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An investigation of 
'new' models of 
church to engage a 
'dis'-churched 
constituency 
With fifteen years of experience in 

a variety of lay ministries, I am 

currently helping to lead an 

"alternative worship" community 

in Cheltenham. The Freehouse and 

Fuzzy are two (weekly) expressions 

of a local, alternative worship 

project run by a small group of 

Christians with a council of 

reference drawn from the broader 

Christian community in the town. 

Established in October 1996, the 

project provides an example of the 

broader alternative worship 

phenomenon. 

The Freehouse and Fuzzy 

attempt to provide a shape and 

place for young adults who have 

fallen out of church settings to re­

congregate. In conjunction with 

this, I am engaged in part-time 

theological study towards a 

MPhil/PhD aimed at elucidating 

the ecclesiological distinctiveness of 

this community and, perhaps, 

"alternative worship" more generally. 

With our post-Christian 

culture fragmenting into ever 

smaller social groupings, questions 

about what it means to be the 

church are becoming more urgent. 

How is the church to present itself 

within its culture as something 

universal and yet particular to the 

religious experience of persons in a 

specific context? Is there only one 

ecclesiological form or myriad 

expressions of church dependent 

on cultural context? 

In recent years in Britain 

there has been a growing move to 

experiment with what has become 

known (perhaps unhelpfully) as 

alternative worship. My research is 

seeking better to understand this 

movement by reference to one 

particular example of its expression 

and by drawing on theological 

resources not usually taken 
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together. In bringing liberation and 

post-liberal ecclesiological voices 

into a three-way conversation with 

this emergent alternative voice, I 

hope to generate the friction 

necessary for me to ask questions 

of this new emergent ecclesiology 

as to whether or not it can actually 

name itself as church in its context. 

Until now my studies have 

been largely concerned with a text­

based exploration of liberation and 

post-liberal ecclesiologies. I have 

focused my attention on one voice 

from each of these schools: 

Leonardo Boff from the liberation 

theological perspective - for his 

writing on the liberation base 

communities in Latin America; and 

Stanley Hauerwas from the 

theological post-liberal school for 

his writing on the Church as a 

community steered primarily by the 

particular narratives of the Bible. 

I have begun to suggest 

significant differences between their 

ecclesiological accounts. That they 

arise in different cultural and 

geographical contexts has been of 

deliberate and especial importance. 

Ecclesiological comparisons can be 

drawn fairly easily. For instance, 

liberation ecclesiology's worldly 

commitment to understanding the 

place of the Church in its context 

can be contrasted with post-liberal 

theology's "selective participation" 

in the world and its commitment to 

the Christian community itself as 

the context for Christian meaning. 

There are many more 

fruitful distinctions to be made. 

Having started to build a 

comparative picture of their 

narratives of church life, I am 

currently beginning to bring 

liberation and post-liberal theological 

perspectives and differences into a 

three-way conversation with the 

emergent alternative worship voice 

of my research (generated with 

particular reference to The 

Freehouse and Fuzzy). 

My empirical method is one 

of participant observation. The 

three ecclesial perspectives provide 
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the critical framework within 

which I can be properly attentive 

to my own participation in the t 

community I am investigating. 

I am drawing on the methodology 

outlined in James Hopewell's book, 

Congregation: Stories and Structures 

(1987) and am currently employing 

a world-view questionnaire he 

developed with the aim of beginning 

to establish the particular ecclesiological 

ethos of the Freehouse and Fuzzy 

community. This test will be 

followed by detailed interview work 

with a selection of the respondents. 

The formal academic title 

of my research reads as follows: 

A critical, theological investigation 

of the ecclesiologies of liberation 

theology, theological post­

liberalism and experimental church 

worship practice. 

The sorts of questions 

driving my research are: "how do 

these three ecclesiologies construe 

the relationship between the 

Church and the world and what 

differences emerge from this 

comparison?"; "what are the major 

issues that emerge concerning the 

identity of the Church and its 

interpretation of its cultural 

context?"; and "how might the 

experimental practice of being 

alternative church be revised in the 

light of the critique of liberation 

and post-liberal ecclesiologies?" 

I trust that, in time, my 

work might be of benefit to the 

broader church community. In 

forcing the intuitive and nascent 

ecclesiology of a particular 

alternative worship community to 

pay attention to voices from very 

different contexts (globally and 

culturally), I hope to be able to 

start asking the right sorts of 

questions about what it might 

mean for us to be the Church in 

our post-Christian culture. 

Paul Northup 

Paul Northup is a part time post­

graduate student in the Theology 

and Religious Studies Department 

at the Cheltenham and Gloucester 

College of Higher Education. 

Biblical interpretation 
among Church of 
England laity, with 
special reference 
to healing 
The world of academic theology is 

exploding with books about how 

to use and interpret the Bible. 

Hardly a month goes by without a 

new scholarly tome on the theory 

and practice of biblical 

interpretation. Yet few scholars 

have tried to find out how ordinary 

Christians interpret Scripture and 

what things might influence their 

approach and conclusions. 

This project began with an 

observation we've all made: 

different people can understand the 

same Bible passage in different 

ways. Why? Several years into this 

part-time study I'm aware that this 

is a huge and fascinating area with 

no single, easy answer! 

I have narrowed my study 

to asking very particular questions: 

I'm not attempting a general survey 

of Bible reading. Instead, I'm trying 

to see if the way that someone 

interprets a Bible story is related to 

his or her experience, church 

background, attitudes and 

personality. I began by interviewing 

30 to 40 people from various 

Church of England congregations 

and getting them to talk broadly 

about their experience of the Bible: 

how often they read it, what study 

aids they use and how it relates to 

their everyday life or experience. I 

concentrated on the area of healing 

because the Bible contains many 

stories about sick people being 

made well and most of us have 

prayed for healing at some time in 

our lives. So, in this area especially, 

most people's experience has a 

direct connection to Scripture. 

From these interviews, I 

began putting together a 

questionnaire: testing hundreds of 

questions and finding ways of 

measuring how people interpret. 

The result is a booklet that asks 



people to read a Bible story and 

then respond to questions covering 

a whole range of issues. It takes 

about 45 minutes to complete, so 

my subjects (not victims, I hope!) 

are people who already have some 

commitment to church and are 

interested in the Bible. 

At the moment, I'm looking 

for Church of England 

congregations who would be willing 

to participate in the study, 

especially in the Midlands. 

Initial results indicate that 

education and personality do seem 

to be related to how we interpret 

the Bible. The interaction of 

experience and interpretation is 

quite complicated because both can 

be shaped by our fundamental 

beliefs about God and Scripture. 

Unpicking these interactions is 

going to be an interesting part of 

this study. 

But will this have any value 

for the "person in the pew"? One 

thing that has already come home is 

that even people who may not read 

the Bible very often believe it is 

important to their lives. And many 

people appreciate the opportunity 

to wrestle with difficult questions 

about the Bible - even if some 

church leaders would rather they 

didn't! If we are to make the Bible 

real for many people today, we have 

to understand how they make sense 

of it. Knowing that, we may be able 

to offer them an approach that 

recognises the sort of person they 

are and that values their experience 

of God beyond the Bible. 

Andy Village 

The Revd Andy Village is rector of 

two Church of England parishes. 

If you know of a C of E 

congregation in the Midlands that 

might be willing to join this study, 

please contact him at: 

The Rectory 

3 High Street 

Middleton Cheney 

Banbury OXl 7 2PB 

tel: 01295 710254 

e-mail: andy@villages.fsnet.co.uk 
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The Outrageous 
Pursuit of Hope: 
Prophetic Dreams 
for the Twenty-first 
Century 
by Mary C Grey 

(Darton, Longman & Todd, 2000; 

ISBN 0 232 52319 3; 128pp; £9.95) 

A new millennium is a time beloved of 

prophets, whether of doom or of hope. 

A new era invites reflection on the 

past and prediction of what is to 

come. The end of the last millennium 

saw no shortage of doom-laden 

predictions and apocalyptic 

movements from Waco to Japan, from 

Uganda to Seattle. From the rise of the 

Industrial Revolution to the dawn of 

the Space Age, we have seen hopes . 
of unlimited human progress dimmed 

by the high cost to an earth 

increasingly ravaged and depleted of 

resources and a population divided by 

obscene inequalities. As the third 

millennium begins, time is money and 

is measured in nanoseconds. So a 

book which offers a measured 

reflection on the state of the world 

and of humanity in the light of Isaiah's 

proclamation of the Jubilee is a 

welcome resource. 

Like the writers of the book of 

Isaiah, Mary Grey focuses her 

reflection squarely in the social, 

cultural, political and economic 

context of the world. But if there are 

apocalyptic overtones in her book it is 

apocalypse as revelation, not as 

doom, where, through a rich analysis 

of Isaiah's spiritual vision, she offers a 

resource for unveiling God's purpose 

in the coming age. 

Her approach is founded on 

the feminine sense of cycles and 

rhythms, of seasons of dying and 

rebirth, echoed in the liturgy. Through 

scriptural analysis, current affairs, 

literature and the insights of eco­

feminism, we are invited to pray over 

and consider our next step. The 

failures of the twentieth century in 

terms of justice and wholeness of 

living are considered as devastating 

as its achievements are seen as 

monumental. Both individually and 

collectively, we are invited to consider 

the past and dream for the future. t 

Quoting from the A(llerican 

theologian Maria Harris, Grey 

proclaims: "The demand is liberation, 

the emphasis is connectedness, the 

corrective is suffering, the power is 

imagination, and the vocation is ... 

the repair of the world". A tall order, 

perhaps, in a short book, but the 

challenge and the invitation are as 

profound as they are simple, founded 

on Grey's own powerful theological 

reflection and her experience in 

founding the charity Wells for India. 

This book would work well 

both as a tool for individual prayer and 

as a resource for group reflection. It 

maintains a sound balance between 

Scripture and lived experience, prayer 

and analysis, and builds bridges 

between the sometimes estranged 

worlds of spirituality and serious 

theology. It is a gentle and welcome 

invitation to wiser thinking. 

Gemma Simmonds 

Sister Gemma Simmonds is a Roman 

Catholic sister of the Institute of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary She is the 

chaplain of Heythrop College in the 

University of London. 

Varieties of Unbelief 
by John Habgood (Darton, Longman & 

Todd, 2000; ISBN 0-232-52320-7; p/b, 

148pp + ix; £8.95) 

John Habgood's retirement as 

Archbishop of York in 1996 was a 

disquietening prospect. He was, perhaps, 

one of the last in an impressive line of 

episcopal theologians during the 

twentieth century. They were 

passionate about giving quality time to 

academic rigour, as a basis for critical 

public engagement with the prevailing 

culture and its correlative relationship 

to the Christian tradition. This, they 

believed, is the job of a bishop or 

archbishop. Today, we must look 

beyond the Church of England to find 

a comparable figure. 

The publication of Habgood's 

1999 Bampton lectures confirms the 

authors continuing capacity to 

analyse the present cultural climate 

and to comment upon it with incision 

and clarity. It also serves to 

demonstrate that, if a rigorous pursuit 

of theology is to have any meaning in 

the public arena, it must begin there 

with the questions and situations that 

arise out of the present crisis of 

meaninglessness. He resists the 

seductive temptation to identify 

casually a past "dark age" as the 

genesis of our present condition: he is 

too aware of the complexities of 

history to fall into that particular trap. 

Rather, he recognises that a fully 

synoptic catholicity is as much a 

promise for the future as it is a gift 

from the past. 

Habgood's analysis recognises 

that belief - or more precisely unbelief 

- is contingent upon the complexities of

the human person and the composition

of human society. Just as the data and 

traditions of Christianity will always

be, to some extent, evolving; so

people's thinking and feeling about

their own refusal to believe will be 

similarly fluid. This calls for a mutual

recognition of vulnerability between

Church and culture, of eschewing

dogmatic certainty and polemic, and

embarking upon the more risky and

humane enterprise of acknowledging

that neither believer nor non-believer

can make claims for themselves

which are beyond interrogation,

ridicule or crucifixion.

Of course, this speaks directly 

- and, I suspect, uncomfortably-to

some of the current missiological

concerns of the Church and other

agencies. If Christians make universal

claims about their faith, they can only 

do so with integrity by acknowledging

that these claims are limited by a

human and historical perspective.

There is a fragility about our knowing

and believing because it must be open

to historical scrutiny. This suggests

that the symbolism and language of

belief will both create an historical

stability (as opposed to rigidity) and

ensure that the believing community is 

always willing to have a conversation

with itself and those outside. This,

says Habgood, is a model of accepting

vulnerability without being paralysed

by it. For it poses a consequent

challenge to unbelievers who also

have their symbols and language,

which are equally vulnerable, and

which do not always relate with

historical or scientific security to the

happenings upon which they are

meant to be based.

This book is a compelling 

argument for a correlation between 

passionate belief and critical realism 
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