclude “moral
responsibilities of scientists must be
stressed, so that science can exist within
society and be wisely and appropriately
regulated by society”.®

Of course, public debate wasn’t
helped by the ‘dumbing down’ of the
arguments by newspapers, so that it was
presented as a simple choice between
benefits for the disabled versus sanctity
of life. And there was only brief coverage
of the parliamentary debate once Iraq
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hit the news, the latter providing much
better copy.”

However, when we look at public
consultation, the government has given
the public opportunities to be heard, for
example in submissions for the Andrews
Report'?, the NHMRC consultation
process in writing the legislation and
the senate review committee.'! By
allowing a conscience vote on the legis-
lation, MPs were forced to think
through the issues and conduct a free
parliamentary debate—one of the
longest in living memory.

ow have you reacted to the ques-
Htions I have raised? The embryonic
stem cell debate was fundamentally our
opportunity to decide what will consti-
tute the characteristics required for a
member of the species Homo Sapiens to
be given the protection of the state. Of
course the human embryo is human.
Both sides acknowledge that. That’s why
scientists want to use them. The bigger
debate is less obvious. Have you given
much thought to where all this technol-
ogy is leading our society?

We all need to think about it. Medicine
can no longer decide its own direction.
The community is concerned. Legislation
has been introduced. The public need to
get informed and scrutinize what is hap-
pening in our research labs.

Biotechnology is not a science. It is a
means of applying science for the bene-
fit of man and society (which is another
story—technology should fit into our
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way of doing things, not vice versa). In
practise, this means that biotechnology
is used to make money.

The changes we experience through
biotechnology are part of a larger cul-
tural evolution where, among other
things, we see a shift in the way we
value living things. Our culture is mate-
rialistic. It was inevitable that commod-
ification of the human body and its parts
would occur.

The issues I have raised don’t have to
stop our society from using stem cell
therapies to improve our heritage. But it
is important that those of us committed
to healing and restoring become involved
in the community discussion of how we
are to use these scientific advances so that
market values are not the only ones to
prevail. So that boundaries are placed
around what is acceptable to us as a soci-
ety. So our future is one where we see the
benefits of our achievements and not the
regrets for their misuse. @

Dr Megan Best is a medical practioner
and bioethicist. She is a foundation
member of the NHMRC Licensing
Committee.

ENDNOTES

1 See www.stemcellresearch.org for details.

2 Human Embryo Experimentation in
Australia: Senate Select Committee on the

10

11

Human Embryo Experimentation Bill
1985, Australian Government Publishing
Service, Canberra, 1986, p.28.

Nature, Vol 418, 4 July 2002,p.14-15.
See www.stemcellresearch.org for details.
The American President’s Council on
Bioethics Human cloning and human
dignity: an ethical inquiry presents a
wide range of moral arguments for and
against human embryo research. It is
available online at http://www.bioethics.
gov/cloningreport/fullreport.html
http://www.cloninginformation.org
See www.stemcellresearch.org

Stem Cells Vol 18, No6, iv-v, November
2000.

An exception was made for Professor
Trounson’s rat incident, in which a
crippled rat, which Trounson claimed to
be cured by embryonic stem cells, was
discovered to have been in fact treated
with foetal germ cells. See (for instance)
‘Government rethink on stem-cell
research funding’, The Age, 28/9/2002.
Human cloning: scientific, ethical and
requlatory aspects of human cloning and
stem cell research. House of
Representatives Standing Committee on
Legal and Constitutional Affairs. August
2001.The Parliament of the
Commonwealth of Australia. Canberra.
Provisions of the Research Involving
Embryos and Prohibition of Human
Cloning Bill 2002. Community Affairs
Legislation Committee. Senate Report,
October 2002, Canberra.

45






Books
Ideas



\J




KATEGORIA 2003 NUMBER 31 PP. 49-53

My road less

travelled

GREG CLARKE

The Book Against God
James Wood
Jonathan Cape, London, 2003

any a doctoral student might
‘\ /I identify with Thomas Bunting,
the central character of James
Wood’s provocative novel, The Book
Against God. Seven years into his philos-
ophy Ph.D, Bunting is brought to a
standstill by his failing marriage, his
inability to tell the truth (he is separated
from his pianist wife until she is satis-
fied that he has stopped lying), his
unemployment, and his side project—
an enormous atheistic journal known as
the BAG, the Book Against God.

The BAG is a kind of philosophical
notebook, crammed full of Bunting’s
arguments with various philosophers—
he particularly hates Kierkegaard—and
his conclusion that no being worthy of

the name God would generate a world
such as ours:

Kierkegaard says that we are
always more loved by God than we
can possibly love Him, and this
(combined with the fact that we
are always sinful) means that
‘against God we are always in the
wrong’ ... He loves us more than
we can ever love Him, and we do
not deserve that love and we must
rejoice in the gorgeous injustice of
it, the swollenness of this top-
heavy fraction, and simply say to
ourselves again and again, ‘Against
God we are always in the wrong’
... Oh when will humans murder
this devilish concept of God?

(pp.110-112)

James Wood is a literary critic, whose
work has been reviewed previously in
kategoria (see issue #17). The Book
Against God is his first book of fiction,
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and the reader senses that, like many
first novels, it is more than a little bit
autobiographical. However, this reader
had an even stronger sense of biograph-
ical connection: I felt like Woods was
writing the novel of ‘the life I could have
led’, a journey down the road that I had
not taken, in Robert Frost’s words:

Two roads diverged in a wood,
and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the
difference.

Forgive this slippage into personal con-
fession in a book review, but as I read
Wood’s novel, I felt that his protagonist
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was someone I could have been, and
somewhere I could have gone, had I
given up on the Christian faith. Like me,
he pursued a doctorate in the arts; like
me, he came from a strong Christian
home; like me, he worried away at
philosophical and moral objections to
Christianity; like me, he has a wife
whose clarity of vision keeps calling
him to account. I read the novel with
eager interest in how Thomas Bunting’s
life would turn out.

By the end of the novel, I was toting
up a set of columns comparing the course
of Thomas Bunting’s doctoral years and
my own. I know it’s ridiculous, but here
are the results:

Thomas Bunting

Greg Clarke

Socioeconomic status

Impoverished, unemployed,
writes ‘pre-emptive’
obituaries for The Times.

Hand to mouth, wonderful
help from friends and relatives,
writes for evangelical journals.

Relational status

Separated, confused about
marriage’s value, desperately
in love but hopeless at loving.

Married, convinced of its value,
sometimes blissful, sometimes
just holding it together, learning
to love.

Mood Bleak, despairing, lethargic,

existentialist.

Fairly buoyant, sometimes
exhausted by challenges,
mostly hopeful.

Philosophical stance Leaning towards

meaninglessness

Leaning away from
meaninglessness

Attitude to God

Angry, dismissive, thinks
of God as a ‘dead father'.

Committed, humbled,
sometimes baffled,
sometimes awestruck.

Finished doctorate? No

Yes
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That table may seem rather smug, or
perhaps just a reflection of my personal-
ity, but it is meant to demonstrate the
practical difference that faith in Christ
and the biblical view of the world has
made in my life—a case study approach
to apologetics, if you will.

But, back to the novel. The story is
shaped around Bunting’s relationship
with his father, a solid metaphor for his
attitude to his Heavenly Father. It is writ-
ten looking back on his father’s funeral,
which also becomes the novel’s last act
during which Thomas sums up his com-
plaints against God, his marriage, his
intellectual work and his childhood.
Doubting Thomas was always in conflict
with his parish priest father—'Saint’
Peter—whose cheery faith trampled all
over his son’s adolescent worries, pro-
ducing a pulp of agnosticism by the
time he was thirty. In this remake of
Edmund Gosse’s Father and Son, Wood
explores very familiar territory for liter-
ary thirtysomethings: denying the father
figure, losing faith over the problems of
evil and human freedom, and replacing
it with despair and irresponsibility.
Bunting’s final words of comfort to his
earnest father, that he is “seeking God”,
are his biggest lie of all.

Bunting’s parents are well drawn,
with the eye of someone who knows his
‘scenes of clerical life’ and how being a
parish minister affects a family home. I
found the depictions of his mother as a
slightly downtrodden but faithful ser-
vant, and his father as endlessly hopeful
in a dying church, to be moving and

genuine. Likewise, Thomas’s relationship
with his estranged wife Jane manages to
bring to life something of the anguish
of being close to someone who is going
through an existential crisis.

But despite his appealing self-depre-
catory tone, Thomas Bunting ultimately
loses the reader’s sympathy. His life is
testimony to the limita-
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tions of his unbelief.

Not once—not even in  There is something

teenage enthusiasm—
does he endeavour to
‘taste and see that the
Lord is good’. God
never gets to offer a

supremely adolescent
about Bunting’s inability
to move beyond shaking
his fist at the God he

defence against the doesn’t believe in.

charges made. There is
something supremely
adolescent about Bunting’s inability to
move beyond shaking his fist at the God
he doesn’t believe in. Bunting
“protesteth too much”, as one of his
journalist friends, Max, points out: “I'm
not going to church. But I think as I get
older that no one is really ever an athe-
ist. Everyone believes ... I never did
believe in your atheism. Youre a closet
Christian” (p.106).

Had Thomas Bunting been reading
some of today’s Christian philosophers,
perhaps he would have found some
intellectual buttressing for faith. Alvin
Plantinga, for example, has argued per-
suasively (and to the point where a great
many philosophers of different commit-
ments think he has succeeded) that it is
not illogical to claim that a good and all-
powerful God could create a world in
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which evil acts are perpetrated.’ There is
more than a little truth to the criticism
made by reviewer Dermot Quinn in
First Things, that James Wood’s wrestle
with the problem of evil is “more of a
pillow fight in the Lower Sixth dorm
than a serious engagement with the
truth”.? After all, Thomas Bunting is

Woake up and smell the
real suffering, Thomas!

hardly suffering terribly,
relative to the rest of the
world’s population: he
is neither starving, nor

homeless, nor disabled,
nor poor. He is studying for the univer-
sity’s highest degree; he has a loving
family; he has a roof over his head; he
can afford to be philosophically dis-
solute. Wake up and smell the real suf-
fering, Thomas!

Woods is a stylist, writing in eco-
nomic and elegant sentences with a
clever ability to integrate historical liter-
ary references without them overly dis-
turbing the storytelling. However, some
of the conversations between his charac-
ters, whilst realistic depictions of dia-
logue between humanities postgraduates
talking shop, are likely to put off readers
from other backgrounds. For example,
the first three pages contain a discussion
between Bunting and an editor during
which the names Tacitus, Mill, Althusser,
Cioran, Popper, Derrida and Gadamer are
dropped, one after the other. It’s hardly
an inviting opening to a novel for any
but the already initiated.

The novel ends on what seemed to
me to be a note of repentance, but with
none of the joy that accompanies it. In
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fact, it left me in tears as Tom traced his
memories of his father’s sternness and
kindness:

And I recalled Father’s funeral, and
the mild wind that blew as the
coffin was docked, a wind as
invisible as the future, and my
mother holding my hand. And
suddenly I realised why the expe-
rience of having my hand held by
my mother seemed familiar.
Because I think perhaps that my
father held my hand all the time
that I stood next to him at
Granny's funeral. Is that right?
Could that be? Why then did I
only remember Father being cross
with me and striding towards me
in his black cassock? But the more
I think about it, the more I con-
vince myself that Father took me
back to the graveside and held my
hand at Granny’s funeral. I am sure
he held my hand. All my adult
years I only held his hand to shake
it, to say hello or goodbye. I would
like to put my hand out now, and
touch his ...

When anyone asks me, I say
that my childhood was happy, and
for once, for once, I am not lying.
Wasn't it an orchard, my child-
hood? But why, then, the worm?
Why the worm? Tell me (p. 247).

The problem of suffering brings Thomas
Bunting to his knees in unbelief, just as it
has so for many before—including the
author, James Wood, who has written at
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length about his own apostasy because
he couldn’t reconcile belief in God with
a world of grief. Surely it is the hardest
problem in the world, and cannot be
approached flippantly. The Book of God is
one more story in which this problem is
the lake in which the character drowns.
In this sense, Wood writes within a well-
served novelistic tradition of Western
doubters: Thomas Hardy, George Eliot,
Thomas Mann, Albert Camus.

But if we turn from fiction to belief,
as realist novels encourage us to do, I
have found the account of Jesus’ death
on my behalf, to redeem the world from
the curse of sin, and his resurrection as
the hope of humanity for a future where
evil no longer flourishes, to be the most
satisfying answer to the problem of evil.
It isn’t a knock-down answer, and it
doesn’t automatically address all of the
emotional, moral and theological ques-
tions I have about suffering and evil, but
I hope I can say this without sounding
smug: my positive response to the
gospel of Christ has been the difference
between my life and that of Thomas
Bunting. I took the other road, and it has

made all the difference.

So, to get back to the task of the
reviewer: The Book Against God is a novel
worth reading, especially for those with
an interest in theology, philosophy and
the arts. It’s a philosophical chat dressed
in fictional clothing, with the critic’s
prosaic force protruding between the
buttons here and there, but it has cer-
tainly left a new character resident in my
imaginary world. Thomas Bunting, may
you have “the eyes of your heart enlight-
ened that you may know the hope to
which he has called you” (Eph 1:18). @

Greg Clarke is the Director of The
Centre for Apologetic Scholarship and
Education, New College, University of
New South Wales.

ENDNOTES

1 It is known as ‘The Free Will Defense’,
found in Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom
and Evil, Eerdmans, 1974.

2 Dermot Quinn, ‘Pym wins’, First Things,
138, December 2003, p. 53.
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found their way inside the camp
and are calling us to move on from
our theological roots.'

The Battle For God: Responding to the
Challenge of Neotheism
N. L. Geisler; H.W. House and M. Herrera

Kregel, Grand Rapids, 2001 This remark has proven extremely true

in the contemporary situation of the
evangelical movement. The Battle For
s God is not about a battle with enemies
ore than a decade ago, Philip , . _
which are outside the evangelical camp,
D. Jensen and Tony Payne . .
so to speak. It is rather a battle with age
commented that . N .
old enemies who “have found their way

[a]s in the past, evangelicalism inside the camp and are calling us to
continues to battle with liberalism, move on from our theological roots”. In
mysticism and ecclesiasticism. that sense, it has become harder for
These keep emerging in different evangelicals to be engaged in battle
guises, but their goal is the same— since the enemy, even though the most
to turn us away from evangelical- dangerous, have indeed appeared in the
ism. Today, they all turn up as “finest merino”, professing to be evan-
‘evangelicals’ for the most danger- gelicals and having an extremely high
ous wolves always appear in the view of the Scriptures.

finest merino. No longer are they This is the enemy that the authors of
on the outside spurning, taunting The Battle for God, Norman L. Geisler

and denouncing us. Now they have and H. Wayne House, together with Max
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Herrera, are fighting. This book emerges

from the writers’ pastoral concern that
“ideas have consequences”, and so the
challenge to the traditional understand-
ing of God posed by neotheism is plac-
ing the eternal souls of spiritual seekers
in the balance (p. 18).To be sure, it is
written with the firm conviction that
“traditional theism’s view of God” is the

The Battle for God is
written as a defence of
the traditional theistic
view of God against the
challenges posed by the
‘openness to God’ view
or ‘free will theism’.

gateway to virtually
every other Christian
doctrine and therefore
“a serious deviation on
this topic can erode
every other pillar sup-
porting the orthodox
church” (p. 277). In
other words, The Battle
for God is written as a
defence of the tradi-
tional theistic view of

God against the challenges posed by the
‘openness to God’ view or ‘free will the-
ism’ which is what the writers of The
Battle for God designate as ‘neotheism’.

According to The Battle for God,
neotheism is a new concept of God, cre-
ated by combining aspects of panenthe-
ism or process theology with traditional
theism. It is a theological position with
the following five characteristics:

God not only created this world ex
nihilo but can (and at times does) inter-
vene unilaterally in earthly affairs.

God chose to create us with incom-
patibilistic (libertarian) freedom—free-
dom over which he cannot exercise total

control.

God so values freedom—the moral
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integrity of free creatures and a world in
which such integrity is possible—that
he does not normally override such
freedom, even if he sees that it is pro-
ducing undesirable results.

God always desires our highest good,
both individually and corporately, and is
thus affected by what happens in our
lives.

God does not possess exhaustive
knowledge of exactly how we will uti-
lize our freedom, although he may well
at times be able to predict with great
accuracy the choices we will make.”

The general argument of The Battle
for God, as aforementioned, is that ideas
have consequences and that bad theo-
logical ideas have seriously bad conse-
quences. Since neotheism is a “seriously
bad idea” it is bound to have seriously
bad consequences for anyone who is
influenced by it.

From The Battle for God, one can
derive at least four basic dangers inher-
ent in the challenge posed by neotheism
for the adherents of traditional evangel-
ical belief about God. Firstly, neotheists
claim that the way traditional theists
have interpreted the Bible in relation to
the derivation of the doctrine of God
was influenced by pagan Greek philoso-
phy. They claim that notions such as the
transcendence of God and His sover-
eignty overruling human actions, are
evidence of the impact of Greek ideal-
ism on Christian doctrine.

Secondly, neotheists claim that their
assertions about who God is, are consis-
tent with the Biblical view and the tradi-
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tional theological stance. They draw not
only from the scriptural data but also
from historical theology for the justifi-
cation of their position.

Thirdly, neotheists show no hint of
embarrassment in identifying them-
selves with the evangelical camp by pro-
fessing to hold an extremely high view
of Scripture. In fact, they lay claim to the
soundness of their interpretation of
Scripture over against traditional theism.

Fourthly, neotheists consistently
downplay the significance of the doc-
trine of God to the Christian faith by
making the claim that issues concerning
the nature of God are only peripheral.

The argument of The Battle for
God

The Battle for God follows a highly pre-
dictable straitjacket pattern which at
times can dampen one’s interest in read-
ing the book. After a brief summary of
the characteristics of the neotheist’s
position in the first chapter, the rest of
the book consists of a defence of the tra-
ditional theistic view of God, in which
the traditional attributes of God are
treated individually. Each chapter fol-
lows a basic structure. First there is a
brief introduction to the attribute of
God to be treated in the chapter. Then
the biblical evidence for the attribute of
God in question is displayed in a proof-
text fashion. Third, the theological evi-
dence for the classical theist position is
marshalled. Fourth, the historical moor-

ings of the traditional theistic view of
God is portrayed by assembling insights
from theologians of various (even con-
tradictory) theological stances, ranging
from the church fathers through to
modern theologians. In some of the
chapters, the historical periods from
which the insights of theologians are
invoked are divided into the Patristic,
Medieval and Reformation.

Once the traditional theistic view is
established, the writers then proceed to
deal with the challenges of neotheism in
the following manner. First, they argue
against neotheism from the Bible. Then,
they argue against neotheism from his-
torical theology, and then systematic
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theology. In this section
of their argument, the

neotheists’  proposals
concerning the attribute
of God under discussion
are identified and then
refuted. This is then fol-
lowed by a brief conclu-
sion in which the
judgements of neothe-
ism are pronounced to
be substantially lacking
in significant Biblical,
historical or theological
underpinning, and the
readers are exhorted to
hold onto the classical

After a brief summary

of the characteristics of

the neotheist’s position
in the first chapter, the

rest of the book consists

of a defence of the

traditional theistic view

of God, in which the

traditional attributes of

God are treated
individually.

view of God

based on the arguments set forth.
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The achievements of The Battle
for God

In general, the concern of these writers
to defend the faith ‘once delivered to the
saints’ from the challenge of neotheism
is remarkable. Their case is emphatically
established, given the relatively difficult
nature of the kind of challenge they are
refuting. Had this kind of challenge
come from a theological camp outside
the evangelical movement, then even
though it might still be difficult to
counter, there would be

Their case is emphatically

a sense in which the
enemy could be clearly

established, given the
relatively difficult nature
of the kind of challenge

identified for who they
are. But the problem
confronting these writ-

they are refuting. ers, as we have men-

tioned above, is that

neotheism is a theologi-
cal position advocated by writers such as
Clark H. Pinnock and Gregory Boyd,
who have publicly professed to be evan-
gelicals with a primary commitment to
Scripture in their theological conviction.
Apart from the provision of ‘neotheism’
as a theological designation for this new
kind of challenge to the traditional
Christian theism, The Battle for God’s
achievements also include the identifica-
tion of the basic characteristics of
neotheism and affirming that this is
indeed a theological departure from the
teaching of the Bible and of the church
throughout the history of its existence.
Viewed in this light, the achieve-
ments of these writers in their objection
to neotheism should be widely
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acknowledged, at least in the evangelical
camp. Their boldness in speaking out
against this enemy from “within” is
praiseworthy and we should be thankful
to God for men such as these, who are
not only committed to preserving sound
doctrine in the church of God, but who
are also keen to speak out against “false
teaching”, even in an age in which cate-
gories such as “error”, “wrong” and
“heresy” are regarded as no longer
applicable. These writers are a timely
source of inspiration and comfort for
young evangelical theologians in their
demonstration of how a commitment to
the traditional Biblical faith and to a
sound academic knowledge of theology
can be coupled to assist in the preserva-
tion of healthy doctrine in the church of
God for generations to come.

The title of this book (Battle for God)
bears a striking resemblance to the title
of a book written by Harold Lindsell in
1976, The Battle For The Bible,® as his
attempt to refute a new kind of inter-
pretation of the traditional doctrine of
the inerrancy of the Bible, championed
by the then Fuller School of Theology.
The case fought by The Battle for God can
be further appreciated by making a
comparison with Lindsell’s book.
Lindsell takes the title of his work from
a famous quotation by Martin Luther
who said,

If I profess with loudest voice and
clearest exposition every portion
of the truth of God except pre-
cisely that little point which the
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world and the devil are at the
moment attacking, I am not con-
fessing Christ, however boldly I
may be professing Christ. Where
the battle rages, there the loyalty of
the soldier is proved and to be steady
on all the battlefield besides is
merely flight and disgrace if he
flinches at THAT point.*

Like Lindsell, the writers of The Battle for
God were addressing a “battle” between
evangelicals and adherents of a theolog-
ical conviction contradictory to their
own. But while for Lindsell “that little
point which the world and the devil”
were “at that moment attacking” was
the inerrancy of the Bible, for the writ-
ers of The Battle for God, it is neotheism.
In this regard, the writers of The Battle
for God are not only to be identified with
H. Lindsell in the 1970’ but also prior
than that to J. Gresham Machen in the
1930’s and even beyond that to B. B.
Warfield, all of whom showed their loy-
alty as soldiers of Christ by fighting
where the “battle” was raging in their
contemporary situations.

Some critical reflection on
The Battle for God

Hitherto, I have sought to summarise
the argument of The Battle for God and
then to give an appraisal of their
achievements. I shall now attempt to
give some critical reflection on the gen-
eral argument of the book.

The title of the book itself, Battle For
God, tends to suggest a powerless God
whose attributes depend on the result of
an academic debate amongst Biblical
scholars. Undoubtedly, the title is an
attempt to encapsulate the theological
challenge to which the book is a signif-
icant contribution. While this title might
have been good enough for Harold
Lindsell’s book, it is not a fitting title for
the discussion in which the writers are
participating. Battle For God gives the
impression that the fate of God (or our
perception of God) lies in the ability of
theologians to argue their positions
well. I propose that Barth’s charge
against nineteenth century liberalism
could have been the basis for a more
suitable title for this kind of response.
i.e.: Speaking “Man” in a
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Loud Voice: An Evangelical
Response to Neotheism.”

Neotheism attempts to

If the way neotheism  gxplain God from a point

is described in The Battle
for God is correct (and I
believe it to be so), then
it is simply a view of
God which finds its ori-

experience.

of reference within

humanity, namely, human

gin in theological liber-

alism, but has been reasserted in a
different theological guise. Neotheism
attempts to explain God from a point of
reference within humanity, namely,
human experience. Thus, for instance,
God’s ‘repentance’ is explained as the
changing of his ‘will’ while his essence
remains the same, just as is true in the
human experience of repentance (see p.
207: cf. pp. 100-141). As a result, the
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God of neotheism appears to be a mere
projection to the infinite of all our
human ideals. In this respect, Feuerbach’s
dictum holds sway in neotheism: “the
knowledge of God (is) nothing else
than the knowledge of man”.°
According to such a view of God, the
infinite bears all the distinctive resem-

blances of the finite

But if Christ suffered
only in his humanity and
not in his divinity, then
the atonement is an

impossibility.

character of humanity.
A second criticism is
that due to the pre-
dictable form in which
the argument within
each chapter is struc-
tured, the book becomes

tedious to read. Once
the reader expects the way the argument
is going to flow in every chapter, it is
quite difficult to maintain one’s interest.
Perhaps the writers could have varied the
style of their structure and so increase
the grasping power of their book.
Thirdly, D. A. Carson offers a very
helpful advice which was overlooked by
the writers of The Battle for God in some
parts of their argument. He says that
“[i]t is important in counteracting an
error that we do not flip so far to the
other side that we actually feed the
error”.” In arguing against neotheism’s
conviction that a God who suffered on
the cross is not impassive, the writers of
The Battle for God say that even though
Christ has two distinct natures which
are neither to be separated nor con-
fused, he suffered in and through his
humanity but not in his divinity; “[h]e
who suffered was both God and man
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but he did not suffer as God but as
human” (pp. 187-88).

But if Christ suffered only in his
humanity and not in his divinity, then
the atonement is an impossibility. He is
only the Redeemer of the whole world
because God was in him reconciling the
whole world to himself through Christ’s
suffering on the cross, as a human being
on behalf of and as a substitute for sin-
ful mankind (cf. 2 Cor 5:19; Col 1:19-
20). His death is God taking upon
himself the sins of the whole world and
dying on our behalf, so that sin and its
penalty are dealt with once and for all.
In objecting against a theological aber-
ration, we must exercise proper caution
that when we ‘throw out the bath
water’, we do not include the ‘baby’.

There is an implication here that The
Battle for God’s arguments are fully
immersed in the logic of philosophical
theology and not in the logic of the bib-
lical narrative. Biblical logic involves
speaking about the cross, as Luther did,
as “God forsaking God” in Christ’s cry
of dereliction (Mark 15:34). Perhaps the
writers of The Battle for God could have
avoided such superficiality in their argu-
ment had they acknowledged the exis-
tence of ‘half” truths in the arguments of
neotheism. It is true that God suffered
on the cross, but to draw the conclusion
from it that God is therefore passible is
illegitimate. Half truths as such make the
neotheist’s position a major threat to
sound doctrine.

I have a fourth criticism. Jensen and
Payne list three ways in which we, evan-
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gelicals, may respond to challenges to
our theological conviction such as
neotheism.® To begin with, there is the
way of the ‘conservative reactionaries’
who are basically opposed to change
and seek merely to repeat the perfor-
mance of yesteryear. (In my view, The
Battle for God belongs to this category.)
There is also the way of the ‘trendy reac-
tionaries’ whose response to challenge
is to follow the latest trends and fashions
of the society around them. To this cate-
gory belong theologians such as C. H.
Pinnock of the neotheist camp. The third
way is that of the ‘actionaries’, who,
when facing challenges to their theolog-
ical conviction, dig back into the truths
of the gospel and gain fresh confidence
in evangelical theology. This last trend is
necessary for evangelicals to be able to
propagate evangelical truths in our
world. Even though the authors of The
Battle for God have marshalled biblical
evidence in support of their position,
the task at hand requires more than
sheer prooftexting in support of one
theological stance over another. The
enemy that The Battle for God is “raging
battle with” proves himself also to be an
expert in the art of prooftexting. What
we need as evangelical counter-mea-
sures to challenges such as neotheism, is
an exegetical treatment of passages
which are fundamental to the argument.

Fifthly, there is a sense in which the
charge of idolatry can be levelled against
both parties in this debate. By merit of
seeking to establish one position over
against the other, they risk confining

God to a particular conceptual grid—
either that of the neotheist or that of the
traditional theist. Since both parties
appeal to the Bible for justification of
their respective positions, it is apparent
to me that the issue under consideration
in this dispute is hermeneutical. The dif-
ferences in these views of God spring
from the different kinds of hermeneuti-
cal methods which they apply.
Therefore, I propose that the challenge
of neotheism could be better treated if
the inherent weaknesses in the
hermeneutical methods of neotheists
could be brought under the spotlight.

Suffice it to say that from first
impression, neotheism operates with a
hermeneutical method which is funda-
mentally flawed at sev-
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eral points. Their error

lies in their consistent Suffice it to say that from

attempt to impose upon  fipst impression,

the biblical text a point
of reference from ‘out-
side’. As mentioned ear-
lier in this discussion,

neotheism’s discourse flawed at several points.

about God and his infi-

neotheism operates with
a hermeneutical method
which is fundamentally

nite character is firmly
grounded in its correspondence to
human experience. Armed with this pre-
understanding, they then interpret the
biblical texts which deploy anthropo-
morphic expressions to describe God.
Yet for both parties of this theological
debate, the way they handle the biblical
texts could be improved if adequate
attention was given to the insight of
John Bright. Speaking at a time in which
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the Bible has become a strange book to

the average churchgoer and to many
ministers, Bright, in his attempt to rem-
edy the situation, insisted that the “ques-
tion of the unity of Scripture must be

By accepting the gospel

of Jesus Christ as the
central message of the
Bible, we can establish
the wholeness of

Scripture since Christ is
the fulfillment of the Old

Testament in the New.

taken seriously if the
Bible is to be saved from
disuse and misuse”.’
The participants of this
debate, as represented in
The Battle for God, can
hardly escape the charge
of confining themselves
to favourite snippets
here and there in sup-
port of their opposing
viewpoints. This illus-
trates what Bright meant

by “disuse and misuse” of the Bible.

As evangelicals, we profess to have a
high view of the Bible, declaring that it
is indeed the word of God with no dis-
tinction between its parts. But in prac-
tice, we confine our use almost entirely
to selected sections—those that fit our
preset theological grid, be it neotheism
or otherwise—and ignore the rest as
completely as if it had never been writ-
ten. As a result, we not only neglect
much that is valuable, but what is worse,
we miss the deepest meaning of the very
parts we use because we lift them from
their larger context. If the larger context
of the Biblical database is considered
seriously in any attempt, either at theo-
logical construction or apologetic, then
the charge of disusing and abusing the
Bible could be avoided.

Thus, an integrated biblical theologi-
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cal view of God is called for as an evan-
gelical response to the challenge of
neotheism. By “an integrated biblical
theological view”, I mean a view of God
which is derived from an acceptance of
the unity of Scripture. This is “a unity of
source (in God), of function (covenan-
tal rule), of narrative (the fulfillment of
promise) and of message (the gospel of
Jesus Christ)”.'® By accepting the gospel
of Jesus Christ as the central message of
the Bible, we can establish the whole-
ness of Scripture since Christ is the ful-
fillment of the Old Testament in the
New. Such an acceptance should develop
a Biblical theology in which the unity of
Scripture is not to be overemphasized at
the expense of its diversity, or vice versa.
An integrated biblical theology is one
which sees its fundamental task as
describing as fully as possible the given,
canonical shape of the Bible’s own the-
ology, focussing on the unity of
Scripture while doing full justice to its
diversity.'! In fact, the key to this unity
in diversity is found in the message of
the gospel of Jesus Christ. As far as I am
concerned, this approach is yet to be
deployed as an evangelical response to
the challenge of neotheism.'?

Conclusion

It ought to be said that my critical
remarks about this book are not to be
considered as discouragement for read-
ing The Battle for God. In fact, I would
highly recommend this book for theolo-
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gians who want to be updated on the
latest developments in the discipline of
theology. The Battle for God is an excel-
lent response to the challenge of
neotheism and valuable reading for the-
ologians pastoring the flock of God. It
provides a template for how the voice of
Scripture, historical theology and sound
reasoning arising from an evangelical
piety can all be combined in response to
a theological challenge that touches at
the very heart of biblical Christianity.
For seminary students, this book is an
excellent example of the way arguments
formulated from a combination of
sound biblical knowledge, valid theo-
logical insights and a thorough knowl-
edge of historical theology can be
sustained to make a case for traditional
Christian beliefs. Soli Deo gloria. @

Ma’afu’o tu’itonga Palu is Lecturer in
Biblical Studies and Biblical Languages,
Sia’atoutai Theological College,
Nafualu, Tonga.
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I would mention two responses from
the evangelical camp (beside The Battle
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e are intrigued by genealo-
gies. One of the features of
post-Enlightenment think-
ing that dies hardest is the belief that if
you can explain how something came to
be, you have explained the thing itself. If
you can trace the development, or the
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evolution perhaps, of your object of
study, you can claim to have understood
it. This of course was famously exempli-
fied by Darwinian science; but we can
see the same ‘quest for origins’ para-
digm in the theology of the nineteenth
century. The ‘quest for the historical
Jesus’ and the developments of source
and tradition criticism are examples of
massive intellectual endeavours which
aimed to illuminate the text of the Bible
by reconstructing the ‘real” world behind
it. The documents were sifted, seg-
mented and reconstructed. However, as
in dissecting a lab rat, putting the parts
back together somehow leaves you with
something not quite a rat, or in this case,
a text.

There were—and are—two assump-
tions behind the process, of course: that
the earlier stream in the text is more
authoritative, and that the church of the
first two centuries distorted that author-
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itative picture. The depictions of Jesus in
the gospels, for example, serve the pur-
poses of the communities for which
they were written, and tell us more
about them than about the historical
Jesus. Secondarily, then, the history of
the early church becomes a significant
matter, because if you can unpick their
additions and distortions—and add

back in some of which

How was it possible that,
in the short space of
three centuries, the
Christian faith could go
from being a tiny Jewish
cult to becoming the
dominant religion of the

Empire?

they suppressed or over-
looked—then you have
a chance of glimpsing
the face of the authentic
Jesus, the real carpenter
of Galilee himself.
In particular, Paul is
blamed with making
Christianity into some-
thing that Jesus never
intended it to be.

But the first years of
the church are a valid object for histori-
cal study in their own right. This is
because they, too, represent a miracle.
How was it possible that, in the short
space of three centuries, the Christian
faith could go from being a tiny Jewish
cult to becoming the dominant religion
of the Empire? Augustine of Hippo used
to use the miracle of the survival and
expansion of the church as a pillar of his
apologetic method. Nineteenth Century
German historian Adolf von Harnack, in
his monumental The History of Dogma,
sounds rather at a loss to explain this
success: Christianity grew with “incon-
ceivable rapidity”; there was “astonish-
ing expansion”. He wrote: “Christianity
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must have reproduced itself by means of
miracles, for the greatest miracle of all
would have been the extraordinary
extension of the religion apart from any
miracles”. Answering this question, the
question of the success of the church, is
foundational for understanding the
development of Christendom and thus
the whole culture—ethics, law, politics
and art—of the Western world, as well
as crucial to understanding the histori-
cal Jesus.

Two books by two very different
scholars come at this question of the
early church—unsurprisingly—from
very different angles. John Dominic
Crossan is a remarkable scholar and a
leading figure in the Jesus Seminar,
known already for his confidently-titled
work The Historical Jesus (1991). He has
the remarkable gift for writing with wit
and pungency on matters of great acade-
mic complexity—his book The Birth of
Christianity is, quite frankly, a great read.
As a part of his method as a historian, he
admits as evidence material from medi-
cine, anthropology, Irish laments, archae-
ology, Greek tragedies and sociology. He
offers an extensive and quite pessimistic
analysis on the value and veracity of
memory and oral communication. His
aim is to explore the dark decades of the
30s and 40s AD, before the conversion of
Paul, about which we have apparently so
little documentary evidence; and so to
explain how it was that the Christian
movement continued despite the execu-
tion of Jesus of Nazareth.

In Crossan’s view, Jesus was a
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Galilean peasant radical. The movement
he led was a revolt against economic
oppression on behalf of the God of jus-
tice. The early movement of Christians
in Galilee, for Crossan, reflected exactly
these themes. After the death of Jesus,
the first disciples in Galilee continued to
fight against the oppressive forces that
held sway in the district. The Christian
gospel of sacrificial redemption and
apocalyptic theology was overlayed—by
the Jerusalem group—on top of the
moral and political teaching of Jesus. Of
course, that the true teaching of Jesus
was quickly corrupted is not a new sug-
gestion. Crossan’s originality lies in the
particulars of his case, especially in the
emphasis on Galilee.

Criticism of Crossan from more con-
servative scholars like N. T. Wright and
Francois Bovon has focused on the way
he tosses the salad of historical sources
so that the bits he likes are on the top.
For example, he champions the non-
canonical Gospel of Thomas as, at least
partially, early and authentic—with a
minimum of evidence and against the
consensus of scholars. He construes the
hypothetical document Q (made up of
the material that is common to Matthew
and Luke) as Galilean in origin and dates
it to the 50s. He has reconstructed a
document called the “Cross Gospel”
from parts of the Gospel of Peter and
imagines that originates, once again, in
Galilee in the 50s. The confidence with
which these claims are asserted is not
warranted; and, of course, the flipside is
that the canonical gospels in their cur-

rent form are seen as later and therefore
reflections of a different context.

There is a circularity to this dating
and source-evaluation process. Having
decided that Jesus was a peasant revolu-
tionary figure, Crossan then privileges as
early the material that supports this
depiction. How do we know it was
early? Because it shows Jesus as a peasant
revolutionary figure. Of course, it is
worth noting that a conservative scholar
may be guilty of the same circularity and
unwarranted privileging of evidence;
but that doesn’t excuse it in this case.

A further question is whether
Crossan is justified in his claims for the
Galilean region. While archaeology has
revealed significant details about life in
the region in recent years, it has not
shed a great deal of light
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on Christianity itself.

Acts 9:31 points to the
presence of Christians
in Galilee; but more
than that we do not
know. It is sheer specu-
lation to assert, as
Crossan does, that the
geographical references
to Galilean towns in the

He champions the
non-canonical Gospel
of Thomas as, at least
partially, early and
authentic—with a
minimum of evidence
and against the
consensus of scholars.

Gospels  signal  the

ongoing presence of

Christian communities in opposition to
the version of Christianity being pro-
mulgated from Jerusalem.

Crossan is very skeptical about the
value of Luke-Acts for the history of
early Christianity, in keeping with one
scholarly tradition since the nineteenth
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century. This is also in keeping with
Crossan’s tendency to privilege unau-
thorized material in favour of autho-
rized material throughout. Luke
unquestionably has biases and a strong
agenda; but so does every historian. To
write him off as a source is just bloody-

minded. Bruce Winter’s

Stark uses statistics and
observations of religious
movements in the
present day to make
comparative assessments
of the growth of

Christianity.

recently edited six (!)
volumes of essays—
including work by Drs
David Peterson of Oak
Hill and Peter Bolt of
Moore College—illus-
trates the very opposite
about Acts as history.
Likewise, Crossan is
very wary of Paul

However, the writings
of Paul remain among the earliest
Christian material we have. Crossan
might reply that he is inquiring into the
pre-Pauline period, and so the point is
moot. But Paul’s letters, it is widely
agreed, contain much material that he
obviously inherited from the earliest
churches—Colossians 1:10-15, for
example. This material is richly theologi-
cal in its reflection on Jesus. He is not
merely a rabbinical teacher with devoted
disciples, but something far more. To
ignore this material is more than pass-
ing strange.

Rodney Stark’s The Rise of Christianity
is another remarkable book seeking to
account for the development and suc-
cess of the Christian movement. Its
scope is wider and its methodology
more specific than Crossan’s: Stark cov-
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ers the first three centuries of the
Christian movement but does so by
means of sociological analysis. It is an
ambitious and intriguing work. While
traditional historians use specific pieces
of written or archaeological evidence
from the period under question, Stark
uses statistics and observations of reli-
gious movements in the present day to
make comparative assessments of the
growth of Christianity. In his opening
chapter ‘Conversion and christian
growth’ he writes:

Having established a plausible
growth curve for the rise of
Christianity, I will review socio-
logical knowledge of the process
by which people convert to new
religions in order to infer certain
requirements concerning social
relations between Christians and
the surrounding Greco-Roman

world (p. 3).

He is able to do this by means of com-
parison with the Mormons and the
Moonies in the modern era—move-
ments for whom precise numerical data
is available—and finds it entirely possi-
ble that a growth rate of 40% per decade
characterized the first centuries of
Christianity. Stark observes that, follow-
ing this chart of growth, the numbers of
Christians in the first few decades would
have been very small, and, as we know,
scattered about the empire. However, by
the beginning of the fourth century, the
Christians would have been approaching
10% of the population.
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But what made Christianity attractive
to the pagan world? Stark covers a num-
ber of areas in which Christian behav-
iour made a significant impact. For
example, Christians tended to their sick
in ways that even the greats of pagan
medicine like Galen would not. Severe
epidemics—of which there were at least
two in the period—actually acted in the
Christian cause, because Christians had a
satisfactory account of why catastrophe
had befallen the community; because
Christians had far greater rates of sur-
vival, not least in part because they did
not abandon their sick; and because the
crucial networks that formerly held
pagan society had been broken by the
devastating loss.

Stark’s chapter “The role of women in
christian growth’ is truly fascinating
Contrary to modern denunciations of
Christianity as sexist and patriarchal, it
was women in particular who found
Christianity attractive. Women clearly
enjoyed far higher status in the Christian
subculture than they did in the pagan
world. Stark argues that there was, early
on, an imbalance in favour of women in
the Christian movement because of
Christian doctrines prohibiting infanti-
cide and abortion. Abortion was widely
practiced in the ancient world as archae-
ologists have been appalled to discover;
and it was an extremely unsafe proce-
dure. The Christian insistence on sex
only within marriage and disapproval of
abortion meant that the chances of
women surviving were far greater. What
followed was a relatively high rate of

intermarriage between Christian women
and pagan men, which generated no
doubt many conversions to Christianity.
Women were famously prominent
among upper class Christians and were
able to influence their husbands to pro-
tect the church. Christian women
enjoyed far greater marital security and
equality than did their pagan neigh-
bours. They married at an older age, and
had more choice about who they mar-
ried. Stark then explains how Christian
women had a higher rate of fertility than
in the Greco-Roman community.

There is a great deal more of this fas-
cinating insight in Stark’s book, pre-
sented in a readable and non-technical
fashion. He readily acknowledges where
he is making estimates and couples his
assertions where possi-
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ble with quotes from the

ancient authors. I have Christian women
found his work an  enjoyed far greater
invaluable companion in  marijtal security and
equality than did their
pagan neighbours.

apologetics, especially
when the credibility of
the Christian movement

is in question. It is possi-
ble to see the Christians
of the first centuries as fulfilling their
mission remarkably well. They care for
the sick; honour women as equals and
are generous to the poor. They speak of a
remarkable hope to their dispirited
neighbours. Christianity clearly made
good sense because it was lived so attrac-
tively in the midst of the world. Would it
were so today!

Like the whole ‘quest for origins’
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project of the enlightenment, Crossan’s
book suffers from hubris: he imagines
that he can in some way reveal a ‘key to
all mythologies’ which unlocks the mys-
teries of the early church era. On the
whole, this approach of superiority has
led more often to the making of history
in the image of the historian: gazing at
the evidence he or she sees his or her
own reflection, although he or she
imagines they are looking through the
evidence to the whole of the truth.
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Stark’s book, on the other hand, pro-
vides us with useful knowledge and
sheds light on the growth of Christianity
without claiming to make all the pieces
fit together in some impressive grand
theory. @

Michael Jensen lecturers in Theology
and Church History at Moore
Theological College.
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[Donald E. Knuth’s The Art of
Computer Programming | Mythically,
the reference that answers all
questions about data structures or
algorithms. A safe answer when
you do not know: “I think you can
find that in Knuth.” See also bible.

The Jargon File <http://www.catb.
org/~esr/jargon/html/K/Knuth.
html>

here is a computer game, whose
rules can be described in about

10 lines of prose, that provides an

insight into the question of determin-
ism versus free will.

The game is “Conway’s Game of
Life”, and it is played on a grid of arbi-
trary size. Each square on the grid can be
either black or white and, for each turn,
the colour of each square is determined
by the ratio of adjacent black and white
squares at the end of the previous turn.

The game is completely determinis-
tic, but its behaviour can be surprising.
Starting with a random pattern of black
squares on the grid, stable patterns can
develop quite quickly. Some grow big-
ger and then smaller in a regular
sequence, others glide across the grid
and others explode and die. Web sites
devoted to the game list hundreds of
other types of patterns that have been
discovered. Almost all students of com-
puter science spend some time at uni-
versity playing with the game to see
what patterns they can find.
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The rules of the Game of Life have
been proved to be universal; that is, the
game can be used to simulate anything
that is computable by deterministic
laws, such as the operations of a com-

puter. If the universe

The computer science
mentality is different

to that of the general
population, and especially
of theologians.

were deterministic, then
it could then be simu-
lated quite simply (if
rather slowly) using the
game. From the point
of view of the agents
in such a simulation,

would it be possible
for them to demonstrate
that they don’t have free will? If not, is
the illusion of free will sufficient
because it is essentially indistinguishable
from actually having free will?

Computer Science is not a field of
endeavour that readily intersects
with the area of religion, and it is there-
fore unusual when a book on both
subjects is printed. Things a Computer
Scientist Rarely Talks About is the tran-
script of six talks, plus a panel discus-
sion, given at MIT by Donald E. Knuth,
Emeritus Professor for the Art of
Computer Programming at Stanford
University. Knuth, a Lutheran, is not
attempting to produce a grand unified
theory of religion based on his under-
standing of mathematics and computer
science; rather it is a personal work
describing how his scientific training
has helped him in his own understand-
ing of Christianity.
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Knuth’s reason for giving the talks
was that he thinks that he is able to
explain to those who share his peculiar
(computer science) way of thinking,
what he has learnt by reading theologi-
cal works. The computer science mental-
ity is different to that of the general
population, and especially of theolo-
gians. He describes the computer sci-
ence mentality this way:

One of the main characteristics of
a computer science mentality is
the ability to jump very quickly
between levels of abstraction,
between low level and high level,
almost unconsciously. Another
characteristic is that a computer
scientist tends to be able to deal
with nonuniform structures—
case 1, case 2, case 3—while a
mathematician will tend to want
one unifying axiom that governs
an entire system. (p. 13).

Others have observed that these differ-
ences also show wup markedly in
Myers-Briggs personality tests.! Knuth
demonstrates this difference in mindset
by describing his efforts in translating
parts of the Bible, even though he did
not know Hebrew or Greek.

This was not the first time that Knuth
has conducted significant work in areas
that were not his area of expertise. His
reputation as an eminent computer sci-
entist was made in the early 70s when he
produced the first three volumes of The
Art of Computer Programming, a pro-
posed collection of seven volumes that
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were to describe the entire field of com-
puter science. During the publication of
the third volume, he became dissatisfied
with the declining quality of the typeset-
ting, especially of mathematics, that the
first generation of digital printing
machines were producing. His solution
was to write his own typesetting pro-
gram, TeX. He thought he would finish it
on his sabbatical in 1978; he was wrong
by about 8 years. TeX’s typesetting qual-
ity was so good that it has only recently
been surpassed by modern desktop pub-
lishing systems, and only then by re-
implementing his designs. Volume 4 is
not expected until 2007, 30 years later
than planned.

In the case of Bible translation, Knuth
took on this task himself as part of his
‘3:16" project. This was an exhaustive
study of the 16th verse of chapter 3 of
every applicable book in the bible, 59
books in total (he jokes that he is the
world expert on Lev 3:16, chiefly
because nobody else has bothered to
spend a large amount of time on it). He
consulted all the commentaries and
translations he could find in some of the
major universities in the US, coming to
conclusions that were too liberal for his
conservative friends and too conserva-
tive for his liberal ones.

The resulting book was beautifully
illustrated by some of the top calligra-
phers and type designers in the world,
contacts that he made when he was
designing fonts for TeX.

Verse 3:16 was chosen because, apart
from John 3:16, it is essentially a ran-

dom verse in each book. Knuth had
found random sampling useful in other
fields where it was possible to come
from little knowledge to a fairly accurate
view of a topic quite quickly, and so he
thought it might be an interesting
experiment to try when it became his
turn to lead his Bible study group.

Knuth conducted his translation with
the assistance of tools such as Strong’s
Exhaustive Concordance and interlinear
Bibles. He did not understand Hebrew
or Greek, but Strong’s
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numbering scheme, used

to represent the under-
lying word in the con-
cordance, suited him
perfectly. Never having
used these types of
resources before, he
treats them as any scien-
tist would treat a new
piece of instrumenta-
tion, poking and prod-
ding them to see what
happens and to see what
use they might be.

Never having used
these types of resources
before, he treats them
as any scientist would
treat a new piece of
instrumentation, poking

and prodding them to see
what happens and to see

what use they might be.

One lecture is devoted to the details
of his efforts. For example, his transla-

tion of 2 Tim 3:16 is:

All Scripture, inspired by God, is
beneficial: for principles, for per-
suasion, for correction, and for
education for what is right.

Here he attempted to preserve an ambi-
guity that is found in the Greek: does it
say that all Scripture is inspired by God,
or that all of the Scripture that happens
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to be inspired by God is beneficial?
Knuth has been a Lutheran all his life,
and likes being a Lutheran because of its
strong appreciation of the intellect (one
Lutheran minister said “you don’t need a
cerebral bypass operation to approach
God”). However, his

Crudely put, it would
seems that actually
finding answers gets in
the way of a fulfilling

studies have not pushed
him in the direction of
orthodox Christianity.
Up until he started the
3:16 project he had
attended church regu-

journey of trying to find larly but did not think

new things to learn.

about matters of faith

except on Sunday morn-
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tulfilling journey...So I hope you
understand this point about the
journey being more important
than the destination. (p. 148-149).

The 3:16 project helped me
understand the complexity of
religious studies, that things are
not simple black or white. I
became much less dogmatic
about such issues. I began to learn
about other religions and to see
that God need not exclusively be
identified with Christian dogma.
At the same time, many aspects of
Christianity became more pre-
cious to me, more deeply a source

ings. He goes on:

The 3:16 project was a turning
point in my life because it opened
my eyes to what other scholars
have written. I learned to appreci-
ate the way that God is present in
the lives of people from many dif-
ferent cultures. I learned that there
were deep connections between
Christianity and other world reli-
gions. I no longer lived Sunday
mornings in a different world
from the world that that I occupied
during the rest of the week. (p. 7).

He describes his current faith in these
terms:

People can only understand the
worth of doing something if it
has a purpose. My present attitude
is that the purpose of having a
purpose is so that we can have a

of inner peace, although I no
longer consider them to be the
necessary and sufficient way to

approach God (p. 155).

Crudely put, it would seem that actually
finding answers gets in the way of a ful-
filling journey of trying to find new
things to learn. Such thinking is not
uncommon among non-evangelicals,
but his explanation was the clearest that
I've encountered, perhaps because of the
common computer science mindset.
Reaction to the 3:16 project within
the computer science community was
mixed. Some were supportive, but most
were surprised. Christianity, in any
form, is rare amongst computer scien-
tists, and it is even rarer for one to speak
openly about it. Questions of a spiritual
nature are normally confined to the
areas of artificial intelligence and robot-
ics, areas that try to emulate human
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thought and behaviour.

With this book, Knuth views the
Bible with a programmer’s eye and
sheds some different light onto the area
of religion. In doing so he also makes
the Bible worth reading for a group of
people who would otherwise not pay it
much attention. The book also demon-
strates the limits of this approach
because all conclusions are considered
worthy, even if they deny the exclusivity
of Christ’s work. @

Malcolm Purvis holds an honours degree
in computer science and works as a
software engineer in the
Telecommunications industry.

ENDNOTES

1 Footnote: Computer Scientists appear
“to concentrate the relatively rare INT]
and INTP types; that is, introverted,
intuitive, and thinker types (as opposed
to the extroverted-sensate personalities
that predominate in the mainstream
culture)”. They also “have relatively
little ability to identify emotionally
with other people. This may be because
they generally aren’t much like ‘other
people
(http://www.catb.org/ ~esr/jargon/ht
ml/personalityhtml).
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