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The subject prescribed to me is enormously wide. I shall try first to discuss
the subject in general terms and to proceed later to consider the special problems
of authority in a more theological context.

The concept of authority is in no way specially religious or theological,
though there may be much psychological association. In 'secular' western society
the present 'crisis of authority' may indeed be intricately connected with current
confusion about religion and ethics. But the connexion is more obviously
psychological than lcgical. Society as a whole has rights over, and makes claims
upcn, individual members of the group, and can express its authcrity thrcough
particular officials, appointed or elected by recognized procedures, whoe rest on
social custem and law as the basis for expecting obedience tc their imperatives.
Because, in scme, aggression, violence, and dissidence do harm to others,
society imposes its will by sanctions of pain or loss. Before its superior
physical force, the individual prudently bows. In practice, because of human
cupidity and aggressiveness, authority cannct function without sanctions. But
the brute force of ccercion is not the real ground cn which authority rests.
Authority in civil government cannct long survive if force is its scle and
exclusive instrument., It must also enjoy at lecast scme degree of loyalty from
its citizens. This lcyalty may have many levels and mctives. Some assent because
submission, though reluctantly given, can be seen tc be advantagecus in the long
term. Others assent merely because they dc not like to be out of step with
everyone else, cr because they have given nc thought to the matter. At a high
level autherity binds the very conscience itself, as ferce never can.

Conscience is an obscurc werd fcr an obscure thing. It is on the one hand
a private and individual matter of moral choice — a name for that citadel of the
personality which mekes men responsible individuals rather than sc much vegetable
growth on a malodorous compost heap. On the other hand it is formed and shaped
by the ccmmunity, by the family, by early upbringing, and tc be conscienticus is
to be a person with a strong sense cf obligation to the community's interests.

Authority is invested with the capacity tc command the leoyalty and respect
of members of scciety tc such a degree that they will feel obliged, cr at least
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willing, to prefer the will and intercst cf the community before their own
inclination and ccnvenience. Unless a large majority cf citizens in a state
either wish tc cbey the law (because they think its previsions good and just)
or are at least willinz tc acquiesce in its commands (whether because they
have a habit c¢f acquiescence, cr because they think it expedient to cbserve
rules, even if quite unccnvinced of their gcodness and justice), the sancticns
of the law can only be impcsed with difficulty, and authcrity is nct held in
respect. This will of thc mejcrity to keep respect fcr law and government
ccnstitutes the éﬁthbrity.

Where authcrity binds the conscience, it is concerned with the survival of
the cocmmnity as an ordered scciety. The absolute sense of duty arises at all
pcints where survival is the issue. I have an obligaticn of lcyalty and lcve
te my wife and children. Nec doubt a promise is a pramise, and the purc fact
that I made a promise is one geed reascn for keeping it. But it is alsc true
that the survival of the family as a unit depends upon my cbservation cof my
prcmise. Again, I have a duty to pay taxes, tc help in the self-defence of
the community against external attack or internzl disruption.

In all such cases my mcral duty is a respcnse tc the authority of the
ccmmunity; I cbey not merely becausc there are unpleasant means cof ccercicn
tc force me,but because my conscience is tcuched. In most cases I obey society's
imperatives with little hesitation cr even reflection. It dces nct need long
thought cr experience to see that traffic regulaticns recuce the killing on the
highway. Self jnterest and ccnsideraticn for others ccmbine to help me to cbserve
them, and tc reccgnize the raticnality cf authcrity's decrces. authcrity dces
not reside in the mere imperative taken by itself. It is something underlying
the verbal form as its ground and justification and is the cause of obedience.
Frequently the perscn who pronounces the imperative is not especially impressive.
His tcne of veice and style may be wholly undistinguished. The leocal tax
inspecter may cr may not be a knight ¢f faith (to adapt Kierkegaard's famcus
dictum): we dc not inquire when we receive his demands. He represents society
and government; and naturally he is upheld by sancticns, since we seldom enjcy
partinz with money to the government snd are often very dcubtful if it will be
wisely spent. Yet he is distinct from a gunman demanding money with menaces.
It is understocd that authority has reascnable claims cn the ccntributions of

scciety's members.

ficute problems arise when authcrity prescribes action which my conscience
judges tc be wrong. But even there, it is unhappily difficult tc be sure that
a moral issue is in fact a mcral issue rather than an issue determined by non -
mcral factors which is clcthingz itself in moral terms because it is in search

| of higher ground tc stand cn.




What if authority forbids actions which my conscience judges to be
innocuous or even desirable, or which I regard as lying in my own responsible
decision and therefcre no matter for universal edict ? Authority has some
duty to preserve order and prevent violence. May I use violence to stop a
football match, on the ground that one team in that football match is selected

on principles of racial prejudice ?

Were those heroic figures who plotted Hitler's murder in 1944 justified
in resorting to tyrannicide ? At what point is violence justified ?

The Soviet immigration authorities will not allow me to import Bibles
into their country. Provided that I make no false statement to the Customs
authorities, my conscience would judge it highly desirable and certainly
innocuous to disregard this remarkable prohibition of the Bible (as anti-
Soviet literature).

There are many 51tuat10ns where conSCLence and civil authorlty differ.

If a very large proportlon of consciences in a community dissent from aﬁthorlty,
the standing of authority is weakened, with consequences which are divisive for

the society in many other respects as well.

Loss of respect for authority is very possible, the moment it ceases to be
seen as a service to society and where its coercion, reinforced by intimiZlaticn,
is resented by good men. Authority is not a wholly beneficent facet of social
organisation. Because some people will harm others unless forcibly restrained,
civil authority must have coercive powers. It inheres in the nature of the
case that power cannot be equally distributed among all citizens, and therefore
must be concentrated in the hands of a few, who (since men desire power) will
possess privilege and even prestige above their fellows. They will therefore
be objects of envy and malice, however righteocus and conscientious they may be.
On the other hand, there is the too familiar fact that power corrupts. Acton's
well known dictum is probably too cynical in making it a universal rule, as if the
possessor of power were ipso facto a corrupt person. Nevertheless, experience
teaches that he is vulncrable tc strong temptations, to feather his own nest and
above all to use the apparatus of centralised government to cppress those whose

support is unnecessary to his regime.

Therefcre the function of law is not merely tc bind the citizen, but alsc
tc protect him against coppression by governments with the machinery of ccercicn.
Hence the principle that law shall be c¢f universal application tc all citizens in
any given categcery. “hen the British gevernment passes an Act of retrcspective
legislation affecting a particular individual, it has disregarded this principle.
Likewise, if members c¢f the central committee cf the Communist party and the
government enjcy the dangercus privilege of ignoring speed limits in built up
areas cf tcwns. e expect the law to be no respecter of persons, unless there
is scme quite special critericn by which; in the public interest, a particular

perscn or category of perscns requires to be treated as excepticnal.
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The problem of civil authority has become even mere complex and difficult
as a result of the werld's present passicnate ccncern for equality. Equality

is an cbscure nction, and as an ideaihihcludcs things that are cbvicusly
mutually incompatible. e want all men tc be treated with equal respect, and
all men to be able tc live ot a sufficient level of material well being sc that
they are nct excluded frcm sharing in the ncrmal life cf their ccmmunity. Yet
a strict equality of wealth in a2 community (like equality cf opportunity) can
cnly be achieved by erecting cverwhelming ccercive pcwer at the centre of
government; equal wealth requires unequal power as a conditicn of its

achievement,

Some cf the restlessness and hcstility to authcrity in the ccentemporary
werld evidently springs frem egalitarian passion. The mutual incompatibility
of the kinds cf equality which men seek seems tc ensure dangercus disenchantment
consequent cn the disccovery that strict equality in cne major field can conly be
achieved by increasing inequality in another. The egalitarian passicn leads
ccntemperary men tc desire sccial change - any kind of change - partly from a
sense that the time remaining toc us may be shert, partly from a vehement rejecticn
of the past. It is characteristic of cur Western world that the two dcminant
types cf philosophy - existentialism and linguistic philoscphy - are profoundly
anti-histcrical. Authcrity is ccnstituticnally cautious about change, and likes
to have a monopcly cf innovaticn. The passions for equality and for change are
reinforced by a dislike cof mystery, majesty, thc aura cf distance with which

authcrity clothes itself, Contemperary man likes to strip away the last vestige
of figleaf frem anything that traditicn likes to enfcld in mystery.

Where civil government is not immediately concerned, authority will not
demand cbedience, but will simply expect te be treated with respect and attention,
tc have its view weighed and, if not followed, discarded for sufficient reascn.
In this sense a legal authority, a luminary cf the Supreme Ccurt or the House cof
Lerds, may express o view, Counsel's opinion has some influence. The advice
of a trusted fricnd is the advice cof authority. At a Quaker meeting a majority
will not feel free to impose its will if it is opposed by a single weighty friend
of years and discreticn (and indeed will ncrmally go tc great lengths and
expenditure of time tc try and reach a unanimous ccnsensus). In such cases the
authcrity has nc sanction cther than his disapprcbaticn. Morecver it is
perscnal. The view carries weight because the hclder is an accepted expert

cr has scme special perscnal magnetism cr charisma.

It is pcssible that he may alsc hcld an cffice of eminence sc that some
attenticn is commanded by the mere fact that a distinguished cffice-bearer hclds it.
High pcsiticn in the sccial cor bureaucratic,or gocvernmental, or academic, cr
commercial hierarchy gives reinfcrcement and suppcrt tc the more impertant perscnal
authcrity. The external fact cf coffice {cr any cutward insignia by which this




is expressed) does not, however, constitute the source of authority. A fool

or a knave in judge's robe, a bishop's mitre, professor's chair, or high
government office, does little except to embarrass everyone concerncd and to
diminish society's respect for the office in general. Cn the other hand, a
wise, prudent and well informed man will enjoy a greater degree of attention

in consequence of holding some office normally held in respect in society. 1In
short, his office does nothing whatever to improve his intelligence or
understanding, but it may strengthen and enhance the respect and expectation
with which his opinions are received. Delicate problems arise here in relation
to the social prestige and insignia of the Christian clergy. Worldly signs of
social status may posscss some modest utility if they serve to express a
recognition that even in the 'natural' community of ordinery life the clergy
have a place in the social 'hierarchy' which every human group inevitably and
instinctively forms. Today we think of such things as triumphalist and even
obstructive, Certainly no purpose is served by preserving into the 20th century
insignia which had significance in the 4th but are now only picturesque. It is
easy for the clergy to be pigeon-holed as having a certain rcle to play and
special clothes to wear, like those of a circus clown, which tell everyone what
kind of speech is expected. Nevertheless, good may be done if clergy are
accepted in places of influence in ordinary society. In the West they retain
a certain presence, which at present seems to be slightly diminishing, in the
academic world which they once dominated. But outside the realm of education

instances arc hard to find.

If a man holds an office which calls him to give expression to deep aspirations
of the community, such as Prime Minister or President of a Nation-State, or leader
of a struzzling group such as blacks in Western socicty, the fervent wishes of the
sroup act upon him so that he is caught up to a higher level, at least in the minds
of his audience who see and hear him as larger than life, and probably in his own
mind as well. For he is no longer a private indivicual, He is expressing the
deepcst longings and ideals of an entire community. If, however, he represents
a group which, within a larger community, feels excluded from the traditional
positions of status, his role is likely to take on the shape of a radical prophet,
critical of custom and the old hierarchies whose families have a natural interest
in preserving a like authority, if not for their own flesh and blood, at least for

their own class anZ social type.

The charismatic figure, however, like the expert, is frequently expected (and
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even more frequently expects) to receive some recognition within the traditional or
bureaucratic structure. The outsider who gets to the top of the greasy pole is
accorded status as if he had been an insider. s special example is provided by
the academic world. High capacity for original and creative research is a kind
of charisma - a divine fire, like that of an artist or composer. In the realm




of academic research no one has any authority derived from his position in the
academic hierarchy. It is true that important disceveries may bring the finder
twenty hcnorary degrees. But amonz students of the subject his real authority
resides not in transitory gzlories; nor in any honorific titles, but simply on the
quality of his work in teaching and research. In short, his authority stands

€x _sese, non ex consensu; that is, he has this charisma because he has it, not

because other people think he has. Nevertheless, at least in Western Europe
(less perhaps in the U.S.A.), society harnesses and domesticates the original

and creative mind, often integrating him into the more controllable structures

of functional or bureaucratic authcrity. A great researcher in his thirties
becomes head of an institution in his fifties, by which time, if he is a Neatural
Scientist, his creative fire may have waned a little anyway. & disadvantage of
appointing a distinguished composer to a modern university professorship of music
is that you rmay crush the composer in him.

Max Weber's well known analysis distinguished the three types of autherity:

(1) the patriarchal or traditional, wherc long custom in the community

determines status and position in the pecking order;

(2) the buresucratic cr functionzl, dependent on roles which the individual

members of scciety recognize to be necessary for their economic and social
well-being;

(3) the charismatic leader — the founder cf a religion, the initiator of

a naticnal revival, a gifted artist, teacher, cr trainen He may be goecd; but he
may alsc be evilg' a malignantly powerful figure with hypnotic powers over those
who follow him - a Hitler - mcre ccntemporary instances may come tc mind. The
beneficent type cf charismatic authority is a source of strength and inspiraticn
tc these whem he guides, enabling them to achieve greater things than could have
been done without him. The malignant type dcminates and explcits his subjects.

In the first and third cases the recognitiocn of authority is immediate and
self-evident. In the case cof functicnal authcrity the calculations of self-interes®
do nct ncrmally take long: as we have seen, there may be trcuble if a substantial
number of pecple fail or refuse tc recognize the benefits cf a reasonably ordered
scciety, organized sc as to preduce far greater wealth than separate individuals
cculd possibly amass without a rational bureaucratic system. sAuthority, when it

expresses the mind of a grcup, is nct kind tc dissidents.

In the ccntempcrary western werld, while the seccnd type is now universal,
the first and third are the most interesting (and nc dcubt the rarest).
Moreover there has always been pctentially explosive tensicn between tradition and
charisma - a tension cn which J.M. Barrie constructed his well kncwn play
The rdmirable Crichton, where a highly aristccratic English family, shipwrecked
on a desert island, finds that, reduced tc the state of uncultured nature, they

instinctively lock tc their butler as the born charismatic leader cf their scciety,

1'Weber did not nctice this distinction.
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so that the hish-bcrn ladies new cocmpete for the fTavcur cf his attention.
Finally, as they are rescued by a psssing liner, the cld roles reassert
themselves and the butler, cn the island a king, once mcre becomes a

self-effacing, cbsequicus secrveant.

The traditicnal, the expert, and the charismatic (but hardly the bureau-
cratic and functional) types of authcrity appear when we inquire into the specific
intellectual problem of the role cf authority in relaticn to belief. I believe
that William the Conquercr invaded England in /..D. 1066. Nct being a mediaevalist,
I zccept this story on secondary authority. That is tc say, I have not actually
consulted the earlicst records concerning the Nerman Conguest, which have the
status c¢f primary authorities in the matter. I believe it because friends bcth
learned and hcnest assure me it is sc. Here the seccndary authcorities, the
experts, are quite unable tc verify the prcpeosition themselves withcut reccurse
tc the primary authorities, the ccntempcrary or near contemporary witnesses. But
the learned and hcnest mediaevalists play an importent rcle for me: they transmit
the story tc me, and morecver can give me reascns if asked. They can put the

evidence befcre me and challenge me to reach a different ccnclusicn.

It is true that in histcry the relaticn between evidence and authcrity is
more ccmplex than in the physical s ciences. In the physical s ciences the evidence
can be produced and reprcduced here and now. In history the past cannct be
investigated in this way. The facts themselves are seldcm absclutely certain.
Even where they are nct as such in dispute, they will lcck very different according
to the varicus patterns of interpretaticn in which they are seen. And it is only
thrcugh such patterns cof interpretation that the facts become accessible tc us
anyway . Facts dc not come te us in isclation. We conly succeed in making sense
cf them by placing them in a context, by seeing them from a certain standpcint.
The history historians write depends directly cn their attitude tc the werld and
their estimate of human nature and destiny. The same is nc doubt true in scme
degree of all the natural Sciences that tcuch directly con the behaviour cf man and

are therefore merally invelved.

This pattern of interpretaticn, or ccntext, or standpcint,will be ccherent
with the facts and illuminate them sc as to make them visible to us; but a total
view of the werld, and cf human nature and destiny, is mcre an act cf faith than
a deducticn from a large number cf observed phencmena. If sc, the antithesis cf
belief on the evidence cf facts and belief cn authcrity is misleading. N tetal
view c¢f the werld is socially transmitted and is received as part of a consensus
among educated perscns: any view which is received in such a way is being accepted
'en autherity'. Whenever raticnalists tell us that this ¢r that cpinicn is
accepted by all mcdern humanists, they are appealing to the autherity ¢f a sccial
ccnsensus. The characteristic c¢f a ccnsensus is tc regard its beliefs as self
evident. If this is ccmbined with confidence that its beliefs are grounded on
reason, the ccnsensus quickly beccmes a suffocating authoritarianism which regards

all intelligent dissent as the consequence cof moral turpitude.
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(i)

When we turn to consider the function and media of authcrity within the

history of the Christian ccmmunity, we find in mcdified dress all the same prcblems
a;—BE;EE‘;;EIEEE§“EEEIEE§T_——EG;Ehg the first fcur centuries alcne, the ancient
church faced the familiar questions: Vhat discipline should be applied tc
delinquents ? In whom deces the power of the keys lie ? (In the whole ccmmunity ?
in its bishop ? cr in a 'bishep of bishops', such as a metropclitan, or the

bishop cf some great see ? cor in charismatic figures such as prcophets, Mcntanists,
martyrs cr menks ?7) Is prcphecy mcire supcrnatural than the ncrmal sacramental
life cf the church ? hat is the relaticn cf scripture to tradition (e.g. in
catechism and liturgy) ? Are there limits tc the biblical 'cancn' 7 Granted
that ccuncils cf bishcps are the best way of deciding this(:together with the date
of Easter and penitcntial rulesl is there appeal, in disciplinary or doctrinslcases,
tc a larger council ?  When is a council's decisicn final ? Was Chalcedon ‘

authoritative ex sese ? cr ex consensu ecclesiae (Rcmanae ?) ? In what way dcecs

subsequent recepticn contribute tc the authcrity cf e.g. the Nicene creed ? Is
the authority of pope or patriarch in relaticn tc bishops of lesser sees fraternal

cr paternal ?

But it is nct necessary, in this paper, to give a necessarily long histcrical
review cf the debate abcut authcrity in Christendcm. For the purpcse cf this
ccnference I venture tc think it will be of mecre service tec offer brief reflections
on twe questicns: (i) what today are ﬁhe fundamental differences cn authority

which Roman Cathclics énd Anglicans have inherited from past history, and which stil!

O — —
have influence cver the ccnversation between them ?
‘:‘———_______»————f

(ii) what prcspects are there for a restatement of religious

authcrity in the modern western world ?

= -
Whatever individual Roman Cathclics and /sinzlicans may have thcught or now think, the

twc communities are nct divided c¢n the principle of authority. Both believe that

faith is submission to God and is a gift cf divine grace; that the church has an
indispensable rcle in transmitting and tcaching the ¥erd cf Ged and has authcority

in cocntroversies cf faith; that scripture, while always the prime critericn and
vehicle of the VWord of God, needs the living voice cf the church to cocnvey the
message tc contemperary man; that God has appointed orders cf ministry fcr the
church; that the priest is entrusted with the pcwer c¢f the keys as well as authcrit:
to celebrate the eucharist: that the preaching cf the Word and the ministry cf the
sacraments are a supernatural and charismatic functicn; and sc on.

Differences cf emphasis, however, can beccme impcrtant. The contreversies
of the 16th century have left a scar cn both sides in the debate. Until very
recently, Roman Cathclics have tended tc speak less critically of the empirical
church. To iinglicans, the obedience cf faith obvicusly includes deep loyalty to
the community: it is hard to draw a dividing line between 'Credc' and 'Sit anima

mea cum eis’'. But Anglicans may have become mcre accustcmed to combining grateful




reccgniticn cf authcerity with the liberty of stern criticism, and are visibly
afraid that human weakness and error may be protected by the cloak of divine
authority. /4 Fully sheep-like submissiveness tc ecclesiastical shepherds would
only be entirely fitting if cur shepherds transcended the frailties of human

nature.

In parallel with this runs a theclogical difference towards the preservation
¢f the church frcm error. Since Jewel and Laud, Anglicans have been reserved
towards assertions cf the 'inf‘alli_gility' of the church, and have much preferred
to speak of its indefectibility. 7 Certainly, the gates cf hell shall nct prevail
against it; truth will not be ebolished from the earth. The Hcly Spirit
continues a ceaseless work cf rectificaticn and refcrm. But the empirical

church is most likely tc heed this guiding hand if its pastors are well aware of

their own imperfection and blindness. Laud and Bramhall criticise the Council

of Trent frcm this pceint of view. Trent's decrees on justification and on
sacramentel theclcgy were congeniel encugh tc them. Their criticisms revolve
round the attitude to authcrity: Trent was over—-anxicus to define where legitimate
alternatives shculd be left cpen, and this over-anxiety is the result of a desire

to vindicate, against Protestant appeals to sola sacriptura, the living voice cf

the church as judge in controversy.

Laud and Bramhall rezard PFapal infallibility as a ccnsequence cf over-stating
the case in a controversial setting — vulnerable because it may buy subjective
certainty at the expense ¢f truth; dangercus because belief in a single infallible
teacher will lead tc the producticn of definitions, not because the church needs
them, but because silent coracles are not respected anc definitions must therefore

be made simply tc maintain the claims of the defining authority.

Uncerlying this criticism there lies a subtle difference in attitudes
towards liberty cof cpinicn (including nct cnly freedom tc think, but freedom
to propagate cone's thoughts). In general, the sAnglicen traditicn has been bcth
cheerfully cptimistic about the irresistible gravitatiocnal pull of truth (talking

as if mistaken copinicns would never lenz survive examination by reasonable men),

y_@, simulganeously, gravely pessimistic about the capacity of the human mind,

even with the help of grace, tc compass divine truth (taking as if scme degree

—

c;f inacdequacy can never be whclly eliminated fror;lqar\y prepesition cr dectrinal

definiticn).

According tc Jeremy Taylor (The Liberty of Prcphesying, 1646), intellectual
freedom is tc be encouraged even at the price cof allewing error in the church's

accredited teachers, provided that they are honest and reverent. Truth is found
by the apprcximaticns cf sericus, preayerful minds ccnverzing on a target which
ncne may hit at the centre. In consequence, .nglican suthcrity is far mcre
'slow-moving' than the Roman Catholic. We expect bishcps tc guard the gospel
frcm heresy, superstition, and plain fclly, but not to intervene early in a serious
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theological discussion. There are obvious risks. The threat of relativism
passing into scepticism (religious opinions valid only for the holder) is
continually on the horizon of liberal /finglican theology, whose patron saint
often appears as Doubting Thomas. (In passing, it is worth noting that the
more sceptical one is of thec validity of opinion, the less compunction one feels
about suppression; relativism produces toleration among Erasmus-like
intellectuals, seldom in the practical world of affairs.)

For Roman Catholics, I take it, the duty of preserving the church from error
is entrusted in a special sense to the see of Rome, and this preservative function
in doctrine and faith is indissolutly associated with the position of Rome as the
symbol and instrument of unity and order in the Catholic Church. Truth and unity
bcth depend on Roman authority for their conservation, and are inter-dependent:
if all agree in the truth, unity will follow naturally and easily (if not
automatically), while if all are kept in onecommnion and fellowship, this

monclithic unity is in itself a sign of truth. Faith and order coinhere at the

Eeépest level. From such & peint of view, any Anglican talk abeut 'convergence'
and "approximaticns' will look beth vague and humanistic, and will suggest that
faith is mere human aspiraticn rather than a divinely granted submission tc revealec
truth. Cn the other hand, if authority procduces unity by suppressing liberty

and by removing controversial tcpics from the realm of discussion at the earliest
possible moment, the unity has been bcought at a high price. In short, the Roman
invitaticn tc unity is one which Anglicans inevitably answer with a divided mind,
because they have learnt tc value the slow, hesitant path cf authority in their

own traditicn, and because fcr them also unity and the truth are deeply inter-

B — -

related (i.e. the way they understand Christian truth determines the kind cf unity

\which they seek, and vice versa).

Finally it is worth attempting tc see the problem cf authority in Christian
faith as it now appears in the contempcrary situaticn. Scme of the reasons why
the notion cf authcrity (religious cr secular) is unattractive to the

contemperary mind I have tried tc outline earlier in this paper.

There seem tc be three preeminent difficulties about the traditicnal Christian

way of talking zbout authority.

1
{a) Because authority always tends tc be conservaticnist, it appears to be
backward-lcoking. In the case cf Christianity, this retrospective lock is built

in_to the very structure of the faith by virtue of the historical element in it;
that is tc say, the answer tc the question ‘'/jhat is Christianity?' has to be
given from scripture and tradition. Modern VJestern man dces not see why cor how
ancient Fzlestinian histery illuminates his present condition, and the word
'tradition' has almcst entirely lcst its gilt. It has ccme tc mean the cbsolete.
Contemporary man, already bewildered by the specd ¢f sccial and t echnological

change, longs for still faster change; and .fricans and Asians, largely

1.
Charismatic authcrity is an axcepticn of importance.




intellectual triumphs, but in its sure visicn of man as Ged's creature, being
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nen—participants in the technclogzy and affluence cf the Vest, want it even faster

[ than that. (:thile in the liest Christianity is rejected tc make rocm for the

future, in iAfrica and .isia it is rejectec tc get back to the past, untainted by

the expleoiting Eurcpean's religicn.)

Horecver, the different communities in Christendcm are actually kept apart
by their cown traditicns. e all keep hcld of cur cld Confessions of faith as
cards of identity, or even talismans, lest we should be lost in a werld where

familiar landmarks have been obliterated by sandstcrms.

(b) It is uncongenial tc contemporary .Jestern man that the Christian gospel

is associated with visible, external media. He much prefers the direct knowledge

of God professed by the mystic, and dces not wanp“eitper Bible cr Chupchth The
visible life of the church in worship;ﬂéﬁfa: and sacrament, is damned as
'institutionalised' - that is to say, the community's order and sccial structure
breed rigidities inizical te the spontaneity and freedem of the spirit (both human
and divine). It is no specifically modern difficulty, but in the contempcrary
climate it is deeply felt. But the rejection cf the 'institution' is surely a

screen for a rejection of the entire nction that in the gospel God addresses man

ab extra. Contemporary man wants to find the Divine, if at all, latent within

himself.

PU—

(¢) O©ne habitual way of regarding Christian belief has been to see it as a set
cf timeless truths cr revealed dogmas which we have to try and apply to the
practical problems of life. This mcnelithic concept of religious truth not only

obscures the rich variety and diversity within the Christian tradition itself, but
also makes it difficult fer a Christian tc approach any religious experience

outside his cwn tradition with sympathy and receptivity.

In the last rescrt, the authcrity of the Christian faith lies in its truth,
in its analysis c¢f humen nature and its vision ¢f human destiny. Men will accept
it because it strikes the decpest chords in their being, because in believing they

have come hcme as the prodigal tc his father. Autherity for the thurch will not

lie in the accidents c¢f past triumphalism, in its sccial successes cr even

——

affpored thrcugh the gcspel to what he is intended tc be.

Christ Church,
Oxfcerd. January, 1970.




