
 

 

Anglican Studies Research Seminar: Anglican Communion Office Seminar 

 

An Anglican praxis for public engagement in troubling times 

– with lessons from Desmond Tutu 
 

The Very Revd Dr Sarah Rowland Jones LVO OBE, Dean of St Davids 

Draft Notes for the Seminar talk given on 27 November 2019 

 

Have you heard Desmond Tutu preach or speak? If so, you’ll probably have seen his small 

frame lean over the pulpit or lectern, as he points his finger, fixes his eye, and says ‘God 

loves you!  God loves you!  God loves you!’ And if you’ve got that message, and the sense 

of joy and overflowing good-humour with which it comes, you have got the heart of the 

Arch’s theology and what has driven his public, as well as pastoral, engagement for over 

half a century and continues to fire him in retirement. Everything else is, as they say, mere 

commentary. So perhaps I should stop here! 

But starting with Desmond Tutu usefully points me towards various themes that I want to 

address, beyond what tends to be at the centre of discussions in this country of Anglican 

political and social theology.  

• First, because these discussions too often conflate ‘Anglican’ with ‘Church of 

England’. Yet viewed globally, though we have important commonalities and 

shared historic roots, actually in today’s praxis the Church of England is often the 

anomaly rather than the norm, as the rest of us find ourselves having more in 

common with one another than with England. As the standing of the Established 

Church slides in public perception, the experiences of those of longstanding lesser 

status but nonetheless influence can be useful to consider. 

• Second, Tutu’s life highlights some of the tensions and challenges of being part of a 

church which, if not established, then generally is ‘respectable’ in its socio-economic 

standing, and what these mean in terms of speaking truth to power both by the 

institutional church and through the engagement of laity in public discourse. 

• Third, Tutu demonstrates how Anglican socio-political engagement tends to work 

with political systems, and yet goes far beyond just being a social practice, but is of 

necessity at its best a spiritual discipline above all else. 

• Finally, I want to reflect on how the oft-perceived Anglican focus on the 

incarnation brings its own insights, and both strengths and weaknesses, into our 

social and political engagement. 

In all of this, I will make connections with our current situation in the United Kingdom, 

and raise some questions that need answering as we take up that challenge. 
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Let me saying something of my own perspective. After reading maths, with 

involvement in both Christian Union and student politics, I spent 15 years as a 

British Diplomat with postings to Jordan and Hungary, interspersed with time at 

the Foreign Office, including working on European Community (as it was) external 

relations and law, including helping negotiating the 1992 Maastricht Treaty. I 

resigned in 1996 for theological training, and was ordained in the Church in Wales 

in 1999. Within a month, I was sucked into the Anglican Communion’s 

international life and ecumenical relationships – cross-cultural communication is a 

useful transferrable skill! – and through this met my first husband, a black South 

African bishop, whom I married in 2002. Alas, a longstanding pipe smoker, he died 

of cancer a year later at only 48. I stayed on in Cape Town for a decade as 

researcher for Desmond Tutu’s two successors as Archbishop of Cape Town 

(whom I shall also quote!) across the span of their ministry, and in this time knew 

him well. I returned to Wales in 2013, as priest-in-charge of Cardiff’s city-centre 

civic church, and became Dean of St Davids in 2018. I still serve on various 

international Anglican and ecumenical bodies. Along the way, I completed a 

doctorate (with Karen Kilby, while at Nottingham) on ‘Doing God in Public: an 

Anglican Interpretation of [Alasdair] MacIntyre’s Tradition-based Reasoning as 

Christian Praxis for a Pluralist World’ on the insights of which I shall also draw.  

Our Anglican Heritage 

The long Anglican tradition of public engagement provides our backdrop. Briefly told, the 

long interweaving of English (sic) church and government, Bishops and politics, goes back 

way before the Reformation, before Magna Carta, indeed even to the conversion of King 

Æthelberht under Augustine in 597. It is a history including both closeness and conflict – 

as in the martyrdom of Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Becket, in 1170. Bishops have 

been part of the House of Lords as long as there has been a House of Lords – but 

Anglicans have not always sided with government, and some have been active reformers 

(e.g. slavery). 

Among recent influential figures is William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury from 1942 

to 1944, active in early ecumenism, whose legacy contribute to the World Council of 

Churches. Active in the ‘Life and Work’ movement, relating faith to issues of society, 

politics and economics, he built on the conviction of Lambeth Conferences that the 

Church must speak out wherever the well-being of people or society was concerned.  

Yet his influential book Christianity and Social Order had to respond to criticism both from 

within the Church of England and from politicians, that the church should not become 

involved in politics or economics.  He argued the church was ‘bound to “interfere” 

because it is by vocation the agent of God’s purpose, outside the scope of which no 

human interest or activity can fall’.1  It was therefore the responsibility of the church to 

‘announce Christian principles and point out where the existing social order at any time is 

 
1 William Temple, 1942, Christianity and Social Order (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1942), 16. 
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in conflict with them.  It must then pass on to Christian citizens, acting in their civic 

capacity, the task of reshaping the existing order in closer conformity to the principles.’2 

Note there is no difference when speaking to the church or the world: an expectation that 

God’s way is the best for everyone, with the church and its laity committed to being salt 

and light wherever they find themselves, without distinguishing between religious and 

secular contexts. This assumption finds resonance in everything from Jeremiah’s letters to 

the exile’s to seek Babylon’s good, through to the English parish system’s implicit embrace, 

and concern for the wellbeing, of every resident without distinction. 

This past inevitably also colours Anglican approaches to public engagement around the 

world (as does, inevitably, experiences both good and bad of the ambiguous relationship 

between the spread of colonialism and missionary expansion). And so, even beyond the 

embrace of establishment and British colonial heritage, Anglicans tend to be more 

comfortable than many denominations with taking a place on the national stage.3 Whether 

in heading up government-established truth commissions (as in Sudan), or leading third-

sector election monitoring (as in South Africa), or speaking out against oppressive and 

corrupt regimes (as did Archbishop Janani Luwum, murdered by Uganda’s Idi Amin), 

Anglican churches and their leaders play a leading role among churches, faith groups, and 

the non-governmental sector.  

It is intriguing to consider in what ways in never-established, or disestablished (as is the 

Church in Wales) churches, the spiritual dynamics of rooting ‘legitimacy’ to shoulder such 

responsibilities are differently experienced to the Church of England, which has a voice in 

part through the structures of secular power. We might ask what differences this makes – 

and whether less reliance on temporal position. 

The Anglican Church of Southern Africa from its foundation in the 1860s walked the line 

of ‘in but not of’ the establishment, and Archbishops of Cape Town have long been 

looked to as one of the nation’s most important moral compasses. As apartheid 

strengthened, the church became increasingly outspoken. On Ash Wednesday 1957, 

Archbishop Geoffrey Clayton famously wrote a public letter to Prime Minister Strydom 

saying South African Anglicans would defy ‘the Church clause’ in proposed legislation that 

would prevent different races worshipping together. ‘This is not of God’ he wrote – and 

died at his desk the next day. The Cape Times the following morning carried on its front 

page, side by side, the text of the letter, and the report of the Archbishop’s death.  

Apartheid politics was a life and death matter on many levels. Bishops remained to some 

degree safe because of their status, but clergy were imprisoned and tortured alongside 

laity.4 Some of Tutu’s episcopal colleagues told me how they surprised, even shocked, 

themselves, by taking up the anti-apartheid cause in ways that they’d never have previously 

countenanced. This remains a challenge to Anglicans who are used to a more 

 
2 Temple, Christianity, 35. 
3 See examples in ‘Politics’, Thabo Makgoba, in The Oxford Handbook of Anglican Studies, Champman, M. D., 
Clark, S. and Mercy, M, eds, 2015, OUP, Oxford, pp.372-383 
4 For example, Michael Lapsley lost both hands and an eye in a parcel bomb, and now works for reconciliation. 
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establishment existence, but even more so for those whose churches have an identity is 

legitimised through dependence on secular power, rather than solely rooted in Christ.  

The tendency to sit with the middle classes also can compromise, or certainly complicate, 

Anglican institutional ability truly to walk with the poor (and not merely speak for them – 

too often in ways they do not recognise themselves or their best interests authentically 

represented). Yet, as Tutu puts it ‘This God is notoriously biased in favour of the down 

and outs, the scum, the downtrodden, the marginalized.’5 Though one might not agree on 

details, Bishop Philip North is not wrong in highlighting the need for adequately walking 

with the poorest of UK society, in respect and solidarity. 

Knowing institutional identity is beholden only to God matters. South African Anglicans 

had opposed apartheid consistently – but within just a few months of Mandela’s election 

victory he was seriously taken aback to discover the church’s primary allegiance was not to 

the liberation movement, when he found himself on the receiving end of Tutu’s scathing 

attack on the ANC for ‘boarding the gravy train’ and turning underdogs into fat cats as one 

newspaper headline put it.6 South Africa’s church leaders took a while to find the right 

balance in being critical friends of government in subsequent years – but as corruption and 

other poor governance grew, so did the criticism, to the extent that Zuma’s government 

increasingly excluded the role of the churches in its historical narrative of apartheid’s fall.  

Anglicanism and Secularism(s) 

Posing questions around the status of the Church of England may be increasingly relevant, 

as Temple’s broad description of Anglican thought, theology, and praxis, expressed in a 

sort of ‘holy pragmatism’, no longer holds as true as it has done across many and varied 

contexts across many decades. In recent years, the place of the Established church in the 

UK has become increasingly contested and a public Christian consensus is long lost. Does 

a crisis of confidence follow? 

Not necessarily – particularly if we look to Rowan Williams, another great recent exemplar 

of Anglican public engagement, and specifically at how he has grounded his own public 

speaking through contrasting what he terms programmatic and procedural secularism.7  

 
5 Private email, March 2013 
6 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/anc-boards-the-gravy-train-john-carlin-in-johannesburg-on-the-
underdogs-who-have-become-fat-cats-in-1386101.html 
7 Set out most clearly in a lecture to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, on 23 November 2006, archived at 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1175/rome-lecture-secularism-faith-and-freedom, and also 
published as ‘Secularism, Faith and Freedom’, Chapter 2 of Rowan Williams, Faith in the Public Square.  
Bloomsbury, London 2012, pp.23-36. 
‘[P]rogrammatic secularism ... assumes – to pick up again the points made briefly at the beginning of this lecture 
- that any religious or ideological system demanding a hearing in the public sphere is aiming to seize control of 
the political realm and to override and nullify opposing convictions. It finds specific views of the human good 
outside a minimal account of material security and relative social stability unsettling, and concludes  
that they need to be relegated to the purely private sphere. It assumes that the public expression of specific 
conviction is automatically offensive to people of other (or no) conviction. Thus public support or subsidy 
directed towards any particular group is a collusion with elements that subvert the harmony of society overall ... 



5 
 

 

The former assumes a sort of deracinated liberal-materialist ‘neutrality’ from which 

religious or other convictions are excluded. This is what some fear is the inevitable future 

of the loss of a Christian metanarrative, and indeed we can see what happens when the 

arena is left for power/influence, money, or professional expertise/bureaucratic efficiency 

alone calling the shots. 

But it is not the only option. Procedural secularism, as Williams explains, assumes a 

different sort of neutrality holding open a pluralist arena where competing convictions and 

their grounds are freely up for debate. This he sees as derived from St Paul’s body of 

Christ theology and developed through Augustine’s City of God.8 Broadly put, Christian 

convictions, firmly founded on a thorough-going apologetic, expressed from the core of 

faith, can confidently more than hold their ground in well-conducted debate; and will 

always be constructive and enriching in their contribution.  

How this works in practice is at the heart of my thesis.9 Drawing on MacIntyre, who has 

been influential in some streams of recent Anglican thinking (but rather differently from 

Hauerwas and others who appropriate his work to imply that engaging with liberal 

democracy, akin to Williams’ programmatic secularism, is something of a lost cause – 

though do so anyway!), I argue that his interpretation of with Aquinas’ primary principles 

of natural law10 gives us good grounds for always engaging with the public space always 

 
The alternative is a situation in which – for example – religious convictions are granted a public hearing in 
debate; not necessarily one in which they are privileged or regarded as beyond criticism, but one in which they 
are attended to as representing the considered moral foundation of the choices and priorities of citizens. This is 
potentially a noisier and untidier situation than one where everyone agrees what will and will not ‘count’ as an 
intervention in public debate; but at least it does not seek to conceal or deny difference. And what makes this 
more than a free-for-all where the loudest voice wins the right to impose views is the shared recognition of law, 
that system of determining the limits of any individual’s or group’s freedom which represents the agreement in 
principle of all groups in a society to renounce violent struggle or assertion because of a basic trust that all voices 
are being heard in the process of ‘brokering’ harmony.’ 
8 Ibid. ‘This is how the imagery of the Body of Christ works in St Paul’s letters. There is no Christian identity in the 
New Testament that is not grounded in this pattern; this is what the believer is initiated into by baptism. And 
this is a common life which exists quite independently of any conventional political security. Because it depends 
on the call and empowering of Christ’s Spirit, it cannot be destroyed by change in external circumstances, by the 
political arrangements prevailing in this or that particular society. So Christian identity is irreducibly political in 
the sense that it defines a politeia, a kind of citizenship (Philippians 3.20); yet its existence and integrity are not 
bound to a successful realisation of this citizenship within history. There does not have to be a final and sacred 
political order created in order for the integrity of the Church to survive. 
This is the fundamental theme of Augustine’s City of God and of much of the mediaeval tradition ...’ 
9 Available at http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/12286/1/Doing_God_in_Public_-_Thesis_-_Final.pdf.  
10 MacIntyre goes far beyond the well-known stance of After Virtue, and its development in Whose Justice? 
Which Rationality? in later, more occasional, writings, which are too often overlooked. His analysis of the 
applicability of Aquinas’ primary principles of natural law opens up extensive possibilities for substantive 
engagement beyond those belonging to communities of tradition. See e.g. MacIntyre, Alasdair.  ‘Aquinas and the 
Extent of Moral Disagreement.’  In Ethics and Politics:  Selected Essays, Volume 2, by Alasdair MacIntyre, 64-82.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006.  
In this, MacIntyre argues that the minimum requirements for genuine dialogue between those of contesting 
views must be, first, shared agreement that we are each and together in pursuit of the truth, and are committed 
fully to that pursuit, setting aside any distorting influences such as particular psychological or material interests. 
Then we must be able to trust one another, that is, respecting each other’s lives, liberty and property, and 
making arrangements for communal security. Furthermore, in the conduct of our discussions, we must also 
expect one another to speak the truth, to avoid deceptive or intentionally misleading speech, and to keep all 
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has the capacity to move people to greater understanding of what constitutes moral 

rationality; and thus how we might better answer the fundamental question of ‘how then 

shall we live’. Importantly, our engagement can contribute to the shaping of this positive 

pluralist space – to the underpinning and exercise of democracy – whereas to fail to engage 

is to be complicit in the weaknesses and failings of public debate. 

A public space shaped towards procedural secularism is found, to considerable degree, in 

the South African post-apartheid constitution, and in India. Both have assumptions that 

each actor, or community, may bring specific language, culture, ethnicity, faith, gender, 

sexuality and so forth. That brings its challenges, but it is a very different playing field, with 

very different rules of the game – a game that we have capacity to play very well; and 

through playing well, shape the rules of the game, the shape of the playing field, so it has a 

place for all, and can work for the good of all.  

Speaking of God 

The key to doing this is to share, on our own terms, what we believe and why – as well as 

attempting in parallel to enunciate these in the conceptual language of our interlocutors. 

This is very different from trying to reduce everything to ‘lowest common denominator’ (ie 

highest common factor) language. No one who has heard Desmond Tutu speak, no matter 

how ostensibly secular the context, could doubt the source of his convictions!  

Speaking from the core of faith is a capacity British Christians must rediscover – it is as 

though we have become embarrassed to speak of living relationship with God (cf Alistair 

Campbell saying of Tony Blair ‘We don’t do God’ and his admission after retirement that 

he didn’t speak of faith for fear of being ‘thought a nutter’). My own conviction is that 

attempts into the second half of the twentieth century to escape sentimentality and 

superstition by using purely rationalist materialist language has thrown out the mystical and 

transcendent baby with the bath-water of make-believe – such that we largely lost the 

capacity to speak of the numinous in public. And yet, as this week’s BBC Radio 4 

programme, A Believer’s Guide to Atheism11 noted, there is, outside of organised religion, 

persisting belief in a spiritual beyond, whether angels or ghosts or life after death.  

We need to recapture our place in this conversation. We do so not by trying to reduce our 

faith to diminished compromise language that convinces no-one, but through – according 

to MacIntyre – a form of conceptual bilingualism, in which we speak from the heart of our 

convictions, enunciated on the basis of the evaluative processes and we employ. In other 

words, we speak from the centre of our own integrity, on our own grounds. But then we 

try to express this within the linguistic and evaluative frameworks employed by others. Our 

aim is not merely to communicate on their terms, but also to help them understand not 

merely what we believe, but our grounds for doing so and how these grounds work: in 

 
commitments and promises made. That so much public political discourse fails these tests, being designed to 
gain or hold power, or playing fast and loose with truth to serve this end, must be called out and unmasked. 
11 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m00088n8  
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other words, to educate them into our, and more general, practices of moral rationality, 

and indeed of discernment. 

This provides for a far richer and more textured debate. Further, it can help us avoid the 

pitfalls of platitudinous hand-wringing that merely serves to show our ignorance of the 

complexities of situations with which we engage – trying, and failing, to speak pertinently 

into areas where we have no expertise. Instead, by speaking from our own heartland, we 

are more likely to be able to highlight the aspects of questions that are at stake in debate, 

and offer moral, ethical, frameworks and tools that can resource expert practitioners. 

Rowan Williams was a master at this – homing in on the nub of the matter, whether 

addressing lawyers, educators, medics, financiers, environmentalist, journalists or many 

other fields. He found ways to speak very explicitly not merely about ‘God’ but Jesus 

Christ, without embarrassment, in tackling the most secular of topics and contexts. In this 

way, he embraces, but goes beyond the ‘integral Christian humanism’ which has 

characterised much of Anglicanism’s Temple-shaped engagement.12 

Speaking to God and Listening to God 

The language of affective faith was not wholly foreign to William Temple, who famously 

said (though I cannot find where!) ‘When I pray, coincidences happen; when I don’t, they 

don’t.’  We find God-speak, and the practice of prayer more explicitly at the heart of 

Desmond Tutu’s life as Archbishop of Cape Town, particularly at the height of apartheid.  

Tutu trained for ordination under the Community of the Resurrection / Mirfield Fathers, 

and their rhythm of prayer shaped his life thereafter. It is a practice rooted in the belief that 

the Christian life is best lived by bringing as much as possible before God, and laying 

oneself as open as possible before God, so that he might pour his love and work his 

purposes as fully as possible through us. The higher the political tensions, the more Tutu 

lived out of a commitment to utter dependence and reliance upon God.  Martin Luther 

similarly said the busier he was, the more time he needed to spend in prayer. When Tutu 

was Archbishop, his daily schedule followed 3 to 4 hours or more of prayer.13  

 
12 John Hughes ‘After Temple? The Recent Renewal of Anglican Social Thought’ in Anglican Social Theology: 
Renewing the Vision Today, Brown M. ed., 2014, Church House Publishing, London, p.76. 
13 4am, personal alarm – then pray curled up on his knees next to his bed for an hour 
5am, 30-minute brisk walk 
5.30am, shower 
6am in study for devotional reading and a start on work 
7.30am, to chapel for Morning Prayer with clergy, and then  
8.00am, the daily Eucharist with lay staff members also 
8.30am, breakfast 
9ish, back at his desk, with 30 minute appointments from 10am, 
11am, tea-break with staff – this was effective in building community /team work, good body-of-Christ theology!  
1pm, back to chapel for 30 minutes’ more of prayer, then upstairs for lunch and a nap 
Late afternoon, evening prayer in chapel with clergy staff, then more personal prayer. 
7pm upstairs for, probably, a rum and coke, and supper, and the TV news.  
In bed by soon after 9, if no evening appointments, then Night Prayers, sleep … 
He also fasted until supper on Fridays, had a quiet day once a month, and a week’s annual retreat.  In Lent he 
only ate in the evenings. He balanced his energetic activism with several hours of prayer and meditative silence a 
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In a personal email exchange in 2013, in which I had been quizzing him about his 

theology (and he denies he is a theologian!) Tutu wrote: 

I was lucky to be trained by a religious community, and learned there by example 

rather than precept, that prayer, the spiritual, is utterly crucial, utterly central to 

authentic Christian existence. And the God we encounter at the Eucharist, in 

meditation, is the one who inspires the question, ‘How can you love the God you 

have not seen when you hate the brother you have?’ (1 Jn 4:20). It is precisely our 

encounter with this God that propels us into engagement with God’s world, 

knowing that despite all appearances to the contrary, God is in charge, and truth, 

goodness and justice and right will, must, prevail in the end.  

This is what made the difference to his ministry. I struggle to emulate anything even 

slightly close.  

This discipline of holy dependence gave Tutu courage to stick his neck out, and enabled 

him by God’s grace again and again to say the right thing, at the right time, in the right 

place. Rowan Williams was also a man of deep, surrendering, prayer. I suspect history will 

be kinder towards him than opinion in and beyond Anglicanism at the time of his Primacy. 

‘We are the Body of Christ ...’ 

I noted above Rowan Williams’ identification of Anglican social engagement with St Paul’s 

theology of the body of Christ. Anglicans are often accused of having a particular focus on 

the incarnation. A 2009 article ‘Politics and the Church – Acting Incarnationally’ by Tutu’s 

successor-but-one, current Archbishop of Cape Town Thabo Makgoba,14 illustrates why 

this provides deeper, more fertile, ground than we might imagine. He describes the 

opening years of his archiepiscopal ministry as being shaped by ‘the overarching need to 

discover afresh what it is to be the body of Chrsit in our time, and who God is in Jesus 

Christ for us here and now’ – words used in his installation Charge, which became a 

touchstone personally and for the role of the church he leads. Among his themes are: 

• The Christian year begins with us singing ‘O come, Emmanuel’. God IS with us – 

God’s option is for humanity: with us, alongside us, one of us, to a degree we will 

never fully fathom. He is with everyone we meet, in every situation that affects 

humanity, and we should expect to meet him there – and so should be encouraged 

to get stuck into every context. 

• As the bridge between heaven and earth, Jesus Christ spans eternal ideals and the 

limitations of contingent, practical reality. Simultaneously human and divine, he 

does not so much bridge the gap, as dissolve it within himself. This is, first, an 

invitation not to worry about getting our hands dirty, or be daunted when every 

option before us has both positive and negative consequences and unforeseeable 

 
day – he needed both. Biographer John Allen records Tutu later saying that if his daily schedule of personal and 
formal prayers was disrupted, he experienced ‘almost a physical sensation, like maybe not brushing my teeth’. 
Taken from Rabble-Rouser for Peace, John Allen, 2006, Rider / Random House, London, Parktown, 
14 Journal of Anglican Studies, Vol. 7, Issue 1, May 2009, pp 87-91. 
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outcomes, where there is no obvious ‘right’ thing to do. Incarnate Jesus is present 

in the messy confusion. 

• Second, this can help us subvert increasing tendencies to polarising rhetoric and all-

or-nothing condemnation beyond redemption and de-platform people on the basis 

of disagreements or errors. (Even within Anglicanism, there are claims that people 

aren’t really Christian, not saved, if they hold a differing position on sexuality.) 

• And while Christ becomes incarnate to judge – but not to condemn (John 3:16-17), 

rather to open our eyes to what is awry, and to reveal his better way. Our criticisms 

should be equally constructive! 

• Incarnation is thus also a reminder of the relational nature of salvation – being in 

Christ, not being ‘sound’.  

• So we meet other Christians ‘in Christ’ – and need to keep on meeting and talking 

in our differences. Tutu says ‘Anglicans talk’. The Anglicans of Southern Africa 

largely held together despite radical differences on how to oppose apartheid. Recall 

that Anglican chaplains served in the Defence Force that occupied and brutalised 

clergy and parishioners in Namibia and Angola – life and death differences. 

• Anglicans, living incarnationally together, ought to be among the best at modelling 

disagreement in unity. We need to live up to this! Breadth of Anglicanism – we can 

speak many languages, theological and socio-cultural – but we must keep speaking 

with each other. What we have ‘in Christ’ is what holds us together. Cf Eye/ear 

incompatibility of 1 Cor 12. 

• It also emphasises the centrality of humanity’s interrelationships – loving 

neighbours as ourselves, as determined social practice, in the radical humanity of 

our engagement with others. 

As Terry Eagleton put it in a Guardian article this week, ‘what distinguishes 

the Judeo-Christian idea of love from the romantic, erotic, touchy-feely 

sense it has acquired in modern times is that it has nothing to do with 

feeling. Love for the New Testament is a social practice, not a sentiment. 

How you feel about the person whose place you take in the queue for the 

gas chambers is neither here nor there. You don’t even have to know him. 

Only a love of this ruthlessly impersonal kind, which couldn’t care less about 

the gender, rank, skin colour or personality of whoever needs your help, 

could prove equal to what St John darkly calls the powers of this world ... 15 

• Incarnation – Christ’s total identification with us, reminds us also of the need for 

identification with others (not patronising them in their need, nor problem solving 

for others!). I’d like to see recapture of lament as part of this.  

• Incarnation also keeps us humble – we are none of us self-sufficient, either in 

relationship to Jesus, nor within the body of Christ (in which the manifestation of 

the Spirit is given to each for the good of all, 1 Cor 12:7). Dependence on God 

 
15 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/nov/21/dominion-making-western-mind-tom-holland-review, 
accessed 25 November 2019.  
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allows the transcendent work of the Spirit in and through us; it keeps us open to 

learning in and beyond the Church (as MacIntyre’s tradition-based moral reasoning 

requires). 

• Though we might ask ‘what would Jesus do’, we are reminded that he alone is the 

Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world and offers forgiveness and 

salvation. We only need to point others to him. Nor are we condemned if it seems 

that salvation is not happening as a result of our efforts – that remains God’s work. 

(His ideas about salvation may not be the same as our problem-solving solutions!) 

• Makgoba cites Rowan Williams’ words to the 2008 Lambeth Conference: ‘Every 

vocation in the Church of God is a calling to be a place where God’s Son is 

revealed’16 and thus we are challenged to reflect on where we have seen and 

experienced the revelation of Jesus Christ in the world – and so live expectant of  

finding Christ revealed in people, places, events and circumstances; and especially 

‘wherever there is love, there is God.’ We can then be challenged on how we truly 

share such love, and becomes channels of God’s revelation. 

• Jesus Christ’s saving presence in and through us can help us use narrative better – 

not merely illustrative stories to open a sermon; but living testimony of God at 

work in our lives. There is capacity here for a different way of doing politics than 

merely competitive anecdote. 

• Incarnation invites us to deal with one another on the basis of covenant not contract. 

This is very counter-cultural in our increasingly litigious society, in which often it 

seems the 11th commandment is that we can do everything that the law will let us get 

away with – contra Paul’s ‘all things are lawful but not all things are beneficial’ 1 Cor 

10:23). As then Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks told the 2008 Lambeth Conference,  

o Contracts concern our interests, while covenants concern our identities. 

o Contracts deal in transactions, while covenants deal in relationships. 

o Contracts benefit, while covenants transform. 

o Contracts are about competition – if I win, you lose; while covenants are about 

cooperation – if I win, you also win. 

• Jesus Christ holds before us the image, the ultimate model, of what it is to be fully 

human and to flourish – living in love with God in mind, heart, soul and body, and 

relationally, cf the two great commandments. This demands of us a moral rationality 

(indeed, a systematics!) that encompasses not merely the cognitive, but affective and 

spiritual dimensions (as MacIntyre’s tradition-based reasoning requires).  

• Jesus Christ as the exemplar of humanity is not merely a spiritualised ideal, but a flesh 

and blood reality that encompasses human finitude, and our flesh and blood realities, 

even suffering. This must be the heart of, the form and shape of, the ‘common good’ 

for which we strive, taking precedence over personal, economic, political or other 

forms of narrow advancement. 

 

 
16 http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1355/the-archbishops-retreat-addresses-parts-i-ii  
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Tutu’s example points us to look to not merely to forms of common good, but forms of 

salvation. For in him we see how in Christ we find a salvation broad enough to meet 

whatever woundedness, brokenness, injustice or other sin that has ensnared us. Tutu 

suffered apartheid’s diminishment, labelling, disempowering, exclusion and even 

demonising. So he now stands on the side of the diminished, labelled, disempowered, 

excluded and demonised – his stance particularly around sexuality and gender, though from 

a propositionally-based doctrinal mindset might be thought to be well beyond the norm, lie 

centre-square in his relationally-dynamic experience of God’s redeeming love. God loves 

YOU he says to everyone without distinction. 

 

And so God does. But then what? How does each individual respond to God’s redeeming 

love. Tutu is unashamedly a universalist (all shall be saved). He knows what it is to forgive 

much, and the power of forgiveness and reconciliation. But what of the risk of condoning 

the unacceptable? And is he right in his soteriology?  

 

So we must name the key risk of taking all this relational, incarnational, dynamic on board. 

All hermeneutical approaches have their weaknesses. Here, we walk the dangerous tightrope 

between the risks of unjustifiable synchretism over appropriate enculturation. ‘Those who 

are married to the Spirit of the age, will soon find themselves widowed.’ 

 

But let us end with the Arch. God loves you! Everything else is commentary. 

 

 


