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PREFACE

hen Christ ascended after his earthly ministry, he had not left us

with all the answers to the questions that were raised by his extra-
ordinary life and message. These questions have taxed the minds of the-
ologians for centuries but as understanding has grown so has a deeper
understanding of the significance of Jesus Christ, his life, death, resur-
rection and ascension.

It has been said that the story contained in the Bible is so simple that every-
one without exception can comprehend its message, while at the same time
itis so profound that it challenges even the most brilliant minds. While many
Christians are happy to live with the plain message of the Gospel story, this
book is an effort to entice people to a deeper level of understanding about
what our faith means and how we have come to understand it.

The style of the following pages may be light-hearted, but this should not
be taken to mean that any part of the information is not intended to be
serious. This is not a satire on theology, more of a simple introduction to
the vast subject. Indeed, the concept first arose while we were considering
the construction of a Theology Page in The Church of England Newspaper.
We had already signed up an impressive range of theologians who would
write learned articles aimed primarily at the clergy. However, some of our
readers were not clergy and might not be interested in the finer points of
the Didache, for example. So we came up with the idea of the articles you
are about to read. I took a range of theologians from the early Church
through to the present day and answered the questions that non-profes-
sionals might ask. It proved to be immensely popular with our readers,
and so for them and for you, here is the collection.

It is my hope not only that this slim volume will explain some of those
trivial worries that sometimes afflict people while listening to a sermon
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(“What exactly is the Nicene Creed?’) but also that it will stimulate fresh
thinking about theology. At the very least, it should allow you to lose that
blank expression while chatting to your clergy. There is here also the
opportunity to find out a little more about how the Church has developed
over the last 2,000 years, so even if you are repelled by the very thought of
church history, you might find this a painless way to get something of an
overview.

What exactly is a theologian? Conventionally, theology is the study of the
nature or being of God. Not all of the people on the following pages are
theologians in the strict sense, some may be biblical scholars or important
church leaders, but they have all molded the way Christians have looked
on the various aspects of their beliefs. In a sense we are all theologians as
we all, at some point or other, reflect on God. This book recounts how that
thinking has taken place in others as well as telling how the Church has
formulated its theology down through the years. The following pages
reflect a personal selection of some of these leading figures and your
favorite theologian may not be here. However, it is my hope that these
articles will give the reader an introduction to the range of theological
thought of the last two millennia.

I am indebted to a number of people, not least Andrew Carey who helped
formulate the idea for these articles in the first place, to my wife and daugh-
ter for giving me the time and space to devote to writing them, to Jonathan
Wynne-Jones for his comments on the manuscript and also to Liz Marsh
who first had the idea of putting them all in a book. It has been a pleasure
to work with her and all the staff at SPCK. Of course, while I am grateful for
the input of these people, the final version is my responsibility.

There are of course hundreds, if not thousands, of other works on the
subject, but there are three that stand out because they give a great
overview to the whole subject. The first is Tony Lane’s Lion Concise Book
of Christian Thought and the second is the Oxford Dictionary of the
Christian Church. 1 refer to many other works, often single volumes con-
cerning a particular theologian, but have to record a debt of gratitude to
these two books in particular. The third is not actually a book about the
theologians, but a resource that is unrivalled: the Christian Ethereal
Library, an Internet resource run by Wheaton College. Visit them on the
web at www.ccel.org/ and you can read the full text of many of the his-
toric works mentioned here.
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It is my hope that after reading this book you will have a greater compre-
hension of not only what we believe as Christians, but why we believe it.
Doctrine has been forged at the coalface of conflict, oppression and suf-
fering, and many, in particular from the early Church, paid with their lives
in their search for the significance of the life of Christ. We are in debt to
them, and our lives and faith will be all the richer by knowing and under-
standing what they went through for the sake of understanding the faith.

Colin Blakely
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PETER ABELARD

As in Abelard and Héloise? That’s the one. While he was a brilliant
scholar he was also one of the most annoying characters of the
medieval Church — just ask any of his contemporaries.

When did he live? He was born near Nantes in France in 1079 and died in
1142 (or 1143). Perhaps the fact that he was the son of a knight gave him
a profound arrogance; perhaps it was just in his character. He made his
name studying theology under two very influential figures, Roscellin and
William of Champeausx, the debate at that time being on ‘universals’.

You mean universalism? No, that came much later. This debate was philo-
sophical and the two sides were split on whether these ‘universals’ con-
tained any reality or whether they were just abstract concepts. For
example, some said, following Plato, that there are universal realities, such
as Tree, Man and Sea. So when you see a tree, for example, it derives from
the bigger universal reality. But the opponents believed that ‘tree’, ‘man’
and ‘sea’ were only names and that the things we call by these names
derived no reality from universals. The ‘real’ Tree had nothing to do with
the yew in your garden.

Sounds complex. Indeed it was, but Abelard came up with a compromise.
He said we call these things ‘tree’, ‘man’ and ‘sea’ because they embody
characteristics of the universal. This new way of looking at things has
been compared to the impact that Darwin had when he first wrote about
the Origin of Species. For Abelard it made his reputation. In fact, it seemed
to go to his head, because he quit school and set up his own classes, to
which his former fellow pupils flocked. This did not go over well with his
teachers, and that was a pattern that was to continue.

So he had no further need for teachers himself. Not quite. He did go to
study under Anselm, but even then he could be scathing of his superiors.

1
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He said of the great teacher: ‘He had a remarkable command of words,
but their meaning was worthless and devoid of all sense.’ That’s not a
guaranteed way to impress one’s elders.

How did Anselm respond? He didn’t get a chance. Abelard again set up
rival classes and drew away his students. However, Anselm made it clear
that he had outstayed his welcome and Abelard then went to Paris.

Where did Héloise come in? At this point. Abelard got a job as tutor to the
niece of Fulbert, a canon of the famous Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris.
Now Abelard was thirty-six at this point and the niece, Héloise, was a
teenager. The two fell in love and Héloise got pregnant. This outraged
Fulbert, and the pregnancy threatened Abelard’s career, for he was in
minor orders by this time. So he agreed to marry Héloise secretly; but
when word of her condition spread, she was sent off to a convent, much
to her distress.

And Fulbert was pacified. Not a bit. He was raging. He actually went so far
as to hire a gang of hit men, who paid Abelard a visit in the night and cas-
trated him.

An extreme remedy. They don’t come much more extreme than that.
Anyway, Abelard took the hint and became a monk, never seeing Héloise
again, but they did correspond later in life. They were reunited in death
by being buried together in Paris.

How romantic. And did Abelard finish his life quietly? No. It was after all
this that he wrote his most important work: Sic et Non (Yes and No), and
it is for this that he will be eternally remembered. Abelard introduced for-
mal logic into the Church’s theology. The idea of using logic had already
been popularized by an Italian lawyer, Gratian, who built it into the canon
law process. But Abelard went one step further and applied it to theology.

This was a new idea? Until that time tradition and Scripture were the two
important tests in working out theology, but he said that these alone were
not sufficient to answer major theological questions. Logic had to be
introduced to deal with such dilemmas. Sic et Non followed the lawyer’s
method of asking questions, and this reflected Abelard’s own style. He
said: ‘The first key to wisdom is assiduous and frequent questioning. For
by doubting we come in enquiry and by enquiry we arrive at the truth.

2
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What was the response to this approach? At the same time there was a man
called Bernard, from Clairvaux, who thought that this was the height of
heresy. He tried to do intellectually to Abelard what Fulbert’s thugs did to
him physically. Bernard wrote to the Pope to complain and succeeded in
getting Abelard’s ideas condemned at the Council of Sens. Abelard was
not pleased and set off to appeal to the Pope directly.

Did he succeed? He died en route. However, it is a safe bet to assume that
he would not have been successful, because the Pope was a friend of
Bernard, and probably listened to him. It is interesting to note, neverthe-
less, that one of Abelard’s students, Peter Lombard, employed the same
technique of using logic when he wrote his book The Sentences. Bernard
approved of that and the book became a classic.

Don’t mention Fulbert.
Most likely to say Are you getting all of this down?

Least likely to say 1think Bernard might have a point here.



LANCELOT ANDREWES

e was a famous bishop? Yes, he was bishop of Winchester, but this
Barking boy (who lived from 1555 to 1626), from East London,
played an important part in the development of Anglicanism.

How so? Elizabeth I took a liking to him and invited him to become
bishop of Salisbury and then bishop of Ely, but he turned both of these
down. When James I took to the throne, he too was impressed by him and
made him bishop of Chichester, then Ely and, finally, Winchester. But just
before he took up the first of these posts (in 1604) he was appointed one
of the translators of the Authorized Version of the Bible.

Was this just because he was friendly with the Royals? Not at all, he was flu-
ent in no fewer than fifteen languages, so he knew a thing or two about
translation. He concentrated on the first five books of the Old Testament
and the history books.

But he was well connected? Yes he was. This could have been because he
was educated at Merchant Taylors’ and Pembroke Hall, Cambridge. But
perhaps his character is best seen in the fact that he was appointed to the
commission investigating Archbishop Abbot, of Canterbury.

Why was he investigating the Archbishop? Because of an unfortunate acci-
dent. The Archbishop had accidentally shot a gamekeeper while out hunt-
ing, and of course there had to be an investigation.

And he was a defender of Anglicanism. He certainly was. He first went with
James I to Scotland, where they tried to get the Scots to accept the episco-
pacy, but it was a doomed attempt. Back home, he tried to develop a dis-
tinctive Anglican theology.

What was his agenda? He was acting against the Puritans mainly and
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wanted to promote what he regarded as ‘a reasonable faith’ He didn’t like
the Puritans, so he tried to popularize the Roman heritage of the
Church. He also opposed Calvin’s theology, and his teaching, in particu-
lar, reflected the Roman way, especially where it concerned the Eucharist.

So he was a High-Churchman? He didn’t see it like that, he saw himself as
a regular Anglican, but used incense and sacrificial language at the
Eucharist. What he was trying to do was to point out the middle way that
identified Anglicanism.

Did he write any books? Yes, he wrote some works in defense of the king
(surprise, surprise) and in support of the Oath of Allegiance, which had
come in after the Gunpowder Plot. But his most famous work is proba-
bly Ninety-Six Sermons, which is, as the innovative title suggests, a col-
lection of ninety-six of his sermons.

Don’t mention Gamekeepers, Calvin, the Scots.

Do mention Royalty, Bible translation, the Anglican way.
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