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The first dead human body I saw was a boy of about 10, 
my own age at the time. It was at Bournemouth and I 
watched lifeguards tip him upside down and pummel his 
chest to dislodge the seawater. Those pounding fists would 
get a response from anyone, you would have thought. But 
tragically not. Even that deluge of blows brought nothing, 
and I had an appalling sense that this boy was unreachable. 
He had gone where nothing human could touch him. He was 
inert and utterly numb.

I find this striking because you can also sense a numbing 
in the culture around us, an increasing inertness. Movies 
need grosser and grosser images to stimulate the emotions, 
holidays need to be bigger, better, and more and more 
exotic to make us ‘really relax’, and game graphics get ever 
more sophisticated to create the same excitement. I’m 
not just being a grumpy old man here, because my baby 
boomer generation is at it just as much as Generation Y or 
Generation Me. We all consume to distraction.

But perhaps consuming to distraction is just the point. Our 
spiralling, addictive consumption does distract and does 
numb. Our favourite distractions in the UK’s cultures tend 
to be physical and material. Such pleasures can be intense, 
immediate. They drown out other thoughts, numbing people 
to other dimensions of life. Intentionally, perhaps?

Yet consuming to distraction with these intense 
and immediate pleasures is also subject to the law of 

diminishing returns. Somehow we need bigger and bigger 
fixes of whatever pleasure it is to get the same, increasingly 
temporary, release from our numbness. No wonder we have 
extreme sports, because they remind us we are alive.

But distraction from what? Our culture may be numb to 
many horrors, but it fears boredom. We have a horror of 
being bored. News editors plan to shift attention with new 
images every 30 seconds or so. Teachers and lecturers work 
as hard as they can not to be boring. Come to that, I have 
written and re-written this piece to try not to bore you! And 
our culture gets bored so easily, and over so many things. 
Hence the value we put on consuming to distraction. We 
are killing time to avoid boredom, and we crave ever more 
intense pleasures because boredom stalks ever more closely.

But why does boredom stalk us? Think of the TV reality 
show Big Brother, which featured young, physically healthy 
and attractive contestants, whose distractions had been 
taken from them – no TV, no newspapers, no X-Box. Unable 
to consume to distraction they were left with themselves 
and each other. Their boredom was painful!

These people seemed somehow hollow on the inside, and 
somehow numbed. They needed distraction because so little 
was left. Somehow they needed something to kill time. More 
troubling still, their hollowness and numbness may be the 
rule among us, not the exception. In fact, for us viewers they 
were our distractions, a way of killing time.

Killing time?
Our culture is numb to many horrors, 
but it fears boredom. Mike Ovey, the 
Principal of Oak Hill, thinks through 
the distractions of modern life and the 
response of the gospel
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This issue of Commentary 
looks at questions 
surrounding the value and 
worthwhileness of life

Dorothy L Sayers wrote of the nothingness that can 
lie behind our need for distraction. She wrote of ‘the sin 
that believes in nothing, cares for nothing, seeks to know 
nothing, interferes with nothing, enjoys nothing, hates 
nothing, finds purpose in nothing, lives for nothing, and 
remains alive because there is nothing for which it will die.’

True, there are exceptions – think of the armed forces or 
the emergency services – but in many ways isn’t she right on 
the money?

She said the sin she was describing was despair. Despair 
brings a nothingness because it denies hope. Without hope, 
there is nothing to live for, and nothing to die for. One 
simply kills time until one dies, and life itself counts for 
little. Our culture, with all its wealth and leisure, simply kills 
time in ever more extreme ways to keep us distracted, but 
life itself counts, in a curious way, for less and less.

That, surely, is something Christians challenge, and one 
way or another, this issue of Commentary looks at questions 
surrounding the value and worthwhileness of life.

But Sayers helps us see why this hollowness and emptiness 
is so groundless, and why life is more than just killing time. 
Because the reality is not despair, but hope. It is impossible 
to despair when the reality of God is that he loves the world 
so passionately that he gives his own Son to save those 
who believe. And it’s impossible to believe in despair when 
we read of dead Lazarus – three days in the tomb – being 
summoned by the call of Jesus.

It’s impossible to despair when the reality of God is that 
when he draws people to himself, they do indeed come. It’s 
impossible to despair of life as barely worth living when our 
eternal lives have been valued not with silver and gold, but 
with the precious blood of God’s own Son. We’re not just 
killing time.
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The one big 
question ‘For as long as I can remember, 

suffering has been the major 
block to belief,’ says Bishop Michael Baughen. 
He speaks here about his new book on the 
subject, The One Big Question

In The One Big Question you say, ‘there are many 
books on healing, but few on suffering’. Why do you 
think this is?

We would all like to be healed. Otherwise we would not go 
to the doctor or the hospital. It is a right and proper part of 
our relationship with our Lord that we bring our illnesses 
to him and pray for his hand of healing directly or through 
the medics. The problem our Lord faced was that the crowds 
began to follow him to get healing or to get food, rather than 
to hear the revelation of saving truth, or to get the food that 
lasts to eternal life. The gospel had to be the priority.

The statement that you can be healed if you have enough 
faith is far more attractive to a sick person than the 
statement that God may wish to glorify himself through our 
suffering. It also breeds extreme views and claims. Just as 
the national lottery uses the powerful phrase, ‘It could be 
you’, so some people turn to this ‘healer’ or that one. It has 
resulted in dangerous actions, such as stopping medication. 
People who have genuinely been healed by God’s grace give 

testimony – and so they should. But when the generalisation 
is made that everyone can be healed in that way if they have 
enough faith, then the pendulum has swung dangerously. 
The faith of many people is destroyed by being built upon 
this claim and then finding they have not been healed. Even 
worse is when others tell them it was because of hidden sin 
or lack of faith. Some people feel they are a failure when 
they are not healed.

Nevertheless, books making various claims, from the 
balanced and helpful to the extreme and dangerous, 
proliferate. Books with personal testimonies of healing are 
some of the most popular Christian titles. There are some 
fine books of testimony from Christians who have walked 
the path of suffering, but they are hugely outnumbered. The 
whole purpose of The One Big Question is to get a doctrine 
of suffering in balance with a doctrine of healing.

Christians face many challenges to their faith today, 
including of course the attacks of the new atheists. 
If you were to draw up a league table of challenges, 
where would the problem of suffering come?

For as long as I can remember, suffering has been the major 
block to belief, but it is true that aggressive atheism is 
affecting a lot of people. Yet, as I show in the book, that can 
often be a smokescreen for the real block of suffering. So 
in the ordinary streets of Bolton, Bermondsey, Camborne, 

I want to urge as strongly as I 
can that a session on suffering 
should be a must in every basic 
Christianity course
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Ipswich, or wherever, it is not Dawkins (except as a name 
representing atheism) but suffering that is the block. So I 
think suffering still tops the league table.

The One Big Question begins with questions raised 
by suffering, but in part two of the book you turn to 
building faith, hope and love in the face of suffering, 
and then end on the subject of prayer. Why did you 
structure the book in this way?

I thought about this a lot and discussed it with a variety 
of people. Initially, I wanted to start with the pastoral half, 
not least because it is grounded in my ministry experience 
over 54 years, but also because some early readers got to the 

end of the first half and paused... which many of us do with 
books. I wanted readers to get to the pastoral material.

However, almost everyone thought the questions part of 
the book should come first, and that is how the book is now 
structured. Its chapter headings are clearly more arresting. 
Nevertheless, I expect that quite often I will suggest that 
someone should start reading the book halfway through, if 
the pastoral is what they need most.

The suffering and eventual rescue of the Chilean miners, 
trapped undergound after an explosion, caught the 
imagination of the world in 2010. Mario Gómez, the spiritual 
leader of the miners during their ordeal, celebrates the moment 
of his rescue. His shirt reads, ‘Thank you Lord!’
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In a story from the book, you describe a hospital 
scene where the parents of a child who has just died 
ask, ‘Why would a God of love allow this to happen?’ 
How would you advise people to handle that sort of 
situation pastorally?

Every pastoral situation needs care, love and much prayer 
to our Lord to help us get it right. My response to parents in 
this situation would obviously vary according to whether 
they were members of the church or not. Whoever they 
are, they need to know you are weeping with them. I would 
want them to know that my heart bled with theirs.

In the circumstances, it might be best to say, ‘I am more 
than willing to talk with you about your question, for I fully 
understand why you are asking it. We could talk now if 
you wish, or perhaps a little later, but I want to assure you 
that God’s love does surround you and your child (using the 
child’s name), and that God will, if you trust him, be what 
helps you go forward’.

When it seems possible to talk with the parents about 
their heart-question, I would use the lines given in the 
book as it seems appropriate, particularly regarding their 
concept of God and the expectancy of his controlling hand 
intervening billions of times a second to retain the perfect 
world. But mainly I would want to show them the New 
Testament revelation of God as love: a love of self-giving and 
suffering in the Passion, a love from which we can never be 
separated.

If I had the book with me, I might show them the cover, 
with its huge tear-drop, which suggests the tear-drop of the 
Father at the suffering and death of his Son.

People who are enduring suffering will most probably 
be helped by the love and support of their family and 
friends. Do you see books – and in particular The One 
Big Question – playing a role for them too?

Yes, I agree that family support is so important. Sharon 
Grenham-Toze shows in the book how members of her 
family abandoned her and how that hurt her. It has also 
been brought home to my wife Myrtle and me that being a 
single person without any family support means the church 
has to be on its toes to give much more care than normal, 
and to be family.

There is quite a bit to help pastorally in the book, but I 
think there may be a need for a follow-on book giving more 
help and advice on how to help fellow-Christians as they 
walk the path of suffering. However, there are, of course, a 
number of helpful books such as the one by Mel Menzies, 
listed in a footnote, about bereavement.

How do you respond in the book to the ‘killer question’ 
posed by John Humphrys: ‘We are told that faith, 
goodness and virtue are always rewarded and that 
wickedness will be punished. But what we see is 
precisely the opposite.’

John seems much more an Old Testament man and, as I say 
in the book, rewards, punishments and justice are there all 
right. But the New Testament is different. The prosperity 
gospel people twist texts in terms of earthly rewards, but 
examining texts in their proper context shows that in most 
cases we are talking about rewards in the very different 
terms of impact on our spiritual lives, eternal destiny and 
the crown of life.

Yes, there are some sharp judgments such as with Ananias 
and Sapphira (in Acts chapter 5), but they were specific 
teaching in vivid form, just as happens so often in the Old 

I remember the bitter anger 
of a young Christian after the 
Boxing Day tsunami. She was on 
a Christian holiday and as I was 
the speaker, I was the target of 
her outbursts. It went on day 
after day
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Testament. They were not general principles, or there would 
be, one suspects, a lot of people dropping dead in church!

How do you think church leaders today can best 
help their church communities with the problem of 
suffering?

First, of course, by preaching and teaching on suffering. This 
can also prove to be evangelistic in removing blocks to the 
gospel. Secondly, I would encourage preachers or course 
leaders to keep emphasising the need to get the foundations 
of faith, love and hope deeply embedded in people’s souls 
– I take three chapters on that in the book – because the 
person who has thought it through before any significant 
suffering hits is far more likely to lean on God and become a 
testimony to his glory.

I have emphasised this quite frequently in preaching 
recently and it rings bells time and time again. Someone 
told me the other Sunday that the preacher at the funeral 
service for their daughter kept saying, ‘Stand on the facts’. 
Because they were firm on the facts, their faith and walk 
with Christ has been sustained and deepened in the 40 or 
more years since that deeply sad loss.

Thirdly, I want to urge as strongly as I can that a session 
on suffering should be a must in every basic Christianity 
course. Some courses have a whole session on ‘Does God 
heal today?’ but that must be balanced by thorough 
teaching on how a Christian approaches suffering, about 
sharing the sufferings of Christ, of turning suffering to 
Christ’s glory, and the reasons for suffering.

The One Big Question contains quite a lot of well 
explained science, arguing that suffering often 
happens because ‘this is the way our world, and we, 
are made’. Why did you choose to include it?

Archbishop George Carey says the book has faced the 
questions ‘head-on’. We need information that is well-
grounded when meeting accusations against God. Platitudes 
are not enough.

Suffering as the forge of 
conviction and faith

Some close Christian friends recently had to handle 
the shattering news of the husband’s inoperable cancer. 
They rocked humanly (there is no need for a ‘stiff upper 
lip’ as a Christian - we can cry) but they did not rock 
spiritually. Although the treatment he received was the 
best, gradually, the physical battle was lost. The pain, 
the disfigurement and the suffering were intense, but 
faith held. He died in the arms of Christ.

I acted as ‘devil’s advocate’ to his widow as I said, ‘How 
can you possibly still believe in a God of love when you 
have seen such suffering in your beloved husband and 
endured it yourself in walking this awful path with 
him?’

She looked at me with amazement:  ‘Are you serious?! 
Abandon faith in the God who has carried us, who has 
been so wonderfully with us through these months, 
whose love has surrounded us? How could I?’

Because they had thought through the question of 
suffering before it had occurred, they had forged their 
convictions and faith more deeply in the heat of that 
suffering. Yes, there were tears. Yes, there was pain. But 
there was faith and great glory to God.

The issue of suffering is of course inextricably linked 
with the important area of healing. There are many 
books on healing, but few on suffering, yet everyone in 
the world experiences suffering and it is there on page 
after page of the scriptures, from honest despair and a 
sense of devastation in the Psalms and the Prophets, to 
glorying in it for Christ in the New Testament.

This extract from The One Big Question by Michael 
Baughen (published by CWR, 2010) is used by 
permission.
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I remember the bitter anger of a young Christian after the 
Boxing Day tsunami. She was on a Christian holiday and as 
I was the speaker, I was the target of her outbursts. It went 
on day after day. Only gradually would she begin to listen, 
and I could gradually open her up to some of the facts I 
mention in the book.

When I came to work on the book, I knew I needed to have 
much more substantial ground for explaining these things. 
I have been enormously helped by various scientists who 
share the faith and, in the case of the tectonic plates, a great 
deal has emerged in TV documentaries which has been very 
helpful. I never understood tectonic plates before, nor that 
their movement is vital to life.

I also wanted to build a strong case to show the incredible 
way we are made, and the intricacies of our bodies. It is 
utterly amazing how wonderfully we are made, and yet also 
how, for instance, one rogue gene can bring devastating 
results. The reality of having carbon in our make-up because 
that is vital to life, but which also leads to decay, is worth 
emphasising against those who somehow think we should 
have perfect bodies which remain perfect.

I have learnt a lot in the process of writing the book. 
When I was recently challenged head-on and aggressively 
(in a polite way!) about a particular world disaster at 
a livery dinner top-table, I was able to bring all this 
gathered evidence into play – until the eminent lady said, ‘I 
surrender!’ Then I could get to what really mattered.

You recount in the book how you held on to faith hour 
by hour through the pain after an appendix operation. 
What was that experience like, and do you recommend 
it for others in that situation?

Paul points out that our experiences of suffering and 
comfort are experiences we can share to comfort others. 
One of those experiences for me was when I had an 
abscessed appendix. The abscess was leaking into my body 
for eight days. Eventually, in the middle of the night, my 
body seemed to burst from every pore. The internal results 
were, apparently, very considerable.

After the operation, perhaps it was the morphine, or the 
body reacting to the poison of the abscess, but every nerve 
seemed to be on edge. The chaplain kindly came to offer 
communion. I could not cope. He just prayed and left.

What does one do? I had preached often on suffering. I 
resolved to hold on to just one aspect of our marvellous 
God and that aspect only, as much as I could. The next day, 
a different aspect. I held on to the anchors, to the facts, even 
though no feelings matched the facts. The third day was 
so different. I felt as if a blanket of love was holding me all 
day. It was wonderful. Many times since I have been able to 
share this experience and to share what that holding on to 
God can mean to the sufferer.

Which CS Lewis book about suffering have you 
personally found more helpful: The Problem of Pain or 
A Grief Observed?

I found The Problem of Pain enormously helpful in thinking 
through the question of suffering, and I found A Grief 
Observed a superb balance in its honesty of suffering 
overwhelming thinking, and how eventually the sky cleared 
and the sun of God’s truth refreshed his heart again. Both 
books are necessary.

The One Big Question: 
The God of love in a 
world of suffering 
Michael Baughen
CWR, 2010, 144pp.
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Children’s story Bibles are not Bibles. 
Or at least they are not the whole 
Bible and nothing but the Bible. After 
all, they usually avoid just about 
every kind of biblical literature except 
narrative. No law, no prophecy, no 
wisdom literature, no New Testament 
letters. The biblical stories they include 
are rewritten and expanded to make 
sense to small children. Individual 
stories are sometimes, but not always, 
set in the context of the bigger story of 
salvation.

Also worth noting are the pictures, 
which, if my children are anything to 
go by, become the centre of a child’s 
attention. When that happens, story 
Bibles become picture books with some 
words of explanation. They are ‘words 
about pictures’ as much as they are 
‘pictures about words’.

All of which means that we need to 
think hard about children’s Bibles. 
All too often we are lulled into a false 
sense of security because these books 
call themselves Bibles and have a 

reassuring picture of Noah on the 
cover. And yet, there is no guarantee 
that these ‘Bibles’ are a helpful 
introduction to the Bible.

Whichever children’s Bible you 
read with your children, or use in 
your Sunday school, it will have its 
own faults, mistakes and weaknesses. 
Nor will these be obvious. There are 
naturally some brazen attempts to 
teach good manners and behaviour. 
One version of the feeding of the 
5,000 concludes with Jesus 
instructing his followers to gather 
up the leftovers. The reason? ‘You 
must never waste food.’ These are, 
however, the exceptions.

So how do we assess a children’s 
Bible? One helpful way is to think 
about three key relationships: the 
relationship between the story Bible 
text and the Bible; the relationship 
between the pictures and words of 
the story Bible and the Bible; and the 
relationship between the story Bible 
and the child.

Jesus to a 
child Did Jesus really say ‘you must never 

waste food’? Did Adam and Eve cover 
themselves up because they were cold? 
David Shaw sorts the Bible from the 
story in children’s story Bibles
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Story Bible and biblical text

A quick look at the contents page of a 
story Bible should tell you what has 
been cut out. It is standard, of course, 
to focus on the historical books of the 
Old Testament and the gospels of the 
New. But even those books are heavily 
edited and it is hard to escape the 
conclusion that the surviving stories 
are chosen only because they are about 
children or exciting to them.

Can it be that the calling of Samuel 
is so often selected simply because it 
involves a child in the action? Should 
Jesus’ teaching about children be so 
prominent at the expense of teaching 
about judgment, humility, or self-
righteousness?

Another issue is what has been 
altered or added. Some stories or 
characters are transformed to make 
them more suitable for children. 
Of course, some adaptation in age-
appropriate ways is fitting. Younger 
children should be shielded from the 
more graphically violent or sexual 
aspects of biblical narratives. However, 
children’s Bibles are often at their 
worst when their intentions are good.

Some, for example, protect children 
by changing the biblical narrative. 
According to several of them, Adam 
and Eve covered themselves not 
because they were naked and felt 
ashamed but because they were cold. 
Others (we could even say a majority) 
opt to protect children from the darker 
side of many biblical characters by 
describing only their better moments. 

In many story Bibles, Abraham never 
doubts, David never sins, Solomon’s 
decisions are unfailingly wise, and 
Jonah never sits on a hill and curses.

What is lost is the notion that God’s 
blessing falls on bad people – that he 
chooses, forgives, loves and shows 
patience to sinners. The thought is 
sown that salvation lies in being good.

What the illustrations say

Ask someone what they remember of 
the Bible from childhood and it will 
almost certainly be a picture they talk 
about. Not only are the pictures what 
grab a child’s attention, they are also 
the most fixed part of a story Bible.

At least with pre-reading age 
children, parents can adapt and change 
the text, but they can do nothing about 
the pictures. Or, almost nothing. One 
parent – the exception that proves the 
rule – found a gory picture of John the 
Baptist’s head on a platter and drew a 
birthday cake over the top!

To assess the role of images it helps 
to think about how they relate both 
to the Bible and to the story Bible 
text they supposedly illustrate. Take 
the animal skins with which God 
clothed Adam and Eve. Biblically, God’s 
response to the fall is one of judgment 
and of grace. God pronounced 
judgment on Adam and Eve and sent 
them from the garden. But God also 
graciously clothed them and promised 
the serpent would be crushed by one 
of Eve’s descendents.

However, the text of many story 
Bibles presents the fall as Adam 
and Eve breaking a rule and being 
sent away, with no mention of God’s 
promise. And yet the pictures almost 
always show them clothed with the 
skins. If parents notice and talk about 
that detail, then God’s kindness to 
sinners is drawn out in a way that 
would otherwise be lost.

Pictures can also help to relate one 
story to another in the Bible. Often the 
biblical writers describe an event in 
ways which echo a previous incident, 
and some children’s Bibles do this 
brilliantly with pictures. One book 
links Joseph’s reconciliation with his 
brothers to the risen Christ’s reunion 
with his disciples. Both groups are 
shown embracing in a circle of twelve.

The same story Bible links Solomon’s 
fall into idolatry with Adam’s fall in 
Eden, by showing a half-eaten piece of 
fruit on the ground next to Solomon. 
When God’s people take possession 
of the land under Joshua they are 
pictured sitting by a river enjoying the 

When was the last 
time you heard a book 
review at church on 
a children’s Bible? 
When did you last find 
a parent reading one 
carefully, away from 
the whirlwind of a 
bedtime routine?
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fruits of the land, just as Adam and Eve 
were drawn enjoying Eden. The point 
is well made: God has given his people 
another good land to take care of – and 
will they do any better this time?

Then we need to consider the 
relationship between text and image 
on the pages of the story Bible. Are 
the author and artist on the same 
hymn sheet? In one story Bible, Jonah 
is pictured emerging from the mouth 

of the fish in a superhero pose. It’s a 
fun image, but hardly consistent with 
either the story Bible’s treatment of 
Jonah, or with the Bible itself.

The story Bible and the child

How do story Bibles create a 
relationship with children? Several of 
them address children directly, and 
their presuppositions about the child 

can be revealing. One 19th century 
example makes this aside in the course 
of the Genesis narrative: ‘Now you 
think I dare say that Adam and Eve 
would be so grateful to God for placing 
them in such a beautiful garden...’ 
This is perhaps just imagining a child 
hearing the story for the first time, but 
it may also suggest moral superiority 
to Adam and Eve.

Other children’s Bibles communicate 
such things visually. What are they 
saying when they put us on the same 
level as Adam and Eve as they eat the 
fruit, or have us looking down on them 
as they hide from God? One story Bible 
has Adam, Eve and the serpent in the 
background and three tigers advancing 
towards the viewer in the foreground. 
Subtle it may not be, but it creates the 
sense that these events pose some 
threat to the reader – and so they do.

Assessing children’s Bibles is not 
child’s play. The relationships between 
them, the Bible and their readers are 
complicated. Because they are too 
easily seen as simple and trustworthy, 
we haven’t learnt how to read them 
carefully or critically enough.

When was the last time you heard a 
book review at church on a children’s 
Bible? When did you last find a parent 
reading one carefully, away from the 
whirlwind of a bedtime routine, with 
a Bible in the other hand? The stakes 
could not be higher. Children are 
entrusted to us, as parents, as churches; 
and we need to search the scriptures 
for their sakes, testing the truth of 
those books that claim to be Bibles.
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To be or not to be...
transhuman

As we witness 
significant progress in 
genetic engineering, 
reproductive science 
and nanotechnology, the 
prospect of improving 
on the human body is 
opening up. Kirsty Birkett 
explores the arguments 
for and against human 
enhancement, or, as some 
call it, transhumanism
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Human enhancement: the prospect of longer-lived, disease-
immune, perhaps even immortal human beings. People 
with better memories, stronger muscles, less need for sleep, 
sharper minds, greater intelligence, the ability to leap tall 
buildings – imagine what you will.

The fountain of youth has been a dream for centuries, but 
it is now entering the realm of, if not real science, at least 
plausible research programmes. Is that good? Well, why not?

That is the response of writers and researchers who 
are in favour of human enhancement, or as some call it, 
transhumanism. John Harris, a writer in favour of this 
programme, could hardly be more positive.

Imagine a school, he says, that could genuinely turn out 
children who were better educated, healthier, and more 
intelligent not only than when they arrived, but more so 
than any other school ever. We would want our children 
to go to this school. We should want our children to go to 
this school, Harris says, for that would only be ethical for 
concerned parents, and we should want other schools to 
adopt their methods.

What if genetic engineering, medicine, reproductive 
technology or nanotechnology could achieve healthier, fitter 
and more intelligent humans? Why would we not go for 
it, if we could do so safely? If these are legitimate aims of 
education, why not science?

In Harris’s view, at least, not only is enhancement 
permissible, but at least in some cases there is a positive 
moral duty to enhance. This will replace natural selection 
with deliberate selection. Our descendents may not be 
human as we recognise it, but that is all right, because they 
will be better. Humans have a moral responsibility, he says, 
‘to make responsible, informed choices about their own 
fate and the fate of the world in which we live. In the face 
of threats both to humankind and indeed to the ecosystem 
which sustains us and all life, this responsibility is nothing 
short of a clear imperative to make the world a better place.’

Humans have always striven for enhancement. Shelter, 
learning and teaching, tools, clothing, cooking, and the 
myriad other technological advances made by humanity 
are examples of this. Sometimes there are negative side-

effects but that does not discredit the good (for example, 
heroin addiction is not a reason to discredit morphine as 
beneficial).

It sounds, good doesn’t it? Put like that, how could anyone 
oppose such a sensible idea? Nonetheless, people do oppose 
this view. ‘It is commonly said that enhancement, cloning, 
and genetic engineering pose a threat to human dignity’, 
writes Michael J Sandel, Professor of Government, Harvard 
University. ‘This is true enough.’

His is not a lone voice: objections to enhancement have 
come from such noted authors as Leon Kass, George Annas, 
Francis Fukuyama and Jurgen Habermas. So what are their 
objections, and why isn’t transhumanism as good as it 
sounds?

Don’t fix what ain’t broke

Objectors may have various specific arguments, but in 
general they oppose enhancement on the grounds that 
humans as they are should be preserved. Many think that 
the human genome should be kept as it is. They appeal 
to notions of human dignity and human worth. Francis 
Fukuyama, for instance, postulates an ‘x-factor’ which is 
human dignity, or moral status, or whatever it is that makes 
humans special.

When the treatments are 
about creating superior 
humans in some way, the 
risk of real inequality 
arises. We would face the 
prospect of an elite with 
better minds, memories, 
athletic ability, longer lives 
and all that implies
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There is also the problem of inequality. It is a problem that 
arises whenever there are treatments available to the few 
but not the many. When the treatments are about creating 
superior humans in some way, the risk of real inequality 
arises. We would face the prospect of an elite with better 
minds, memories, athletic ability, longer lives and all that 
implies: more earning capacity, more likelihood of being 
dominant. Commentator George Annas has pointed out the 
risk that posthumans and humans are very likely to hate 
each other.

John Harris is unimpressed. ‘On the basis of mere 
speculation about future possible effects,’ he answers, 
‘Annas seeks to deny millions of people and eventually the 
entire population of the planet access to possible lifesaving 
and life-enhancing therapies.’

It is true that Annas’ supposition is speculative; but any 
understanding of human sin suggests how likely this 
is. Ethicist Norm Daniels, another opponent of human 
enhancement, goes further, claiming that the high safety 
standards applied to human subject research will often rule 
out enhancements. Changing the nature of humans has to 

Indeed, humans are special. For Christians, this is not 
surprising; we know that we have been created in God’s 
image, alone of all his creatures, and we have been charged 
with a special responsibility within creation. Yet you don’t 
need to know the reason to be able to observe the reality; 
there is something precious about being human, something 
that we would not want to lose.

Is it worth risking this specialness? After all, no one 
really knows if any suggested benefit is really achievable. 
Opposing that, no one really knows what possible dangers 
there might be, either.

Indeed, the dangers are already enough to discourage trials 
in gene therapy. Science writer Pete Moore reports that a 
number of trials since the 1990s have been discontinued 
because children developed cancer and even died after 
receiving genetic treatment for an immune disorder. 

That alone is enough to cause us to take pause, let alone 
the possible danger to human nature. How much about 
a human can be changed and still remain human? Are 
there important aspects to character and personality that 
would be damaged if ‘enhancements’ were carried out? 
We know that brain injuries can cause radical changes in 
personality; how much risk do we run if we start tampering 
with brain function? We already have drugs that enhance 
concentration and wakefulness, but they can also create 
aggression and paranoia. Opponents of transhumanism ask, 
what are we risking?

John Harris gives no weight 
at all to normality. Weakness 
and death are, after all, 
normal. In essence, Harris 
considers humanity as it 
is, broken; most of what is 
normal is broken, or at least 
could be far better
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take into account cost versus benefits, and the possible costs 
are so great that it would simply be too great a risk, way 
above the risks of nonintervention.

The enhancement reply: It is broke!

John Harris’ answer to many of these objections comes 
down to a rejection of any distinction between therapy 
and enhancement. Virtually all of those who object to 
enhancement do, nonetheless, accept the validity of 
therapeutic medicine. It is all right to fix what is broken. 
Changing humans to something ‘better’, however, is beyond 
what is acceptable.

Michael Sandel argues that ‘Medicine is governed, or at 
least guided, by the norm of restoring and preserving the 
natural human functions that constitute health.’ That is 
not the same, he says, as attempting to master nature itself, 
an attitude which he believes characterises the project of 
enhancement: ‘Although medical treatment intervenes in 
nature, it does so for the sake of health, and so does not 
represent a boundless bid for mastery and domination.  

Even strenuous attempts to treat or cure disease do not 
constitute a Promethean assault on the given.’

But John Harris rejects this distinction entirely. For 
instance, he writes, some say spectacles are all right since 
they only restore normal functioning. But telescopes or 
binoculars do more than that – they enhance. If you think 
enhancement is morally problematical in principle, you have 
to demonstrate that telescope and binoculars are evil.

Norm Daniel’s argument against enhancement, mentioned 
above, draws upon the idea that enhancement technology 
may be fine if the potential benefit plausibly outweighs 
the certainty of catastrophic illness. But when it tries to 
improve on an otherwise normal trait, then the risks of 
a bad outcome, even if small, outweigh the acceptable 
outcome of normality.

But John Harris gives no weight at all to normality. 
Weakness and death are, after all, normal. In essence, Harris 
considers humanity as it is, broken; most of what is normal 
is broken, or at least could be far better. The problem as he 
sees it is ‘an unjustified assumption that normal traits are 
acceptable by reason of their normality and that the risks of 
new “treatments” are justifiable only when the alternative is 
an inevitable catastrophic disease.’

Another argument commonly raised uses athletic 
achievement as an example. Michael Sandel, for instance, 
argues that enhancement diminishes the agency of the 
person. The achievements of athletes are no longer due to 
their hard work but to their enhancement. John Harris, 
however, considers this is a poor distinction. If an athlete 
trains hard and also chooses enhancement of whatever sort, 
the athlete is still the agent. Even if we are all enhanced 
to the point where there is no athletic competition, that is 
not unethical, even if it is boring. After all, even now some 
people are more athletically gifted than others. We are 
responsible for our choices, and the choice to be enhanced is 
no less our choice than to train hard.

For Michael Sandel, the drive to mastery remains the 
problem: ‘To appreciate children as gifts is to appreciate 
them as they come, not as objects of our design or products 
of our will or instruments of our ambition.’ The problem for 
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him is not so much what parents might do in detail; it is the 
hubris of them thinking of their children as a commodity to 
be designed, rather than having the humility to appreciate 
them as they are given.

John Harris’s reply might be expected. He points out 
that appreciating children as they are means not being 
passive in the face of disease. We treat children for illness, 
so why not continue the treatment to make them ‘better 
than well’? Harris does not find humility a virtue. It is not 
in his worldview at all. Indeed, much of this debate reveals 
a fundamental difference in worldviews; to some extent, 
participants simply fail to recognise the nature of their 
opponents’ argument.

Weighing the arguments

We might say, then, that to some extent both viewpoints 
are right. It is true that there is no hard-and-fast distinction 
between treating disease and enhancement. If parents want 
to do well by their children, would they not want to do as 
much as they can?

Yet opponents to enhancement are also right. There 
already comes a point where the caring parent becomes the 
controlling or over-keen parent. We can see it in everyday 
contexts, when parents push children to be tutored in 
everything and never have time to play – all in the interests 
of achieving the best future.

It is no great leap to think that such a parent might have 
a controlling attitude to enhancement. There is a great 
danger of hubris, thinking a child is a thing to be ordered to 
perfection, rather than a gift to be received with humility.

Those who think humanity is precious as it is, and not to 
be tampered with, have a point; but on the other hand, we 
have been given dominion over nature. It has always been 
part of human nature to improve upon the world, to subdue 
and control it, to use technology to our benefit. That is part 
of our God-given role in the world.

Advocates of enhancement, then, are also right; but 
they perhaps do not properly appreciate the fallenness of 
nature, especially human nature. It is indeed likely that 

enhancement will bring about inequality and prejudice, 
because that is what humans do. To think we can solve all 
the problems ourselves is exactly the hubris warned about 
by the opponents of enhancement.

There is, perhaps, no in-principle objection to human 
enhancement. Technology is a good thing, and humans 
have always used it for human well-being, although often in 
sporadic and unfair ways. That in itself does not stop it from 
being good.

Those in favour of enhancement may have good motives, 
but those against sound a fair warning. We humans have a 
track record of being much more clever than we are wise. 
If enhancement research goes ahead, we will be giving 
ourselves unprecedented scope to be very stupid. Let us 
pray that some wisdom might go with it.

Further reading

Pete Moore, Enhancing Me: the hope and the hype of human 
enhancement, Wiley, Chichester, 2008. This book is an 
excellent introduction to the issues. 

John Harris, Enhancing Evolution: the ethical case for 
making people better, Princeton University Press, Princeton 
and Oxford, 2007.

Michael J Sandel, The Case Against Perfection: ethics in the 
age of genetic engineering, The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, Mass., and London, England, 
2007.

Those who think humanity is 
precious as it is, and not to be 
tampered with, have a point; 
but on the other hand, we have 
been given dominion over 
nature. That is part of our God-
given role in the world
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Are people 
     plastic? Why does our age view 

gender and sexuality as 
open to endless change?  

Peter Sanlon explores the issues which 
surround Queer Studies

With the 86-point word ‘obeisant’, 
Mikki Nicholson became this year’s 
British Scrabble Champion. Mikki 
stood out at the competition due to 
wearing a bright pink latex dress, pink 
lace gloves, manicured nails and pink 
hair. Mikki is a transsexual, whose 
psychologist diagnosed him/her as 
being a woman trapped in a man’s 
body.

Gender change and transexuality 
have become increasingly frequent 
features of our cultural landscape, 
featuring in the mainstream news, 
films, reality TV shows or conversation. 
While I was a student, one of the male 
university lecturers took a leave of 
absence and returned to work, post-
surgery, as a woman. A week ago, the 
London papers led with the sad story 
of a top lawyer found dead on a tube 
line, dressed in a woman’s wig and 
clothing. I have heard of parents who 
have found the need to discuss these 
matters with children who encounter 
the issue via school.

I have wondered – perhaps as you 
have – how our culture has changed 

so rapidly from one where matters of 
unusual or extreme sexuality were 
criminalised, or at least not publically 
discussed, to one where many view it 
as immoral, dangerous or judgmental 
to question anybody’s lifestyle. Not 
all the changes are necessarily bad, 
but the sheer speed and extent of 
transformation demands our attention.

Plastic People is a short book I wrote 
investigating the academic ideas which 
undergird and support the groups 
which have led the drive towards 
viewing gender as fluid, malleable, 
changeable – and plastic.

I discovered a corpus of academic 
books commonly known as ‘Queer 
Studies’. They represent a school 
of thought which seeks to support 
and further the cause of not only 
homosexual rights but also gender 
change. Many of the books are 
intentionally obscure and arcane. 
The frequently dense, obtuse style of 
writing seeks to communicate an ethos 
of knowing grandeur.

They interact with poetry, classical 
philosophy, economics, gender studies, 

literature, film and statistics. Queer 
studies attempt to engage with the full 
spectrum of academic studies. As this 
is done, the goal is to ‘queer’ disciplines 
– to turn assumptions upside down 
and promote an alternative vision of 
human flourishing.

One Queer writer argues that 
our assumption that a baby be 
distinguished as a boy or a girl on the 
basis of gendered organs is arbitrary. 
One might as well discriminate 
children on the grounds of their size 
of ear lobes. On this view, gender is 
in no way determined by biology or 
physical body. Rather, the Queer view 
is that gender is a linguistic construct, 
arbitrarily imposed on our views of the 
world by culture and background.

Queer writers who argue for this 
sort of view realise that what they are 
saying is counter-intuitive. They are, 
after all, seeking to ‘queer’ our view 
of gender. Odd though the argument 
may seem, this and similar approaches 
have gained a lot of traction in popular 
culture. This is because the Queer view 
of gender as a linguistic construct 
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fits very well with our postmodern 
culture. There are points at which I 
would suggest Queer writers unjustly 
misrepresent alternative views as 
totalitarian and their own as liberating. 
I think that a careful, sympathetic 
reading of the Queer philosophers 
reveals they are searching for a 
radical form of freedom which is not 
only unattainable, but of necessity 
has to be imposed on anybody who 
does not desire it! A persistent irony 
of libertarian, liberal, postmodern 
views is that they wind up being 
authoritarian.

The academic writings of Queer 
theorists have provided ballast to the 
popularisation of the idea that gender 
is plastic and malleable. How are 
Christians to respond?

I believe a good place to start is to 
listen to and understand the views 
of those with whom we disagree. 
Plastic People is part of my attempt to 
do so. This enables us to be gracious 
and loving – it also reveals surprising 
inconsistencies in the Queer case.

Moving beyond listening, I found 
it helpful to discover that the 
early church faced, in the Gnostic 

movement, groups which argued for 
plasticity of gender. Church history 
enables us to draw on the resources 
from fellow Christians who have 
responded to challenges similar to 
ours.

Today, the secular world attempts to 
refashion Christianity in the image 
of its own beliefs. So we are told that 
since Christians ought to be loving, 
we should accept the deeply held 
and sincere beliefs of those who 
feel they are trapped in a wrongly 
gendered body. It is suggested that 
God, if he exists, must be responsible 
for our desires and would not wish to 
frustrate them. The early church faced 
similar attempts to recruit its beliefs 
to support the Gnostic agenda. So the 
Gospel of Thomas purported to be a 
summary of Christian teaching, but it 
falsely claimed that Jesus said, ‘Every 
female who makes herself male will 
enter the Kingdom of God.’

In response to such challenges, the 
early church sought to encourage 
people to read the whole Bible. 
Irenaeus, writing in the 2nd century, 
wanted people to see that the narrative 
structure of the Bible portrayed a story 
of good creation, which was damaged 
by sin and is in the process of being 
recreated through the work of Jesus.

Within such a framework, gendered 
bodies can be understood as something 
that has been created good, and despite 
the damage done to us by sin, they 
cannot be dismissed as value neutral 
or of no account. To accept that gender 
is plastic would amount to saying that 

sin obliterated, rather than merely 
damaged, the creation.

Biblical Christianity has at least two 
things of considerable pastoral power 
to say to those labouring under the 
burden of gender dislocation – the 
belief that they are trapped in the 
wrongly gendered body. Firstly, we 
wish to affirm that sin has indeed 
damaged and confused our world at 
all levels. This may, for some, include 
deep-seated fears and dissatisfactions 
about their gender and sexuality. The 
Church should sympathise and care 
for all who struggle.

Secondly, the damage God permitted 
sin to do to our creation was not total 
and absolute. God preserves much 
good in his creation, including food, 
bodies, governments and oxygen! 
Where sin impacts these good things 
(and it surely does damage them all) 
our response should be to affirm and 
nurture their basic goodness, rather 
than dismiss them as oppressive, 
unnecessary or disposable.

Bearing with the pain of sin’s 
distortion, which is laced through 
the good things of creation, is part of 
Christian discipleship. In the church, 
we seek to help each other in this task, 
nurturing all the good we can, while 
remembering that, ‘Our light and 
momentary troubles are achieving for 
us an eternal glory that far outweighs 
them all.’

Plastic People: How Queer Theory 
is Changing Us, by Peter Sanlon, is 
available from the Latimer Trust

To accept that gender 
is plastic would 
amount to saying that 
sin obliterated, rather 
than merely damaged, 
the creation



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  19

According to John Stott in his book of 
the same name, the Preacher’s Portrait 
includes such grand terms as herald, 
ambassador and teacher. All well and 
good, but this morning, this preacher’s 
self-portrait is of me, a Bible, a pencil 
and a pad of paper that is still blank.

There’s no problem in finding stuff 
to say, of course. The commentaries by 
my chair are full of stuff, and I could 
stuff my sermon with them. But I can’t 
let myself do that. And so I watch the 
grey autumn clouds, and I try to work 
out what God wants his people to hear.

My passage is Hosea chapter 14, the 
conclusion of a series on that intense 
and powerful book. And I am deeply 
aware that Hosea did not stuff his 
sermon with stuff. He had the words 
of the living God to give to the people, 
with passion and urgency and a life-
changing relevance. How is it that God 
can make the dry bones of my sermon 
outline live?

At the back of my mind is an 
awareness that has grown over the 

past couple of years, that I can be quite 
one-dimensional in my application. 
(And when I say ‘I’, I mean you as well, 
if you’re a preacher. I’m describing 
a subculture here.) I can take God’s 
word to come from the realm of truth, 
which it does, and try to apply it in 
the realm of public and private truth 
for Christians today. But that doesn’t 
finish the matter, does it?

I have come to suspect that there 
are two other dimensions to this task 
of applying God’s word and that I 
may not be alone in majoring on only 
one. Hosea, by contrast, uses all three 
dimensions throughout his book, 
and concludes with all of them at full 
throttle.

These three dimensions cover three 
areas where God’s word applies. Rotate 
them slightly, and they become three 
questions which a hearer needs to 
grasp as they take the message on 
board. Rotate them further and they 
become the three tough questions 
which an unbeliever has at the front 

Preaching
in 3D Faced with a sermon to write on 

Hosea chapter 14, Chris Green turns 
down the temptation to fill it full of 
stuff from commentaries and gets 
down to the tough questions asked 
by the average unbeliever

of her thinking, and which needs to be 
robustly addressed.

Is it true?

That is, is this truth really what the 
Bible gives me as the Word of the 
Lord? Is this speaker representing, or 
misrepresenting God?

Hosea has consistently addressed 
the truth question. What is the truth 
about their national idolatry? It is ‘the 
vilest adultery’ (1:2). What will God do 
about that? He will ‘soon punish’ it 
and ‘put an end to the kingdom’ (1:4). 
And yet he longs to have them back to 
him. How can he give them up when he 
loves them so much (11:8-9)?

Those three themes swirl around 
the book, constantly revisited and 
re-emphasised. In contrast to their 
seductive but dead idols, he is the 
living God who speaks and acts truly.

With Hosea, I want to hammer this 
home. Sinful minds want to run away 
from truth, or at least, mine does, and 
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so I need to force all of us present to 
face the truth, the demands of the 
living God, and to see the shreds of lies 
and idolatries we prefer, as they truly 
are. We preachers rightly insist on this. 
But there’s more.

Does it work?

This is the relevance question. ‘So 
what if you can show me what you’re 
saying comes from this passage?’ 
someone might say. ‘Isn’t Christianity 
just another word game, a matter of 
choosing one set of ideas over another 
in order to buttress myself? And hasn’t 
it shown itself to be allied with a 
patriarchal, dominating and backward-
looking set of values, over and again?’

Hosea knew what it was to preach to 
a sceptical crowd. With Assyrian war 
chariots parked on the border, and 
grown-up countries playing grown-up 
politics, the wisest course of action for 
Israel seems to have been to find the 
biggest friend in the school playground 
and join his gang.

‘Ephraim is like a dove, easily 
deceived and senseless – now calling 
to Egypt, now calling to Assyria’ (7:11). 
Foreign beliefs, politics, customs and 
religion seem to have been adopted 
with speed, although there are traces 
of a guilty conscience and a cursory 
nod to the old ways.

Hosea is insistent that God is no 
stranger to the rough and tumble 
either of international diplomacy or 
the pettiness of domestic politics (see 
Hosea chapter 5 throughout). God is a 

real and living God, who is not being 
left behind by tomorrow’s headlines.

I think we need to work much harder 
at making the direct relevance of God’s 
word come home to people. This is the 
dimension we call application, and we 
mustn’t let our intellectual fascination 
with the truth question drive out the 
real life application.

You may need, with Hosea, to speak 
on the level of national life, but you 
will certainly need to join him in 
dealing with practical matters of 
the life and heart, where believing 
and obeying God’s word makes an 
observable difference in a believer’s 
life, and where we call people to stand 
out, following God in faith, rather 
than apparently sensible, short term 
solutions. Like Hosea, we need to plan 
to attack ‘cursing, lying and murder, 
stealing and adultery’, as people ‘break 
all bounds’ (4:2), and tell them to ‘Sow 
for yourselves righteousness, reap the 
fruit of unfailing love, and break up 
your unploughed ground, for it is time 
to seek the Lord’ (10:12).

Lay out, with unmissable and 
unembarrassed clarity, what 
disobedience, repentance and 
obedience each look like. People can 
go home humbled, angry, resentful or 
repentant – but never, ever unclear on 
what God wants them to do. But there 
is a third question as well.

Is it real?

Are you a con-artist or the real thing? 
When you promise that people will 

encounter the living God, will they? Or 
are you spinning a yarn?

Because make no mistake, people out 
there are very keen to encounter some 
kind of spiritual reality. My newspaper 
has a regular section addressing the 
soul – and although I have never seen 
anything in there that would address 
what Christians would call the soul, 
and even though it’s all on the level 
of massages, mazes and walks in the 
country, I suspect the readers think 
this is as real as anything we get up 
to. Probably more real. And definitely 
more meaningful.

The Israelites played at spirituality 
too. They were apparently earnest at 
times (6:1-3), but their love was like 
‘morning mist, like early dew that 
disappears’ (6:4). Religious plasters 
were covering the idolatrous and 
adulterous sickness. And they seem to 
have ignored the fact that God is real. 
Really real. Not an invisible friend, or a 
comforting myth to believe on a dark 
night, but real.

His fierce and passionate love is real, 
and so is his anger, his judgment and 
his warnings. These are supposed to 
engage and affect us, and prompt a 
response. People were supposed to 
know that when they heard Hosea, 
they had met the living God, ‘the Lord, 
your God’ (14:1).

Truth, in contrast to lies. Change, 
in contrast to scepticism. Reality, in 
contrast to tinsel. Christians need 
them, and so do unbelievers and 
enquirers. Turn them one way, they 
are application. Turn them further 
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and they’re apologetics. Look under 
the bonnet and I suspect that you 
find they are yet another implication 
of Calvin’s famous description of the 
work of Christ as Prophet, King and 
Priest, bringing his word, his reign and 
his presence among us.

So what about this Sunday’s sermon? 
Remarkably, it looks as if Hosea 14 is 
dealing with very similar ideas. Open a 
Bible and look for yourself.

Hosea 14:1-3 addresses Israel’s 
religious superficiality by giving them 
the actual words they are to use to 
God in confession, and the promise 
that words are not ‘mere’ words, but 
will actually represent deep personal 
change.

Hosea 14:4-8 is God’s response that 
he will certainly bless them, nourish 
them, sustain them and ‘answer’ them. 
They will have a living relationship 
with the living God.

And Hosea 14:9 closes the book with 
a description of the two ways one 
can live. ‘Who is wise? He will realise 
these things. Who is discerning? He 
will understand them. The ways of the 
Lord are right, the righteous walk in 
them’. God’s word changes people, the 
relationship with God it tends is real, 
and the content of it is ringingly true.

And this preacher has learned, once 
again, that God takes our stumbling 
attempts to repeat his words, and 
invests them with authority, relevance 
and effectiveness. As he said to 
returning Israel, ‘I am like a green pine 
tree; your fruitfulness comes from me’ 
(14:8).
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Simon Cowell has become more of a household name 
than any of the array of musical acts he has promoted or 
managed. Certainly he has eclipsed Zig and Zag but even 
Westlife are now in his shadow, along with the acts that 
owe their success as much to the Cowell brands such as The 
X-Factor as they do to their own native talent.

Cowell is not the first impresario to become bigger than 
the talent he showcased: perhaps the most prominent 
example of this phenomenon was Phineas T Barnum. The 
parallels between Barnum and Cowell are quite interesting. 
Both made careers marketing genuine musical talent: 
Barnum famously brought the acclaimed singer Jenny 
Lind from Europe to sing in New York, marketing her with 
considerable success as the ‘Swedish Nightingale’. Cowell 
similarly came to shows like The X-Factor off the back of a 
successful career managing acts such as Westlife and Il Divo.

Like Barnum, Cowell has faced accusations of exploiting 
the socially unfortunate. Just as Barnum’s name springs 
readily to mind at the merest mention of the words ‘freak 
show’, Cowell’s various TV brands have come in for criticism 
as modern equivalents. Both made remarkable fortunes 
as impresarios. Barnum is often described as the first 
show business millionaire and Simon Cowell’s fortune was 
estimated by the Daily Telegraph in 2010 to be in the region 
of £165 million.

Hall of 
distorting 
mirrors

Barnum’s story is far more complicated than the 
cartoonish myth that paints him as the exploiter of the 
medically unfortunate. His most famous saying, ‘there’s 
a sucker born every minute’, is almost certainly falsely 
attributed; he had far more respect for his audience than 
that. The same is doubtless true of Cowell, who is a very 
shrewd businessman who shares Barnum’s very rare 
surefootedness in understanding and offering what an 
audience will actually pay for.

At that realisation, the whole spectre of the freak show 
turns around and reveals a face that looks disturbingly 
familiar. Barnum and Cowell are not villains compared to 
their surrounding culture, they are mirrors. Whatever their 
business ethics, if they were not mining a very rich vein of 
demand, they would not have become household names.

Mirrors of culture

When it comes to the sort of cheap exploitation that shows 
like The X-Factor and other reality shows can represent, the 
genuinely disturbing thought is that they reflect a culture 
of consumption that has begun to feed on people as though 
they were things. It is, of course, much easier to blame 
Simon Cowell and others than it is to take a long, hard look 
at the reflection they offer us. Given that what they reveal 

In The X-Factor and 
other shows, British 
culture is reflected 
back to us in all its 

consumerist reality, says Nick 
Tucker. But can Christian 
theology help us make a 
difference?
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could be described as a vampiric culture, consuming other 
human beings as though they were commodities and not 
people, this should not be too surprising. Bram Stoker’s 
eponymous hero was similarly phobic about mirrors.

A piece from the Daily Mail in the wake of the latest 
of Wayne Rooney’s prostitution scandals provides one 
particularly stark example of this kind of deficit in self-
awareness. The piece complained that the girls implicated 
in the story ‘turned out to be flag-bearers for the celebrity-
mad, lascivious culture that has consumed the nation’. 
Meanwhile, a caption at the bottom of the piece read: 
‘Have you got a story on a celebrity? Call the Daily Mail 
showbusiness desk.’

Some might think it something of an overreaction to 
suggest what amounts to a crisis of personhood on the basis 
of what is, after all, only light entertainment. Perhaps so, but 
could it not be that the very ease we feel about watching 
sometimes clearly vulnerable people humiliate themselves 

in the early weeks of a series of The X-Factor suggests a 
shared pathology? Kelvin Mackenzie, the former editor 
of the Sun, made a very telling observation on the wider 
phenomenon in the light of the media circus surrounding 
Rooney. Interviewed on BBC Radio 5 Live, he pointed out 
that in the popular imagination the protagonists in these 
events cease to be people at all but become characters in a 
story. Maybe, then, the way we relate to figures in the public 
eye really does demonstrate a tendency to depersonalise 
others and treat them as objects and even commodities.

Consider the demand for celebrity magazines, which 
present a mixture of gossip, aspirational lifestyle content 
and humiliating ‘candid’ shots of public figures looking 
fat, drunk or badly dressed. One of these, Heat magazine, 
famously reached in 2007 what The Times newspaper called 
‘the low point of British journalism’ when it published 
photos of, former ‘glamour’ model, Katie Price’s disabled son 
on stickers bearing the motto, ‘Harvey wants to eat me’.

Jedward (John and Edward Grimes) 
perform live in an X-Factor tour.

When it comes to 
cheap exploitation, 
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things
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Heat and its sister publication Closer have a combined 
weekly circulation of almost 1 million copies. Who really 
wants to eat whom? Certainly the appetite seems to be 
voracious, even if it would be difficult to call it ‘healthy’.

If this is the case, then one of the questions we are left 
with is how that could be in a culture where individuals 
bear such a high value? It is, after all, easy enough to 
see how cultures that are not orientated in such a way 
become depersonalising and consuming of individuals. For 
instance, in the former USSR, it was relatively easy to treat 
individuals as non-people if their interests collided with the 
interests of the collective.

Similarly, some eastern religions hold a monist view of 
reality. An old joke captures something of this. It runs: ‘What 
did the Buddhist say to the Hot Dog vendor?’ Answer: ‘Make 
me one with everything.’

The monist believes that distinctions between people 
and things are illusory. Although people are sometimes 
wonderfully inconsistent by God’s grace, monism can 
produce a culture in which individual lives lack any 
distinct significance or value. But in our own culture, 
which privileges the individual above all, it seems ironic 
that people should be subject to such eroding of their 
significance as persons.

Consider for a moment what really happens when 
ultimate value is placed on the individual; when a 
culture becomes genuinely individualistic. Under such 
circumstances, the value of all other objects in the universe 
is relative to their impact on the ultimately valuable 

individual. Other individuals can in this way be relegated to 
a secondary sort of importance and potentially at least to 
the level of commodities to be used or consumed as desired. 
This can happen in all its various forms without disturbing 
the conscience too much, provided there is mutual consent.

The one and the many

So far so interesting (or not), but what contribution can 
Christian theology make to a problem like that? One 
answer to that question is found in the simple fact that as 
Christians we do after all believe that human beings have 
an inalienable significance as made in God’s own image 
and likeness (and thus the penalty for ending a human 
life in Genesis chapter 9). On first sight, that addresses the 
question of the dignity with which human beings ought to 
be treated. But how is it possible to hold this high view of 
human individuals and avoid falling into the individualism 
that can so fundamentally undermine the value of specific 
people?

One helpful avenue is to consider this from the perspective 
of the relationship between the individual and the wider 
community: that is, to address what is often referred to in 
shorthand as the problem of ‘the one and the many’. This is 
in fact one of the many areas to which the doctrine of the 
trinity makes a unique and dramatic contribution.

The trinity is often felt as a point of unease or 
vulnerability by Christians, as it is considered hard to 
understand and often appears to be a stumbling block. 
The concept of the trinity has faced significant assault by 
rationalists in the West, witness the large-scale turning of 
many of the heirs of Puritanism in England to Unitarianism 
during the 18th and 19th centuries. Two hundred years later, 
the same pressures remain, but they are now compounded 
by an Islamic apologetic which frequently focuses its 
attack on the trinity as an arithmetically nonsensical 
demonstration of the absurdity of Christianity.

Far from being a point of weakness or absurdity, however, 
God’s revelation of himself as trinity is a treasure to 
Christians and the source of strength for the Christian 

Far from being a point of 
weakness or absurdity, 
however, God’s revelation of 
himself as trinity is a treasure 
to Christians and the source 
of strength for the Christian 
faith
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faith. Not only does the trinity underpin the possibility 
of redemption as only a triune God could offer the sort 
of rescue from sin and death that humanity needed, but 
it offers the only satisfactory explanation and basis for 
human personhood and relationship as fundamental facts 
of existence.

According to orthodox Christianity, God exists in eternity 
as one God in three persons. He is one and he is three. 
Neither the oneness nor the threeness is more ultimate than 
the other. Neither is dispensable. As Athanasius, Augustine 
(and that’s just to open the dictionary at the beginning) and 
so many others have pointed out, without the relationships 
between Father, Son and Spirit, there is no God.

In terms of our cultural problem, the Christian answer 
to the issue of the one and the many is that in God they 
are equally ultimate. Individualism and collectivism are 
thus equally unsatisfactory. Only a community that can 
hold together these apparently contradictory approaches 
can adequately reflect our triune creator’s intention for 
humanity. Since Babel, it has been clear that sin makes this 
an impossibility, aside from divine intervention.

Yet in the church, this kind of community is exactly 
what the Lord Jesus has achieved. Throughout the New 
Testament, the Christian ethos is demonstrably one of unity 
and community, and yet this is not at the cost of individual 
personal significance. Nowhere is this expressed more 
clearly than in 1 Corinthians chapter 12, where Paul uses the 
analogy of a body to tackle questions of one and many (he 
uses the idea of one and many three times in verses 12, 14 
and 20).

The way he uses this analogy is not only to emphasise 
the importance of the common good or of community, but 
also to uphold the singular dignity of those who have not 
received gifts that the other Corinthian Christians esteem. 
So he writes, ‘God has put the body together, giving greater 
honour to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be 
no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal 
concern for each other.’ This parallels the relationships of 
unity in the trinity that defy division, so that ‘no one who is 
speaking by the Spirit of God can say “Jesus be cursed”’.

Being shaped by the gospel

The church is unique in human history because it has 
received knowledge of the God who is there and who stands 
behind reality. That God in his very nature is defined by 
relationships of love. God’s act of love for the church in 
giving up his Son secures the inclusion of every Christian 
in that network of loving relationships and places them in 
a similarly configured network of relationships with every 
other Christian.

The gospel itself is thus the organising principle of 
relationships within the church. How we live together as 
God’s people exhibits the extent to which we have together 
grasped the scope and the scale of what the gospel entails.

If God’s people lived together in the way the gospel 
demands, the contrast with a background of fractured 
relationships and mutual consumption would be 
breathtaking. That this is not so as often as we might hope 
certainly reflects our own sinful participation in a radically 
individualistic culture.

The solution to that, however, as with all our sin, cannot 
simply come about by resolutions to try harder or make 
more of an effort. Only the gospel has the power to effect 
that kind of change. To look at it from the other side, our 
failure to live and love like this demonstrates a failure 
to grasp and be shaped by the gospel. Relationships are 
as much a litmus test of how central the gospel is to our 
common life as the ability of our church members to 
articulate the message of salvation.

If God’s people lived together 
in the way the gospel demands, 
the contrast with a background 
of fractured relationships and 
mutual consumption would be 
breathtaking
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I had no answer for him. I was on a 
train, talking to a non-Christian, and he 
asked me about what the church was 
doing about the environment.

While I could have side-stepped the 
issue and moved on to discuss more 
comfortable territory, such as what 
exactly we mean by ‘the church’, I 
did not. Instead, I asked him what he 
thought churches and Christians could 
and should be doing. The ensuing 
conversation was very challenging, 
and I realised I needed to work out an 
answer, not just for conversation, but 
for life.

God Doesn’t Do Waste is a great place 
to start. Subtitled ‘Redeeming the 
whole of life’, it is an autobiographical 
reflection on how one Christian man 
– and his wife and four children – 
took seriously their place within the 
created order. Dave Bookless, former 
vicar and now co-founder of A Rocha 
UK (a Christian environmental group) 
recounts his life in a very candid and 
readable way.

At each turn, Bookless is honest 
about motivations, consequences and 
costs. Along the way, he reflects on the 
joys and failings of seeking to work 
in a growing ministry that seeks to 
be relational, and in partnership with 
other groups and individuals, whether 
Christian, secular or of other faiths.

I’ve never met Dave, but by the end 
of the book I felt both that I had and 
that I wanted to. I enjoyed what I think 
is all too rare – a Christian man from 

Books Gospel-minded people know the 
life-transforming power of a good 
book. Matthew Sleeman, Lecturer 
in New Testament and Greek, looks 
at two new books with the power 
to widen our horizons of life

God Doesn’t Do Waste
Dave Bookless
£7.99 (IVP, 2010, 158pp)

Scripture, Culture and 
Agriculture
Ellen Davis
£15.99 (CUP, 2009, 234pp)

Will our 
grandchildren look 
back and thank us for 
our attitudes to God’s 
world? At present 
I doubt it. Too few 
Christians explore 
their attitudes and 
actions in this area
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our contemporary society reflecting 
in print on his own Christian walk. 
Perhaps we need more such accounts, 
in the vein of the ‘Confessions’ written 
by earlier generations of believers.

God Doesn’t Do Waste is an easy read, 
but also an unsettling one. Founding a 
now-successful Christian organisation 
could generate a self-congratulatory 
narrative of glory that is unreachable 
for most, but instead I’m now equipped 
not only for the next train journey 
(and, perhaps, more train journeys 
and less car travel), but also to begin 
addressing what I and my family do 
practically to honour God better in our 
lifestyle.

Bookless accounts for the details in 
his telling ‘because there are so many 
simplistic and romantic stories about 
“going green”.’ This is not one of them, 
nor is it hectoring, but the result is 
quietly compelling.

The issues in this book are often 
hidden from us, but vitally important 
for 21st century life. It is telling that 
John Stott, in his recently published 
final book, The Radical Christian, 
devotes one of his eight chapters to 
creation-care. Will our grandchildren 
look back and thank us for our 
attitudes to God’s world? At present I 
doubt it. Too few Christians explore 
their attitudes and actions in this area, 
but if ‘biodiversity’ sounds like a brand 
of washing powder, here is a pump 
primer for us all.

Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture 
addresses similar issues, but using 
a different approach. Ellen Davis, 
Professor of Bible and Practical 
Theology at Duke Divinity School, 
offers a book subtitled ‘An Agrarian 
Reading of the Bible’. It is a different 
kind of book to God Doesn’t Do 
Waste, but the two are remarkably 
complementary.

Davis aims for a practical book and 
more than achieves it with close 
readings of biblical texts which 
enlarge and nourish a Christian 
imagination regarding our place within 
creation. Fed by scripture, Davis is 
led to confront ‘the global crisis of 
agriculture’. Her claim is that too 
often in the industrial world ‘we lack 
the healthy imagination to see and 
feel as we should’. Looking beyond 
‘sentimental pastoralism’, Davis seeks 
to nurture ‘better readers of Scripture’ 
with a more robust and integrated 
Christian ethic for life.

But what is an agrarian reading? 
Davis presents it as ‘a way of thinking 
and ordering life in community’ which 
she judges is ‘predominant among the 
biblical writers’. Such a worldview lives 
within its limits, and acknowledges 
a modesty required by our material 
creatureliness: being human is never 
disconnected from the humus of the 
earth. It offers ‘not a distinct method 
but rather a perspective for exegesis’.

This theoretical sketch is perhaps 
best illustrated by some of the 
thoughts that Davis’ book has raised 
for me. First, her call for greater 
consideration of, and connection 
with, the ground that feeds us made 
me become increasingly aware of my 
suburban mentality, despite growing 
up in villages. All too easily I forget the 
London clay now so close beneath my 
feet, but so often hidden by tarmac and 
paving stones.

My reading coincided with recent 
gas pipe repairs around the streets 

If food is a gift from 
God, how would I 
shop differently if 
Asda marketed food 
as a gift from God? 
What if I walked 
its aisles with such 
a mindset? How 
would my trolley be 
different at the end 
of the visit?
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of college, and the accompanying 
excavations revealed the earthy 
underpinning of my life. Davis’s 
reading of scripture demands a 
reconnection with the earth by those 
seeking to be faithful to the gospel.

Secondly, if food is a gift from God, 
how would I shop differently if Asda 
marketed food as a gift from God 
(albeit for which I must pay the shop), 
and not mere product? Imagine Asda 
offering ‘fresh gift’, ‘frozen gift’, ‘organic 
gift’ and so forth – or, in the absence of 
such relabelling, what if I walked its 
aisles with such a mindset? How would 
my trolley be different at the end of the 
visit? Or, indeed, would I be shopping 
in a supermarket? Davis provokes and 
resources such questioning.

Thirdly, if eating is inevitably 
worshipful, ethical and inseparable 
from the land, I wonder how that 
might inform the daily graces we say at 
home, or in the college dining room. My 
tendencies towards perfunctory and 
formulaic thanks which only go back 
down the chain of food production as 
far as the cook are changing. They are 

giving way to something more joyful, 
connected – agrarian, even.

Related thoughts compound from 
there: here is a book rich with ideas 
for refreshing harvest festival sermon 
texts – and refreshed festivals. It will 
enhance both rural and urban ministry 
and discipleship.

The chapters are an adventurous 
journey through the Old Testament, 
which is familiar ground, but seen 
with fresh eyes. Genesis 1 rises up as 
Israel’s poem of creation, celebrating 
the diversity and fruitfulness of 
seeds, and ordaining human imaging 
of God within the richness of created 
life. Of course, sin follows Eden, and 
God’s solution in Exodus involves a 
wilderness economy which purges 
his people of the practices of Egypt. 
Manna counters Egypt’s life with both 
a gift and test from God.

If food in scripture reveals God, 
and human attitudes towards God, 
then manna signals God’s sovereign 
generosity, and human vulnerability, 
and requires both restraint and trust 
in regard to daily bread. Moving 
on, Leviticus is read as a life-sized 
kaleidoscope of pointers and practices 
engendering actions, not merely 
attitudes, of holiness.

Later, Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
and the ‘valorous woman’ of Proverbs 
31 take the stage, provoking practical 
godliness and wisdom in work, 
agriculture, urban life (the final 
chapter explores ‘the faithful city’) and 
our distribution, accumulation and 
consumption of food and goods.

The applications made by Ellen Davis 
in Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture 
are bravely drawn, and not every 
connection will convince every reader. 
She identifies local but interconnected 
economies as an ideal in scripture and 
extrapolates them with care for our 
contemporary situations. However, not 
many of us will easily reach matters of 
genetic engineering, sex tourism, town 
planning, agribusiness, agripolitics, and 
the value of skilled physical work from 
specific Old Testament texts. Davis 
does so, and her readings will inform 
even where readers might disagree.

Her book is, as Davis acknowledges, 
only partial. It is ‘only the opening of a 
conversation’, and focuses on the Old 
Testament. She invites others to take 
on the task of agrarian readings of 
the New Testament. She also invites 
repentance, contemplation and action.

Between them, Ellen Davis and Dave 
Bookless provoke my discipleship in 
new ways, and prepare me for that 
next train journey.

Dave Bookless, God Doesn’t Do Waste: 
Redeeming the whole of life
(Nottingham: IVP, 2010) 158pp 
ISBN: 978-1-84474-473-2

Ellen F Davis, Scripture, Culture, and 
Agriculture: An agrarian reading of the 
Bible
(Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009) 234pp 
ISBN: 978-0-521-73223-9

Both books are available from the 
College Bookroom.

Here is a book 
rich with ideas for 
refreshing harvest 
festival sermon 
texts... it will 
enhance rural and 
urban ministry and 
discipleship
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News
Lausanne Congress 
meets in Cape Town

October 2010 saw 4,000 evangelical 
Christian leaders from nearly 198 
nations converging on Cape Town 
for The Third Lausanne Congress for 
World Evangelization.

No one who was there could deny the 
exhilaration of worshipping together 
with such a diverse group of brothers 
and sisters united in Christ Jesus. 
The delegates were divided into small 
groups, where no one came from the 
same country, to study the scriptures 
and pray together.

For those whose ministries are in 
their own country and among people 
of their own background, this was the 
main impact.

Evangelical Christians do not have 
the structures for global decision-
making and the delegates were not 
able to make binding decisions on 
the bodies they represent or work 
for. But the papers given, and the 
opportunity for Christians around the 
world to view sessions through the 
internet, put the events on the agenda 
of all Christians concerned about the 
salvation of the world through Christ.

Whether it be Tim Keller calling 
people to evangelise the cities, 

or Bramuel Musya from Nairobi 
illustrating how to work with those 
who communicate orally, or the 
multitude of other sessions – the 
challenge came through not only of the 
need to evangelise the billions in the 
world still without Christ, but also of 
the humble loving character required 
of the messenger.

Find out more on the Lausanne 
Global Conversation website:
http://conversation.lausanne.org/en

War and peace

Oak Hill is hosting a one-day 
symposium on war and peace 
organised by the Evangelical Alliance 
on 19 January 2011.

For too long Christians have ignored 
serious discussion about war and 
peace. The rightness or wrongness of 
recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
has been the major public ethical 
debate of the first decade of the 21st 
century, and one in which churches, 
particularly local congregations, have 
been deafeningly silent.

Lausanne delegates in Cape Town 
studying together in small groups.
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David Peterson to lead 
School of Theology 2011

Oak Hill has invited former principal 
David Peterson back to the College to 
give the annual School of Theology 
lectures on Wednesday 18 May 2011. It 
will be David’s first time at Oak Hill 
since he left in 2007.

The theme of the lectures will 
be ‘Transformed by God: the New 
Covenant Applied’, taking as its 
starting point the new covenant oracle 
in Jeremiah 31:31-34. In those verses, 
the prophet promises a definitive 
forgiveness of sins, a transformed 
heart, and a knowledge of God 
surpassing anything previously 
experienced in Israel.

In various ways, the New Testament 
proclaims the fulfillment of these 

promises in the Lord Jesus Christ and 
offers the hope of renewal and change 
to all who come to him.

David will first examine the oracle 
in the context of Jeremiah’s other 
messages of hope. Turning to Luke-
Acts, he will then show how Israel is 
renewed and Gentiles come to share in 
the blessings promised by Jeremiah.

Hebrews sees the promises fulfilled 
in the high-priestly work of Jesus the 
Messiah, making it possible for a new 
pattern of acceptable worship to be 
established.

Finally, Paul’s teaching about the 
ministry of the New Covenant in 2 
Corinthians 3 will introduce a study 
of the way gospel and Spirit together 
bring transformation to believers.

For more information and booking, 
see oakhill.ac.uk/schooloftheology

Pastors and worship leaders, 
conscious of the range of experiences 
and attitudes within their 
congregations, have struggled to know 
how to preach or even to pray about 
war, beyond perhaps interceding 
for the safety of members of the 
congregation who are serving in the 
armed forces.

This study day is designed for pastors 
who want to do better.

Rather than unpicking the rights or 
wrongs of the invasion of Iraq, it is 
vital that we know how to minister to 
our congregations during the next war, 
not necessarily focusing on the last 
one. Local churches, after all, are not 
often in a position of asking whether 
they should declare war on someone 
or not. We will therefore be asking 
what faithful Christian ministry to 
local communities that are part of a 
nation at war looks like. We will also 
be looking at Christian traditions of 
pacifism and just war theory, and how 
they can apply today

The speakers include Dr Steve 
Holmes, Lecturer in Systematic 
Theology at St Andrews University; 
Rev. Grant Ashton, Assistant Chaplain 
General for Operations and Training, 
British Army; Canon David Porter, 
Director, Centre for Reconciliation, 
Coventry Cathedral, and Rev. Stephen 
Gaukroger, Director of Clarion Trust 
International.

Book online at http://bit.ly/justwar. 
Tickets cost £25 for the day. Enquiries 
to: Lauren Sibuns, 020 7207 2112, 
l.sibuns@eauk.org
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