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ABSTRACT 
 
This study seeks a theological understanding of disagreement and conflict in 

church and society through a reading of the work of Rowan Williams, who 

argues that conflict and difference are constitutive of human oneness. Williams’s 

theology of church and his understanding of its unity are closely interrelated. The 

church itself and its unity are God’s gift. Drawing on Williams, this thesis 

proposes solidarity as a category through which to understand the oneness of the 

church and its relationship with society. According to Williams, God creates and 

sustains a universe of immeasurable difference within itself. Williams employs 

Gillian Rose’s reading of Hegel to introduce a metaphysical understanding of 

such difference and our response to it. The communal work of truth-seeking 

requires unavoidable negotiation, self-dispossession and loss, without which there 

may be tragic misrecognition of our interests and those of others. The thesis 

critically examines situations of conflict that exemplify and test Williams’s 

theology. Looking beyond the church, the thesis explores Williams’s theologically 

grounded proposals for solidarity in a pluralist society oriented towards the 

common good. 
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NOTES AND ABBREVIATIONS 

Notes 

Many of the lectures, talks and sermons given by Rowan Williams during his 

tenure at Canterbury were published on a dedicated Archbishop of Canterbury 

website. That website now refers to Williams’s successor at Canterbury. The 

entire site as it was at the end of Williams’s tenure in December 2012 has been 

archived to http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/. It is a rich resource. When I have 

been able to find a formally published version of a cited item, I have preferred 

that but have also included the URL within the archived website. 

Articles and lectures by Williams published in the following volumes are cited 

from those works; places of first publication are noted in the bibliography: Faith 

in the Public Square; Holy Living: The Christian Tradition for Today; On 

Christian Theology; and Wrestling with Angels: Conversations in Modern 

Theology. Speeches by Williams to the General Synod of the Church of England 

are listed in the bibliography in date order under “Church of England. General 

Synod. [Speeches by Rowan Williams].” Documents of the General Synod of the 

Church of England itself are listed in the bibliography by document number 

(GS . . . , GS Misc . . .) under “Church of England. General Synod.” 

 

Abbreviations 

FPS Faith in the Public Square. London: Bloomsbury, 2012. 

OCT On Christian Theology. Oxford Blackwell, 2000. 

WWA Wrestling with Angels: Conversations in Modern Theology. Edited by 
Mike Higton. Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2007. 

  



 

 

 
 
 



 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from?  
— James 4.1 (NRSV). 

 
This thesis examines Rowan Williams’s ideas as theologically explanatory of 

conflict in the life and being of the church and in society. With Williams, I ask not 

simply “Why are there disputes?” but whether, when, and how disputation may 

contribute to the common good. The thesis also examines Williams’s theological 

proposals for unity and solidarity in the church and society. 

Conflicts occur in context. In the church, they often at least purport to be 

theological in origin. My purpose, however, is not to debate the merits of 

particular conflicted theological questions but to think about the theology of 

conflict as such. 

My first purpose in this research is to examine Williams’s theological 

understanding of conflict, unity and solidarity and to set that understanding in a 

conceptual context. My intention in chapters 1 to 3 is judicious synthesis and 

analysis rather than criticism. That enables a determination of criteria by which 

to describe a situation as one of conflict, lack of unity, or solidarity. That then 

enables consideration of whether Williams’s theology addresses what are 

generally understood to be conflict, disunity, or solidarity, respectively. I show 

that Williams finds (non-antagonistic) conflict and difference to be constitutive of 

human oneness. 

Secondly, with Williams, I argue that solidarity is preferable to unity as 

a category through which to understand the oneness of the church and its 

relationship with society. 

Thirdly, I look critically at situations of conflict and disagreement that 

exemplify and test Williams’s theology. My approach is outlined more fully in the 

chapter summary below. In particular, I consider the benefits and difficulties that 

arise when seeking to put Williams’s theology into practice. I conclude that his 

work is highly explanatory. But I also argue that in some circumstances of 

conflict, it has proved impossible for Williams to achieve what he has believed to 

be a just outcome while at the same time acting in harmony with own theology. 

I also argue that Williams’s approach works well in the absence of a need to make 
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enforceable decisions but less well when decisions on strongly contested questions 

cannot be avoided. 

Theology of church 

A great deal of Williams’s theological work relates to the church1 and, above 

all, the centrality of Christ in all that the church is. He interweaves his 

Christology with his theology of the church as the Body of Christ. Williams’s 

work as a senior church leader demanded that he think long and hard about 

theology of church, but he had been doing that well before he became a bishop in 

1992. How you think about theology, Williams has said, depends on how you 

think about the church.2 

I refer to Williams’s “theology of church” in preference to “ecclesiology.” 

Ecclesiology has come to embrace many disciplines,3 but this study is intentionally 

theological. Other disciplines, notably philosophy and history, also apply as 

Williams uses them to support his theology. 

Studying Williams 

I draw on Williams’s writing and speeches rather than his biography as 

a church leader, although, of course, the two have influenced each other. Most of 

Williams’s scholarship is found in lectures and journal articles. Some have been 

gathered into substantial books, but many of Williams’s recent lectures are 

available only as webpages or online video and audio recordings. One such 

lecture has been particularly valuable for this study and I have transcribed it and 

included it as an Appendix to this thesis.4 The amount of secondary theological 

 
1. In his writings, Williams does not distinguish consistently between “Church” and “church.” 
I use lower-case ‘c’ wherever possible. Here I follow the practice of Paul Avis, who says he has 
learned that the local community gathered around word and sacrament is just as much ‘the 
church’ as is the universal church. Avis argues that it is “invidious to distinguish between ‘church’ 
and ‘Church’ by sometimes capitalising the first letter and that to do so unhelpfully prioritizes the 
universal over the local.” Paul Avis, “Introduction to Ecclesiology,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Ecclesiology, edited by Paul Avis (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2018), 24, 
doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199645831.013.28. 
2. Rowan Williams, “Theology and the Churches,” in Robin Gill and Lorna Kendall, eds., 
Michael Ramsay as Theologian (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1995), 9–10. 
3. See: Neil Ormerod, “Engagement with the Social Sciences in an Ecclesiological Context,” in  
Re-Visioning the Church: An Experiment in Systematic-Historical Ecclesiology (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2014), 31–60. 
4. Rowan Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship” (The Cundy Christian Unity Lecture, 
St John’s College, Durham University, 1 June 2016), audio recording downloaded from 
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material on Williams that is directly relevant to this study is small. Therefore, 

I have introduced it where applicable instead of by way of a separate literature 

review. 

Williams has written neither a systematic theology as such nor 

a comprehensive ecclesiology and he is critical of “encyclopaedic doctrinal 

surveys.”5 “When you try to tidy up unsystematised speech, you are likely to lose 

a great deal.”6 A desire for a unifying discourse beckons us away from the 

particularities before us, “persuading us to ignore what is awkwardly or 

meaninglessly there.”7 He commends Raimundo Pannikar for “warning us away 

from the lust for religious Grand Theory.”8 Several authors have noted Williams’s 

preference for particularity, not systemisation, but this does not make him 

inconsistent.9 He has maintained considerable consistency through a vast body of 

work over several decades. 

In this study, there is much reference to several central ideas, notably unity, 

conflict, solidarity, identity, and difference. I allow flexible definition of some 

terms because that is what Williams does. Usually he adopts an everyday 

understanding of everyday words. (This can be connected to his appreciation of 

Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language.10) Williams prefers exposition to 

definition. Such an approach is not naïve and does not prevent a profound and 

sometimes complex consideration of ideas. On the contrary, a flexibility of usage 

allows Williams to take his discussion where he wants it to go. 

 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/st-johns.college/news/Cundy_Rowan_Williams_2016.mp3 and 
transcribed in the Appendix to this thesis, 282–91. Please observe the note on 
 
 
  
5. Rowan Williams, “Unity of Christian Truth,” in OCT, 19. 
6. Rowan Williams, “Prologue,” in OCT, xii–xiii. 
7. Rowan Williams, “The Suspicion of Suspicion: Wittgenstein and Bonhoeffer,” in WWA, 195. 
8. Rowan Williams, “Trinity and Pluralism,” in OCT, 180. 
9. See: Geoffrey Wainwright, “Rowan Williams on Christian Doctrine,” review of On Christian 
Theology, by Rowan Williams, Scottish Journal of Theology 56, no. 1 (2003), 73, 
doi:10.1017/S0036930603000152; William C. Placher, review of On Christian Theology, by 
Rowan Williams, International Journal of Systematic Theology 2, no. 3 (2000): 366–9, 
doi:10.1111/1463-1652.00045; David H. Kelsey, review of On Christian Theology, by Rowan 
Williams, Modern Theology 16, no. 4 (2000): 562–64, doi:10.1111/1468-0025.t01-1-00147. 
10. Brian McKinlay, “Ludwig Wittgenstein in Rowan Williams’s Theological Account of 
Language,” New Blackfriars 98, no. 1075 (2017): 327–41, doi:10.1111/nbfr.12225. 
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Stephan van Erp (who translated Williams’s Faith in the Public Square for 

publication in Dutch) observes that Williams is well able to put himself in 

another’s position and to express the other’s views. Williams sometimes does this, 

however, in a way that makes him seem to be an advocate for the opposing camp 

with which he is engaged. This can make his texts confusing, as at times his own 

standpoint is unclear; it is not always obvious whose views he is expressing—his 

own or those of another whom he is discussing. A benefit of this gift of space to 

the other is that Williams’s conclusions are often accompanied by constructive 

proposals for better understanding of the other party and for conversation with 

those who disagree.11 

Relevant critique 

In a survey of doctrinal theology in the Church of England, Paul Avis 

identifies several leading contemporary schools of thought. Then, he says, there is 

Rowan Williams, who is “in a class of his own” and “unique”.12 Direct criticisms 

of Williams’s thinking on conflict, unity, and solidarity are within the scope of 

this study, but I do not propose a comparative evaluation of entirely alternative 

approaches. Nor do I attempt a discussion of criticisms of Williams’s theology as 

a whole or the methodology, preferences and premises that underlie it. That 

would vastly exceed my scope. An example would be Williams’s general 

preference for apophatic theology, to the satisfaction of his admirers and the 

frustration of his critics. Similarly, what Williams himself would describe as his 

catholic outlook is not to the taste of some protestants. Opinions also differ as to 

whether Williams can be described as theologically liberal. It is not a label he 

would apply to himself. Among the various criticisms made of Williams’s 

theology, in this thesis I am able to consider only those that directly relate to my 

study. 

 
11. Stephan van Erp, “Voortaan Spreken We Samen: Leven en Werk van Rowan Williams,” 
introduction to: Rowan Williams, Geloof in de Publieke Ruimte, trans. from English by Stephan 
van Erp (Vught: Skandalon, 2013), 25. Ryan Green makes a similar point: “The Contradiction of 
the Cross: Language, Sociality and the Self,” Colloquium 49, no. 1 (2017): 6. 
12. Paul Avis, “Doctrine in the Church of England,” Theologische Literaturzeitung 133, no. 7–8 
(2008): 761–76. Retrieved unpaged from http://www.thlz.com. 
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Chapter outline 

Chapters 1, 2 and 3 examine the three categories of my title: conflict, unity, 

and solidarity. In each case, my purpose is largely synthesis and exposition. What 

is this category about, and what does Williams have to say about it? More critical 

observations will emerge later in the study. Chapter 1, on conflict and difference, 

is the most abstract of the three. It begins with the question of what conflict is. 

I then discuss identity and difference as categories inherent in a philosophical and 

theological understanding of conflict. Williams employs Gillian Rose’s reading of 

Hegel to introduce a metaphysical understanding of difference and to venture 

some theological ideas. I conclude the chapter with tragedy and conflict in 

Williams’s thinking and a brief note on sin and anxiety as contributors to conflict. 

Chapter 2 sketches Williams’s theology of church in the context of a 

discussion of his understanding of its unity. 

Chapter 3 proposes solidarity as a category or perspective through which to 

understand the oneness of the church and of society in Williams’s theology. 

I begin by thinking about the historical development of the idea of solidarity and 

about competing contemporary concepts of it. I then examine how Williams 

employs solidarity in thinking about oneness in church and society. 

Chapter 4 looks at change as an element in conflict within the church. 

Language, revelation, and the growth of orthodoxy bring us towards a knowledge 

of God and the things of God. Yet each also contains within it the potential for 

conflict and disagreement. At the heart of the conflicts are interpretation and 

change. I next review Williams’s appreciation of unity and solidarity across 

historical change. The chapter concludes with a discussion of Williams’s 

understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit amidst change, conflict and 

disagreement in the church. 

Chapter 5 reviews Williams’s approach to conflict and faith in a pluralist 

society. Much of this thesis discusses his thinking within religious contexts. This 

chapter looks more directly at whether and how Williams’s ideas apply to society. 

He offers concrete theologically grounded proposals towards a more peaceable 

society oriented towards the common good. 
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Chapter 6 investigates situations in which Williams translated his 

theological ideas on disagreement, unity, and solidarity into words and action 

during his ten years as Archbishop of Canterbury. The purpose is further to 

understand Williams’s theology and to observe whether and how it informed his 

purposes in situations of actual and potential disagreement. 

Chapter 7 discusses in greater detail two areas of difficulty that emerge 

when seeking to put Williams’s concepts into practice. The first challenge is that 

some criticise Williams’s theology as unacceptably promoting uncertainty and 

prolonging debate. The second is that his proposals make unacceptable demands 

on victims of conflict. 

I then offer some conclusions. 

Joy 

The words “an agenda for joy,” in my title are from an address by Williams 

to an ecumenical conference at St Albans in 2003: “One thing I hope may emerge 

as we reflect today is that we need to balance the anxieties and challenges and 

struggles around unity with some sense that there is also an agenda for joy in 

this.”13 

The agenda for joy is two-fold, and the two are related. There is God’s 

agenda for our joy, and there is our joy in each other. In a lecture at Westminster 

Abbey in 1989, Williams spoke of God’s being as a “‘being for’, whose joy is 

eternally in the joy of another.”14 In his first sermon as Archbishop of 

Canterbury, Williams said that “the Church of the future, I believe, will do both 

its prophetic and its pastoral work effectively only if it is concerned first with 

gratitude and joy.”15 In his 2011 Easter Sermon at Canterbury Cathedral, 

Williams spoke at length of the joy of Christ’s presence and the joy achievable by 

 
13. Rowan Williams, “‘May They All be One . . . but How?” (Keynote Address at a conference 
held in St Alban’s Cathedral on 17 May 2003), accessed from 
http://paulcouturier.faithweb.com/0305williamsfull.htm on 2 February 2019). As an example, 
Williams mentioned Gregory Dix’s Shape of the Liturgy (London: Continuum, 2005) as “a vision 
of unity that gives us several lifetimes of work, but also several lifetimes of joy.” 
14. Rowan Williams, “On Being Creatures,” in OCT, 74. 
15. Rowan Williams, “Enthronement Sermon,” Canterbury Cathedral, 27 February 2003, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1624/enthronement-sermon. 
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having an outwards focus and fostering relationships with others and the world 

around them. On the resurrection morning, “joy arrives, irresistibly.”16 

Christian joy, the joy of Easter, affirms that love and reconciliation are 

ceaselessly at work. In the course of this study, I will observe Williams’s patient 

insistence that despite conflict, and sometimes as a result of it, we discover the 

source of our joy to be in each other, in unity and in solidarity. “The life of Christ 

in time and in eternity is a life which is poured out for the joy and the fulfilment 

of the neighbour.” We come to recognise that “our joy is in the joy of the 

neighbour and their joy is in our joy.”17 

In a kaleidoscope of styles, Rowan Williams’s writing, preaching and 

lecturing is invariably serious. That seriousness, and the seriousness of many of 

the topics he addresses, has given Williams an undeserved reputation for 

gloominess and melancholy. He does not deny tragedy and pain. Neither does he 

avoid laughter and joyousness. Yet, for Williams, even joy—especially joy—is 

serious business, for it is to “enter into the joy of your Lord.”18 Ethics is about 

joy. When the church is at work in what Williams describes as the kenotic and 

sophianic search for justice, there is a self-forgetting that brings joy.19 

To enter into the joy for which God created all things, to live the joy we find 

in each other, to engage others in that joy—that is Williams’s agenda. It is an 

“agenda for joy.” 

 

 
16. Rowan Williams, “Happiness or Joy? [Easter Sermon 2011],” in Choose Life: Christmas and 
Easter Sermons in Canterbury Cathedral (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 191–200. 
17. Rowan Williams, “Homily, Morning Prayer, Geneva, 28 February 2012,” 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2372/unity-is-gods-gift-to-the-church-wcc-
roundtable-in-geneva. 
18. Matthew 25.23. 
19. Rowan Williams, “Creation, Creativity, and Creatureliness: The Wisdom of Finite Existence,” 
in Brian Treanor, Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba, eds., Being-in-Creation: Human 
Responsibility in an Endangered World (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), 31. 



 

 

Chapter 1. CONFLICT AND DIFFERENCE 

There can be no human society without conflict: such a society would be 
a society not of friends but of ants. Even if it were attainable, there are human 
values of the greatest importance which would be destroyed by its attainment. 
— Karl Popper.1 

1.1. Introduction 

In this chapter and the two that follow, I examine the three categories of my 

title: conflict, unity, and solidarity. My purpose in these chapters is primarily 

synthesis and exposition. More critical observations will emerge later in the study 

and will rely on what I set out here. 

This chapter begins by asking what conflict and violence seem to be. I then 

discuss identity and difference as categories inherent in a philosophical and 

theological understanding of conflict. Rowan Williams proposes a metaphysical 

response to identity and difference. To prepare the ground for this, he addresses 

the postmodern challenge to metaphysics. He then employs Gillian Rose’s reading 

of Hegel to propose a metaphysical understanding of difference and conflict and 

some theological implications. I next introduce tragedy as a dimension of conflict 

in Williams’s thinking, with a brief note on his perception of sin and anxiety as 

contributors to conflict. 

This chapter is about conflict and difference but, importantly, difference 

does not always engender or arise from conflict. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of Williams’s appreciation of the difference and diversity inherent in 

God’s creation. 

1.2. The Reality of Conflict 

Our humanness and our differences are ingredients for conflict. But what is 

conflict? There is no consensus on the question. People in disagreement may or 

may not consider themselves in conflict. We speak of conflicting ideas even in 

amicable contexts. Conflict may take the form of coercive, violent interaction 

with contending actors seeking to impose their wills on one another. On the other 

hand, it may indicate subtler processes, behaviours and structures. Overt 

 
1. Karl Popper, Unended Quest: An Intellectual Autobiography, new edn. (London: Routledge 
Classics, 2002), 133. 
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competition for resources, prestige, and power may be conflicted, but it can be 

peaceable; opponents and competitors need not be enemies. 

John Burton, a theorist in the study of conflict, says that the study of 

conflict and its resolution and prevention is boundless, for it involves the whole 

person, their identity, affiliations, and environment. It has universal application 

and cannot be broken up into particular aspects of behaviour.2 Burton 

distinguishes conflicts that characterise all healthy and creative relationships from 

those rooted in human need.3 Mark Anstey says that there is conflict when parties 

believe their aspirations to be incompatible or perceive a divergence in their 

values, needs or interests. It is expressed in action when the protagonists employ 

their power to protect or further the interests they see as threatened.4 Dudley 

Weeks similarly suggests that conflict arises through what we perceive.5 Yet 

again, William Wilmot and Joyce Hocker say that conflict is an expressed struggle 

between parties who perceive incompatible goals, scarce resources, and 

interference from others.6 Even when our goals are altruistic or self-abnegating, 

we can rarely, if ever, escape the fact that they are our goals and able to be 

frustrated by others. 

Some writers advocate narrow, circumstance-specific definitions of conflict 

and others prefer a broad overarching concept. Thus, for example, Ruth Glass 

argues that a narrow definition of conflict allows a focus on distinctions 

potentially obscured by broader definition.7 Nonetheless, a detailed analysis of 

numerous definitions leads Clinton Fink to conclude that a narrow conception of 

conflict may be as controversial as a broader one, glossing over crucial differences 

between various kinds of struggle. Fink speculates that, given the problems of 

definition, one might consider abandoning the term “conflict” altogether. He then 

concludes in favour of the broadest possible working definition of social conflict 

 
2. John W. Burton, Conflict: Resolution and Prevention (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1990), 20. 
3. Ibid., 1. 
4. Mark Anstey, Negotiating Conflict: Insights and Skills for Negotiators and Peacemakers 
(Kenwyn: Juta & Co., 1991), 4. 
5. Dudley J. Weeks, Conflict Partnership (Trans-World, 1984), 4. 
6. William Wilmot and Joyce Hocker, Interpersonal Conflict, 6th edn. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
2001), 41. 
7. Ruth Glass, “Conflict in Cities,” in Anthony de Reuck and Julie Knight, eds., Conflict in 
Society (London: Churchill, 1966), 152. 
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in which antagonism is the common element in all conflicts.8 In the course of this 

thesis, I shall discuss ways in which Williams sees disagreement and the conflict of 

ideas as ultimately beneficial. But he generally deprecates conflict characterised by 

self-regard, competitiveness and violence. Not every disagreement or dispute in 

the church or in society could be described as conflict. Fink’s identification of 

antagonism as characteristic of conflict is helpful in distinguishing deprecated 

conflict, as distinct from the conflict that Williams finds beneficial. 

Wendy Mayer says that conflict occurs when something is contested but that 

religious conflict is more complex, extending to matters such as power, 

personality, place and identity. Distinguishable from these contested domains are 

“enabling” factors or conditions, which may be political, social, economic, 

cultural, psychological, and so on. As well, what a conflict is said to be about 

may differ significantly from what is actually being contested.9 The Religious 

Rivalries Seminar conducted by the Canadian Society of Biblical Studies 

categorised four ways in which religions in the same environment interrelate: 

coexistence, cooperation, competition and conflict. Competition is not conflict, 

but it may overlap with conflict and may turn into conflict. Competition and 

coexistence are not mutually exclusive, but conflict and coexistence are.10 Rowan 

Williams, on the other hand, would be more likely to say that conflict and 

coexistence are not mutually exclusive. He finds competition, as distinct from 

conflict, to be inimical to shared life in Christ. 

Williams uses the word “conflict” in a variety of its ordinary meanings; he 

does not adopt a specialised use of the term by itself. He says that, although 

conflict is not ultimately desirable, it is an inevitable and necessary part of our 

growth into maturity—individually and as the Body of Christ. We need to accept 

 
8. Clinton F. Fink, “Some Conceptual Difficulties in the Theory of Social Conflict,” Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 12, no. 4 (December 1968): 453–4, doi:10.1177/002200276801200402. 
9. Wendy Mayer, “Religious Conflict: Definitions, Problems and Theoretical Approaches,” in 
Wendy Mayer and B. Neil, eds., Religious Conflict from Early Christianity to the Rise of Islam 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), 3. 
10. Outlined in Terence L. Donaldson, “Concluding Reflections,” in Religious Rivalries and the 
Struggle for Success in Caesarea Maritima (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2000), 
331–9, and briefly summarised by Richard Ascough, “The Canadian Society of Biblical Studies’ 
Religious Rivalries Seminar: Retrospection, Reflection and Retroversion,” Studies in Religion/ 
Sciences Religieuses 32, no 1–2 (2003): 158, doi:10.1177/000842980303200110. 
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that conflict is real and inevitable.11 It can be reduced as we learn more of God, 

but it cannot and will not end until the eschaton. Christian history recognises that 

conflict is inescapable.12 “There is a specific shape to the story: it is part of 

a history marked by a strong dimension of conflict.”13 

For Williams, peaceful co-existence is inadequate when basic questions are 

at stake. Protest, conflict, and conscientious division are a necessary part of the 

story of God’s people. Christian debate demands patience. A fixed and 

complacent position will have no authority for those who face conflict and 

fragmentation and aspire to better things. Christ is “produced” in the painful and 

costly history of the church’s unavoidable divisions and conflicts.14 

1.3. Violence 

Justice, Williams suggests, reflects to us the reality, the truth, of who we 

are.15 It is not so much retribution as truth-telling. Christ’s life is a judgment that 

makes us see in ourselves what we would rather not see.16 For Williams, the 

hardest-to-face truth about ourselves is our violence. Human life is violent and 

competitive from infancy, beginning before we are even aware of it. In a study of 

conflict, one cannot dismiss violence, even in the church, as “beyond the pale” 

and unworthy of further thought. Violence can be overt and physical, but it may 

also be subtle and not easily observed. Conflict is not illegitimate merely because 

there is violence, nor must questions necessarily be resolved in favour of the non-

violent. 

In his discussion of Gillian Rose’s book, The Broken Middle,17 for example, 

Williams notes a “recurrent and at first sight teasing discussion of ‘violence’.”18 

 
11. Rowan Williams, “Resurrection and Peace,” in OCT, 273. 
12. Rowan Williams, “Trinity and Pluralism,” in OCT, 180. 
13. Rowan Williams, “Incarnation and the Renewal of Community,” in OCT, 229. 
14. Rowan Williams, “The Discipline of Scripture,” in OCT, 57–8. 
15. Rowan Williams, “Administering Justice,” in A Ray of Darkness: Sermons and Reflections 
(Lanham: Cowley, 1995), 210–13. 
16. Michael Jensen comments that “the presence of the theme of judgment in Williams’s writings 
is one of the most attractive and fertile things about them.” Michael Jensen, “Krisis? Kritik? 
Judgment and Jesus in the Theology of Rowan Williams,” in Matheson Russell, ed., On Rowan 
Williams: Critical Essays (Eugene: Cascade, 2009), 82. 
17. Gillian Rose, The Broken Middle: Out of Our Ancient Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992). 
18. Rowan Williams, “Between Politics and Metaphysics: Reflections in the Wake of Gillian 
Rose,” in WWA, 61. 
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Rose, he observes, insists on sociality that cannot escape violence towards each 

other and that is never finally “mended.” But how can that have anything to do 

with God?19 Rose characterises “love without violence” as lacking in faith;20 love 

is always found to be involved in violence. To attempt otherwise condemns the 

human agent to either an unstructured agape beyond negotiation, or to 

unrestrained conflict. Law, which is both strategy and social form, involves both 

love and violence, Williams says, following Rose. All strategy is agonistic and 

involved in struggle against one’s environment, necessitating an account of 

violence.21 Yet, in Williams’s discussion, it is difficult to characterise the violence 

described or to discern the degree (if any) to which he would accept its necessity. 

(His reputation is that of a pacifist, although he has rejected total non-violence.22) 

Williams is sceptical of accounts of religion as a source of violence. He 

refers, for example, to Jonathan Sacks who shows how a tendency to violence can 

subvert even the most compassionate religion, but who challenges claims that 

religion is intrinsically a cause of violence.23 William Cavanagh speaks of a “myth 

of religious violence” to challenge the suggestion that religion is any more 

inclined to promote violence than secular life and must therefore be restricted in 

its access to public power.24 Williams finds that Cavanaugh has no problem in 

debunking the arguments of those who condemn religion as a supposed source of 

endemic violence.25 

Difficulty arises when violence is defined as wholly negative, giving it a 

solidity and identity that cloud our thinking. Williams reads Rose’s argument as 

protesting the essentialising of violence, objecting to it being distinguished as a 

factor among others in struggle or strategy.26 Violence is “only to be thought of as 

 
19. Ibid., 60. 
20. Rose, The Broken Middle, 147. 
21. Ibid., 150–1. 
22. Rupert Shortt, Rowan’s Rule: The Biography of the Archbishop of Canterbury (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 179–83. 
23. Jonathan Sacks, Not in God’s Name: Confronting Religious Violence (London: Hodder & 
Stoughton, 2016). 
24. William T. Cavanagh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of 
Modern Conflict (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 3–4. 
25. Rowan Williams, “‘The Kingdoms of This World,’ in ‘Symposium on William Cavanagh’s The 
Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict,” Pro Ecclesia 20, 
no. 4 (2011): 354–7. 
26. Williams, “Between Politics and Metaphysics,” 63. 
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the risk entailed in power, the presence of the possibility that my action, by 

inevitably in some measure misrecognising the nature of the interest of others, 

establishes a new imbalance of power and justice.”27 Ethical action cannot avoid 

such risk, a risk of violence generated by misrecognition of the interest of the 

other. There is risk whenever an individual interest is brought to bear against the 

perceived collective interest. 

Williams notes an essay by Rose on the work of Walter Benjamin, who says 

that only divine violence can save us from a history of unchangeable loss.28 

Williams responds that to construe saving violence as divine is to lose track of the 

critique of the “violence in love” found in Rose’s The Broken Middle.29 Violence 

may be quite the opposite of divine. Williams employs the metaphor of road rage 

to highlight how the stresses of contemporary societies can sometimes overwhelm 

people, leading to outbursts of violence that harm others and leave the enraged 

individual empty.30 

Williams has spoken and written as an advocate of non-violence, but he 

continues to search for an understanding of violence as a concept. This is difficult 

as violence is used in language partly as metaphor and partly to denote concrete 

reality. Are Rose and Williams using violence solely as a metaphor? We 

understand, for example, what it means to do violence to an idea, a story, or 

a piece of music. Even from the gospels, we are familiar with violence as 

ambiguous part-metaphor.31 Williams does not find a straightforward, believable 

story about violence and says that the evidence is “profoundly confusing.”32 

Amartya Sen is one who shares this bafflement. He continues to be horrified 

and bewildered by communal violence such as he witnessed as a child in Bengal in 

the last years of the British Raj. Why should people who had lived together 

 
27. Ibid., 64. 
28. Ibid., 66, referring to Gillian Rose, “Walter Benjamin—Out of the Sources of Modern 
Judaism,” in Judaism and Modernity: Philosophical Essays, 175–210 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993). 
29. Ibid., 66. 
30. Rowan Williams, Lost Icons: Reflections on Cultural Bereavement (Harrisburgh: Morehouse, 
2000), 139–40. 
31. Matthew 11.12, Matthew 10.34, Luke 22.36. 
32. Rowan Williams, “To be Human Is to Be Violent,” New Statesman 144, no. 5273 (31 July 
2015): 62–4, https://www.newstatesman.com/2015/07/be-human-be-violent. 
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peaceably suddenly turn on one another? In Identity and Violence,33 Sen attacks 

the “solitarist” theory that human identity is formed by membership of a single 

social group. He finds that this fallacy foments violence by imposing singular and 

belligerent identities on gullible people, championed by those who stand to 

benefit from terror. From Sen’s rationalist perspective, the violence of identity is a 

result of mistaken belief and not inherent in human beings themselves. 

Sen’s idea can be criticised as simplistic, which is odd in the work of such a 

brilliant and influential thinker. Williams would only partly agree with Sen. He 

would agree that communal violence is connected to identity, but not agree that it 

is merely a result of imposed erroneous beliefs. Much violence has certainly come 

from pernicious ideology, but often it is due to fear, desperation, or cruelty. 

Williams is clear that our violence is rooted in our mistrust of God’s gift to us of 

our identity. If we fail to accept our creatureliness, we become unfree and bound 

to pervasive struggle. Our mistrust and violence are rooted in an unwillingness or 

inability to receive our human identity from God.34 Williams has also said that 

violence happens as we discover or generate new concerns for ourselves, 

repeatedly intruding and projecting ourselves into each other’s lives. This violence 

may be countered or controlled only through mutual recognition and attention, 

so that “the markers of identity and value do not become weapons of revenge.”35 

Despite the dilemmas inherent in violence, Williams affirms that Christ’s 

resurrection shows that we have a choice about colluding with violence and that 

action and protest are possible. The painful cost to us is awareness of our own 

violence, but the resurrection empowers transformation.36 

1.4. Identity and Difference: An Introductory Sketch 

When there is conflict, difference is at hand, but difference does not demand 

conflict. When there is complete identity or sameness, it might be supposed that 

conflict is absent. But absolute identity and uniformity would be too great a price 

 
33. Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2006). 
34. Williams, “Resurrection and Peace,” 273. 
35. Williams, “To be Human is to be Violent.” 
36. Rowan Williams, Resurrection: Interpreting the Easter Gospel, 2nd edition ( London: Darton 
Longman and Todd, 2002), 73. 
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for the elimination of conflict. To propose a theology of conflict, one must think 

carefully about identity and difference. 

The category of identity has long been debated philosophically—at least 

since Parmenides in the late sixth or early fifth century BCE.37 Millennia later, 

philosophers, notably Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), still wrestled with 

Parmenides’s axiom that thought and being are identical.38 In Western 

metaphysics, identity came to be thought of as unity, the unity of a thing with 

itself. Nicholas of Cusa (1401–64) pondered the nature of identity in the context 

of God’s relationship to the world, of the infinite to the finite. His first 

formulation of the problem was the coincidentia oppositorum, the coincidence of 

opposites. Later he wrote of God as the “not other” (non aliud), with cryptic 

declarations such as Non aliud est non aliud quam non aliud, “Not other is not 

other than not other.”39 

In his Monadology (1714), Gottfried Leibniz developed a concept of unity 

as simplicity, individuality and uniqueness—encapsulated in his principle of the 

identity of indiscernibles. (If two things have absolutely nothing that distinguishes 

them from each other, they are identical, they are the same thing.) In his 

Tractatus (1922) Ludwig Wittgenstein subjected such a conception of identity to 

what Bertrand Russell was to describe as “a destructive criticism from which 

there seems no escape.”40 Wittgenstein declared that “roughly speaking, to say of 

two things that they are identical is nonsense, and to say of one thing that it is 

identical with itself is to say nothing at all.”41 His solution was to deny that 

identity is a relation. Rather, he thought, it can be expressed as separate 

statements or as repetition. 

 
37. Harold Noonan and Ben Curtis, “Identity,” in Edward N. Zalta, ed. The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Spring 2017 edn., 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/identity. 
38. Joan Stambaugh, “Introduction,” in Martin Heidegger, Identify and Difference, trans. Joan 
Stambaugh (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 7–17. 
39. See: Clyde Lee Miller, “God as li Non-Aliud: Nicholas of Cusa’s Unique Designation For 
God,” The Journal of Medieval Religious Cultures 41, no. 1 (2015): 24–40. 
40. Bertrand Russell, “Introduction [1922],” in Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus, trans. D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1961), xvii. 
41. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 5.5303. 
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André Gallois argues that entities can be identical at one time, but distinct at 

another—that there are occasional identities. Identity is neither necessary nor 

permanent but contingent; entities may share identity only for a particular time, 

but one or more of them may change. An entity may share identity with 

something in the past until it changes so as to annul that identity. That is, identity 

may be synchronic or diachronic, or both.42 

Difference denotes the process or properties by which one entity is 

distinguished from another. Leibniz’s principle of the identity of indiscernibles 

established a tradition that identity and difference are opposites. Structuralist and 

poststructuralist schools of thought proposed, however, that difference be 

understood as constitutive of both meaning and identity. A construct produces 

meaning only through the interplay of differences. As a construct, therefore, 

identity cannot be said to exist without difference. Structuralism centres around 

the idea made prominent by Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) that cultural 

forms and discourses of every kind can best be understood by analogy with 

language or the structures of language. De Saussure questioned the view of 

language as a system in which words and expressions bear a one-to-one 

correspondence to the real. He argued that meaning arises through differentiation 

of one sign from another. 

Particularly since the 1960s, the humanities have been overshadowed by the 

question of identity and difference—identity of many kinds: national, political, 

ethnic, racial, sexual, gender, and more. Notably in French philosophy, there was 

suspicion of existentialist and phenomenological proposals that the identity of the 

subject is self-constituted. The notion of the self as a knowing, acting, and 

desiring subject was questioned. On the other hand, structuralist claims that there 

are invariable structures that govern human life were also suspect.43 Jacques 

Derrida both extended and criticised structuralist thinking, arguing that meaning 

does not arise out of fixed differences between static elements in a structure. The 

 
42. André Gallois, Occasions of Identity: A Study in the Metaphysics of Persistence, Change, and 
Sameness (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003). 
43. Rafael Winkler and Abraham Olivier, “Identity and Difference,” Journal of the British Society 
for Phenomenology 47, no. 2 (2016): 95–7, doi:10.1080/00071773.2016.1145889. 
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meanings produced in language and other signifying systems are always partial, 

provisional, and infinitely deferred along a chain of differing and deferring 

signifiers—a process encapsulated in Derrida’s famed 1963 neologism of 

différance, which functions repeatedly to disrupt and delay the establishment of 

relationships of identity and sameness.44 Similarly, Gilles Deleuze approached 

difference as having an ontological privilege over identity, inverting the 

traditional relationship between the two concepts, and again implying that 

identity is produced by differentiation.45 Williams understands Derrida as saying 

that there is no relation between the same and the other, not even as opposites—

which Williams describes as a seduction. To refuse a relation between the same 

and the other eventually brings a reduction to sameness.46 

The above short sketch gives the impression of a highly abstract discussion 

far removed from the practicalities of the everyday. Yet there are strong practical 

consequences. Stefan Gandler, for example, makes the interesting observation 

that, two hundred years ago, equality was used to overcome the oppression 

inherent in social difference, whereas today difference is affirmed in opposition to 

oppressive uniformity.47 For Williams, too, the question of identity and difference 

lies at the root, not of ivory-towered abstraction, but of real, hard, and concrete 

human challenges, to which theology seeks useable answers. Even when writing 

of the seemingly recondite and arcane, Williams constantly asks not only about 

ideas but about how and whether they operate for the common good. In the next 

section, we will see the great emphasis Williams gives to thinking as it changes 

who we are and how we behave. 

1.5. The Necessity of Metaphysics 

Over against the post-modernist disavowal of metaphysics, Williams argues 

that the challenge of difference is ultimately a metaphysical question. Therefore, 

 
44. Leonard Lawlor, “Jacques Derrida,” in Edward N. Zalta, ed., The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, Fall 2019 edition, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/derrida/, §5. 
45. Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul R. Patton (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994). First published in French in 1968. 
46. Rowan Williams, “Balthasar and Difference,” in WWA, 78. 
47. Stefan Gandler, “Difference and Identity” (Twentieth World Congress of Philosophy, Boston, 
10–15 August 1998), https://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/PPer/PPerGand.htm. 
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he criticises aspects of postmodernism at some length to make space for 

metaphysical and theological proposals on conflict and difference. 

Postmodernism became well-known through Jean-François Lyotard’s 1979 

work La Condition Postmoderne.48 Contemporary science, Lyotard argued, 

displaces narrative knowledge, including the meta-narratives of philosophy. Old 

epistemic traditions were no longer of service, partly because technological 

development in the second half of the twentieth century had shifted the emphasis 

of knowledge from the purposes of human action to its means.49 Lyotard 

famously defined the postmodern condition as “incredulity toward meta-

narratives.”50 A consequence of knowledge no longer being principally narrative 

is a loss of meaning, loss of a continuous meta-narrative, which then engenders 

instability and the possibility of conflict. Nevertheless, Lyotard declared that “our 

business is not to supply reality” to make up the gap. To totalise “transcendental 

illusion” (in the manner of Hegel, Lyotard says) is no solution, as the price of 

such illusion is terror, of which the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had 

supplied a surfeit.51 

Williams shares the postmodern resistance against totalisation but, for him, 

Christian truth is not such: Christian truth never declares the end of negotiation. 

Williams is suspicious of the idea of the sacred void,52 warning that postmodern 

pluralism would render impossible any real discussion of human goals and 

destiny.53 Any concrete political vision for the welfare and purposes of 

a community would thereby become meaningless.54 An abstract negative theology 

that identifies the sacred with the void would be an “empty and endless space of 

pure difference.”55 Williams challenges such a negation as essentially dishonest in 

 
48. Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, [1979] trans. 
Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984). 
49. Ibid., 37. 
50. Ibid., xxiv. 
51. Jean-François Lyotard, “Answering the Question: What is Postmodernism?” trans. Régis 
Durand. Appendix to The Postmodern Condition, 81–2. 
52. Rowan Williams, “Hegel and the Gods of Postmodernity,” in WWA, 33. 
53. Rowan Williams, Mission and Christology: The J. C. Jones Memorial Lecture (Brynmawr: 
Welsh Members Council, Church Mission Society, 1994).4–5. 
54. Ibid., 6. 
55. Williams, “Hegel and the Gods of Postmodernity,” 31. 
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its depiction of resignation as heroism.56 Hegel offers ideas that “may help to 

undermine a sacralising of absence and inception at the expense of the work of 

social meaning.”57 Williams is also wary of a postmodern descent into tribalism, 

which may be tolerable in academic debate but is of little value as a response to 

actual violence and conflict. Postmodernism absolves its adherents from the work 

of politics, the difficulty of getting to grips with someone else’s speech, the 

challenge of defining an interest that is neither “mine” nor “yours”, and the need 

to move from being victims of each other to a shared search for the common 

good.58 Williams invokes Hegel to argue, against Jacques Derrida, that the 

freedom desired by postmodernism may be found not in an absence of meaning, 

but through liberation from fixed and sterile perceptions and states of affairs.59 In 

Hegel, such negation is no less concrete than construction. The negative is as 

much labour as the constructive. 

In his 1995 essay “Between Politics and Metaphysics,” Williams searches for 

an approach to metaphysics that is free from the “the quagmires of fantasy.”60 

While it may be politically attractive to avoid questions of legitimacy and 

judgement, Williams is unconvinced by the postmodern axiom that language 

cannot, ultimately, have any matter but itself. Yet he eschews the outcomes 

against which the axiom is raised: “claims to presence, to privilege or to totalising 

vision.”61 We face common challenges, but our concepts, experience and 

strategies differ. The way forwards is complex and difficult, as we search for 

intelligible communication in exchange and negotiation. To negotiate, we must 

each determine, question, and articulate our own positions. Freedom is exercised 

through such self-questioning, not by an abandonment of meaning. 

Williams criticises post-realism as avoiding issues of power and negotiation 

for a simple co-existence that falsely assumes abundance and absence of 

 
56. Ibid., citing Gerald Graff, Literature Against Itself (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1979), 
62. 
57. Williams, “Hegel and the Gods of Postmodernity,” 31. 
58. Todd Breyfogle and Rowan Williams, “Time and Transformation: A Conversation with 
Rowan Williams,” Cross Currents 45 no. 3 (1995): 293–311. 
59. Williams, “Hegel and the Gods of Postmodernity,” 30. 
60. Rowan Williams, “Between Politics and Metaphysics,” 53. 
61. Ibid. 
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constraint.62 Such a stance makes it impossible for there to be negotiation in 

which concrete desires and projects are redefined and rethought in relation to 

each other. Without such negotiation, conflict is unavoidable and the other 

becomes “something like sacred terror.”63 Difference is valuable as an 

opportunity for self-articulation in negotiation, requiring work (not avoidance) in 

which we constantly query not so much the interests of others but what we have 

assumed to be our own interests. (I return to this in the discussion of tragedy and 

conflict below.) Similarly, Williams says that postmodernism tends to avoid the 

difficulty of truly communicative speech and to replace it with “the artificial 

difficulty of self-contained, self-reflexive jargon.”64 It is the nature of things that it 

is hard to talk interestingly and honestly. Williams values Hegel’s appreciation of 

this difficulty.65 

Although difference shapes politics and real states of affairs, it can be settled 

neither by appeal to concrete facts nor by private judgement.66 Our actions are 

open to being judged and interpreted by others as well as by what we discern to 

be reality that is not determined by anyone’s decision.67 Metaphysics is the 

“underlying intelligible structure” that reveals the reflective dimension in the 

negotiation of difference, an element of seeing that is essential for “intelligible 

action” in a complex world.68 Intelligible action, here, is shared not private. It can 

be talked about and negotiated. It is intelligible because we recognise what is at 

work and can contribute to a shared labour—a labour that may need much 

conversation about conversation, as we seek a common language.69 (Thus, for 

example, in The Edge of Words70 Williams contributes to a theory of language 

that is generative of natural theology.) 

 
62. Ibid., 54–5. 
63. Ibid., 55. 
64. Breyfogle and Williams, “Time and Transformation,” 293–311. 
65. Ibid. 
66. Williams, “Between Politics and Metaphysics,” 55–6. 
67. Ibid., 58. 
68. Ibid., 57. 
69. Ibid. 
70. London: Bloomsbury, 2011. 
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Robert Jenson says of the early fathers that “they labored to evangelise their 

own antecedent Hellenism,” particularly its metaphysics.71 Williams might be 

described as labouring neither to adopt wholly nor to negate his metaphysical 

antecedents, but to evangelise them. 

1.6. On Gillian Rose and G. W. F. Hegel 

Especially in his friendship with Gillian Rose (1947–95)72 and a study of her 

work, Williams found a resource with which to tackle the dilemma of identity 

and difference: the work of G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831). During his doctoral 

research, Williams had become impatient with Hegel and the associated “vast 

edifice” of what he disliked as speculative and inconclusive metaphysics.73 

Williams’s subsequent engagement with Andrew Shanks74 and his reading of 

Gillian Rose were to bring a seminal change in his understanding of Hegel. 

Williams’s reflections on Rose’s reading of Hegel are found especially in articles 

published in the mid-1990s, but he continues to acknowledge her as 

“a magisterial influence.”75 Rose’s work is difficult and subtle, notably in what 

Williams calls “her most hermetic and taxing” work, The Broken Middle.76 

Others have written about Williams’s response to Hegel77 and there is a vast 

literature on Hegel, theological and otherwise. My purpose here is specific: it is 

 
71. Robert W. Jenson, The Triune God, vol. 1 of Systematic Theology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1997), 90. 
72. For a brief intellectual biography of Rose, see: Laura Marcus, “The Work of Gillian Rose: An 
Introduction,” Women: A Cultural Review 9, no. 1 (1998): 1–5, 
doi:10.1080/09574049808578329. 
73. Rowan Williams and Rupert Shortt, “Belief and Theology: Some Core Questions,” in Rupert 
Shortt, ed., God’s Advocates: Christian Thinkers in Conversation, edited by (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 16. 
74. Andrew Shanks, Hegel and Religious Faith: Divided Brain, Atoning Spirit (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2011); Hegel’s Political Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); 
Hegel Versus Interfaith Dialogue: A General Theory of True Xenophilia (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015). 
75. Rowan Williams, “Introduction,” in FPS, 6. In another context, Williams says that friendship 
with Rose has “been abidingly and decisively important in shaping such philosophical perspectives 
as I am able to bring to bear.” The Tragic Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 
163. 
76. Williams, “Between Politics and Metaphysics,” 61, referring to Rose, The Broken Middle. 
77. Notably: Rebekah Howes, “In the Shadow of Gillian Rose: Truth as Education in the 
Hegelian Philosophy of Rowan Williams,” Political Theology 19, no. 1 (2018): 20–34, 
doi:10.1080/1462317X.2017.1383344; Benjamin Myers, Christ the Stranger: The Theology of 
Rowan Williams (London: T & T Clark, 2012), 51–8, and Matheson Russell, “Dispossession and 
Negotiation: Rowan Williams on Hegel and Political Theology,” in Russell, On Rowan Williams, 
85–114. 
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not to study and critique Hegel or Hegelianism. Nor do I propose a critique of 

Rose. My task is to identify, synthesise and examine what Williams has derived 

from Hegel that contributes to his understanding of conflict. Strictly speaking, it 

is not essential to my discussion to assess whether Williams reads Hegel and Rose 

correctly. More important here is how Williams’s reading is constructed and how 

it bears on his theology. 

The broken middle 

Rose interpreted Hegel as saying not that difference ought to be resolved 

through synthesis, but that we ought to accept the “broken middle” within 

irresolvable difference. We should then willingly act from our present positions, 

ethically held, even when they may be shifted by negation. Thus, as Howard 

Caygill puts it, “Rose’s retrieval of Hegelian speculative philosophy led to 

a recasting of speculative thinking that distinguished it from dialectical thought, 

and opened it to the experiences of aporia, fragility and brokenness.”78 

The theme of diremption occurs through much of Rose’s work, pointing to 

brokenness between universal and particular, law and ethics, actuality and 

potentiality. She argues that such brokenness is fundamental to modern (not 

postmodern) thought and experience. Rose writes particularly of a broken middle 

and contested status between ethics and law.79 Since Kant, she says, philosophy 

has nurtured an unease with the modern diremption of law and ethics, arising 

from a mismatch between the discourse of individual rights and the systematic 

actualities of power and domination. Rose uses the term “diremption” to refer to 

a rending in two, but not of something that was perfectly unified in the first place. 

Diremption draws attention to separation where there may never have been 

unity.80 

The broken middle operates as both theory and practice. It cannot be 

mended but must be negotiated, in philosophy and in politics. It includes the gap 

between those who emphasise universal categories and those who emphasise 
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79. Rose, The Broken Middle, 267, 276. 
80. Kate Schick, Gillian Rose: A Good Enough Justice (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
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concrete particulars. Rose demands negotiation of such gaps.81 She criticises 

liberal and postmodern thought as arguing for one side or another of a binary 

opposition, rather than doing the work of negotiating their diremption. To 

abandon the broken middle in an attempt to “mend” will lack subjectivity on the 

one hand or concrete substance on the other.82 

Discussing Rose’s Hegel Contra Sociology, Peter Osborne says that her 

speculative thought is perpetually self-subverting—a deliberate strategy that keeps 

philosophy “broken.”83 We are always in a state of contradiction with 

philosophy’s idealisations, which are continually proved wrong in experience and 

perpetually renegotiated. The positions that form such idealisations are self-

subverting and aporetic in the broken middle. Osborne criticises such endless 

deferral as an end of history and a perpetual movement that refuses final 

resolution.84 Williams would defend Rose’s idea against Osborne’s charge of 

endless deferral, for he identifies it as a metaphysical speculation concerning the 

character of reality.85 

Rose looks beyond the supposed alternatives of either totalisation or 

absolute displacement by the other to argue for an aporetic and struggle-filled 

response to dirempted thought and actuality—a response that works towards 

comprehension but is not specifically directed towards closure or the fixing of 

what is broken. She emphasises the work of sitting with the anxiety of the middle 

in order to examine and to understand, while also taking political action towards 

the best, albeit incomplete, justice that can be obtained. To comprehend the 

diremption that makes up the broken middle requires and allows reflection on 

what may be attempted. But it does not complete or close.86 The task is fraught 

with difficulty and requires a persistent struggle, a quest towards understanding 

and against ignorance and indifference. To avoid this difficulty is to invite 
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83. Peter Osborne, “Hegelian Phenomenology and the Critique of Reason and Society,” review of 
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85. Williams, “Between Politics and Metaphysics,” 58. 
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corruption through, for example, a mended middle that appeals to a supernatural 

or divine justification of ethics in which we “collude in the diremptions we intend 

to sublate.”87 

Rebekah Howes describes Rose’s broken middle as the space between our 

concept of something and what it actually is, the gap between our thinking and 

reality. It exists between our self-understanding and what we actually are. Rose 

explores what may be learned in such gaps—historical, political, cultural, 

philosophical, and religious—if we are willing to face the difficulty.88 Howes 

understands Williams’s reading of Hegel (with Rose) to be that truth is found as 

we work within the gaps, in the back-and-forth of philosophical experience as 

opposed to resolution of gaps.89 Williams’s commitment to process and discussion 

as truth-revealing was to have strong practical implications in the way he led and 

participated in controversial debates, especially in the Church of England and the 

wider Anglican Communion. Chapter 6 includes a case study of a substantial 

example. 

Difficulty and dispossession 

It is not easy to think when it is certain that the outcome will be uncertain. 

Williams says that thinking prefers to avoid risk by beginning from a position 

that will lead to a predictable outcome.90 If we are seeking a risk-free starting 

point for our thinking, we are “in flight from the recognition of the ‘already’ that 

locates all our putative beginnings in an unsought and uncontrolled middle.”91 

The only honest place from which to begin is one of difficulty. To bring about 

a new state of affairs requires suspension (not abolition) of any guarantee that the 

existing system cannot fail. Williams argues (with Rose) that without this we 

would be powerless to effect change. We cannot totally abandon an existing 

order, however, as that would remove ethical constraint and the starting place for 

our action. Without an acknowledgement of our constraints, we cannot challenge 
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the present state of affairs. Because the present state of affairs is commonly 

expressed in a form of order, to challenge it is a form of violence. This violence 

occurs particularly in the risk that my misrecognition of the interests of others 

will bring about a new imbalance of power and justice.92 There is no way of 

concrete action without such risk, but its inherent violence is subject to ethical 

critique; the move to change does not of itself abolish the ethical. Yet, 

a suspension of an existing ethic of order is necessary for change—a setting aside 

of self-protection, self-possession, and the fear of failure. 

The self-dispossession inherent in allowing a risk of failure sets aside any 

finality in one’s judgement of oneself. There is no way of being actively and 

historically within the ethical without such risk. The ethical without risk is 

powerless; it is incapable of truthfully negotiating the otherness, the differences, 

that it always contains.93 Thus, for Williams, engagement with difficulty is not 

a self-indulgent intellectual exercise, a love of the problematic for its own sake. 

It is a deeply moral undertaking, part of the self-dispossession inherent in human 

conversation, and fundamental to the metaphysical tradition with which Williams 

is engaged. The business of thinking is a constant examination of the thoughts, 

perceptions and positions that we own, abandoning whatever fails to serve the 

truth. To stand apart from the challenge of conversation would be to claim for 

ourselves an exalted, divine perspective. But integrity demands that we do not 

usurp God’s point of view.94 That said, Hegel assumes that God and the 

reasoning subject are not alien to each other or in competition. The commonality 

of divine and human interest is found where people are most vulnerable and 

denied community, identity and voice by religion and politics. Negation in such 

a context (pre-eminently the negation of human corporate life by the cross) is not 

an absence, but the concrete refusal of oppression, suffering and death. 

Williams considers that insufficient weight is usually given to Hegel’s 

“ecstatic” and “kenotic” (although tentative and undeveloped) assimilation of the 
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process of thinking to love, to the self’s “being-in-the-other.”95 Hegel’s conviction 

was that the goal of politics is a condition where the free individual could 

recognise that one’s wellbeing may be realised only through that of the entire 

community.96 Hegel’s ideas about the nature of thinking invite theologians to 

abandon self-contained theology; they indicate a theology engaged with and 

enacted in society. Only thus will theology become authentic thinking.97 Thinking 

as an act of love creates otherness in what is thought, negating the self-referential 

and enabling thought to be authentically communal (not merely a coincidence of 

individual thoughts). Thus, as Benjamin Myers explains, Rose’s interpretation of 

Hegel aided Williams’s discernment of a way to “understand the church as an 

adumbration of a new catholic—that is to say, a fully human—community.”98 

Matheson Russell observes in Williams a claim that Hegel’s dialectic is “nothing 

less than a comprehensive social theory.” Just as much as it is a matter of 

assertions and thinking, dialectics is involved in concrete historical situations and 

social relationships.99 

A striking aspect of The Broken Middle, Williams observes, is Rose’s 

identification of “the basic problem” as the relation of the universal to the 

particular—the interconnection of the political particular and the metaphysical 

universal.100 In a later essay about Rose and her thought on Hegel, Williams says 

that “metaphysics is about the shifting of vision constantly back and forth 

between the singular that eludes category and the universal without which we 

cannot think past ‘coercive’ definition, definition by assertion.”101 Thinking in 

universals, doing philosophy, is thus unavoidable and risky, yet we are capable of 

getting close to truth and justice. The discourse of metaphysics and politics is 

faithful to difficult reality when it insists on universal perspectives of thought, 
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aspiration and intention that are worked out in specific action.102 There will be 

tension in thinking about truthful action, but false reconciliation is unsustainable 

and must be resisted.103 Put baldly, if there is no answer to a conflict, there is no 

answer and it is a denial of truth to think, say, or act otherwise. When they are 

doing their job, metaphysics and politics “properly leave us stranded in history, 

which is where we ought to be.”104 

1.7. From Hegel to Theological Work 

The foregoing is a somewhat sparse outline of what Williams draws from 

Rose’s study of Hegel, but it suffices to begin a discussion of the implications for 

Williams’s theological understanding of conflict. It is not hard to see a theological 

outworking of an insistence on both universal perspective and specific, concrete 

action. Nonetheless, Williams’s theological claims here are tentative and modest. 

He has no intention of importing a preordained metaphysical regime; critique 

remains essential. Hegel insists on a speculative, self-criticising, and self-correcting 

corporate practice that is, in effect, politics.105 A pure, inviolable scheme of 

metaphysics would be “another strategy for avoiding strategy, violence, time and 

error.”106 Our thinking, and our thinking about thinking, are situated in history 

with its brokenness, tragedy, and hope. For Hegel, history, the story of 

intellectual life, makes thinking and understanding possible. We understand that 

which history, especially salvation history, makes it possible to understand. In 

Chapter 4, I discuss the way in which Williams sees theological doctrines and 

orthodoxy to be constructed through the conflicted business of history. 
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with its differences in gender and sexuality. Ibid., 82. 
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Williams commends Nicholas Adams’s conclusion that Hegel is interesting 

for theology not so much for any doctrinal idea but because of his way of 

thinking.107 Williams also agrees with Adams on a need for caution concerning 

Hegel’s understanding of the relationship of theology with philosophy. What is 

interesting in Hegel is his perception of what it is to think against a background 

of theological assumptions. He shows a way through confusion that arises when 

we do not know how to draw fundamental distinctions in what we are actually 

talking about. For Hegel, community generates doctrine which, in turn, generates 

thought about the ways we think. Hegel seeks not to remake Christianity but is 

“pleading for doctrine to do its real job, to sustain a rigorous structure of ideas 

which secure the possibility of thinking rightly about thinking.”108 

Hegel restored to philosophy the idea of a thing that is absolute in itself 

(which Kant had rejected). The absolute is that which has an unconditioned 

existence not relative to, or dependent on, something else. It can be taken as the 

whole of things: unitary, spiritual, self-knowing, and rationally intelligible. Hegel 

believed that in human thinking the Absolute Idea comes to know itself and that 

no unbridgeable gap exists between the human mind and the world. In Hegel 

Contra Sociology, Rose argues that Hegelian philosophy rests on the possibility of 

“thinking the absolute” and his politics conceives of an “absolute ethical life.”109 

For Rose, Hegel’s idea of absolute ethical life (Sittlichkeit) is not closed and 

totalitarian but open and revisable. Hegelian philosophy is essentially speculative 

rather than dialectical, open rather than totalist. Socially and politically we are 

always in the “middle” of recognition and misrecognition, always between the 

universal and the particular.110 Yet nothing is necessarily beyond comprehension 

and reasoning, however difficult. Philosophy treads the difficult path towards 

“full mutual recognition”111 without the utopian delusion that all will ever be 

completely whole. 
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In Rose’s reading of Hegel and others, Williams finds a perception that the 

task of metaphysics is an account of reality in terms of discussable entities that 

inform ethics.112 Hegelian speculative thinking is specific, historical and concrete, 

focussed beyond its own processes. That focus on the specific empowers Williams 

to venture “a tentative theological comment.”113 To think, he says, is to learn 

dispossession, “the constant rediscovery and critique of the myth of the self as 

owner of its perceptions and positions,” unsettling any possibility of “a final 

resolution of how we define and speak of our interest.”114 Even if it does not 

arrive at a program of action, concrete critical thinking is about specific 

possibilities of change, political action arrived at in negotiation. The alternative is 

a temptation towards “apocalyptic resolutions, ends of history, final solutions.”115 

Truth requires unavoidable dispossession, unavoidable loss. This cannot be 

avoided through undialectical self-abnegation that abandons examination of the 

moral substance of one’s own position in relationship to that of others.116 

To throw up one’s hands and faithlessly surrender one’s position to another does 

the other a disservice by making the other unapproachable and incomprehensible. 

We must come to see that difference is neither final, an absolute mutual 

exclusion, nor reducible to a matter of simple misperception that can be resolved 

by withdrawal.117 

Hegel asks how, historically, we are brought to think of thinking in the 

framework of dispossession.118 What is it that concretely enables an account of 

thinking about thinking as dispossession and negotiation? The Christian 

theological answer, Williams says, is God’s relation to a historical community, 

through God’s self-dispossession in the incarnation and the kenosis of the cross.119 

The divine, which has no position that needs defending, surrenders the abstract 

absolute to enact love in concrete human history. This dispossession is not an 
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emptying of God without remainder into contingency, but divine life enacted in 

history, realising its identity in the other.120 

Williams’s realisation of human identity as relational and kenotic is 

strengthened by his reading of Rose and Hegel but does have other foundations in 

his thinking. Khegan Delport traces influences of Augustine, Wittgenstein and 

Orthodox personalism in the formation of Williams’s account of the human self. 

Delport argues that from these and other sources, Williams came to see that the 

image of God in which we are created partakes of the self-giving and self-

renouncing movement of love within the Trinity, which is at the heart of what 

Delport describes as Williams’s “relationally centred, non-egocentric account of 

personhood.”121 

Williams does not claim there to be a normative metaphysical structure of 

religion. He does claim that we can and must think in particular ways because of 

the narratives of divine displacement that we have about God and God’s people. 

Williams insists on thinking, on intellect rather than will, over against an “anti-

metaphysical rhetoric of sacrificial faith that is ultimately sentimental because it 

refuses to labour at its own substance.”122 Difficult thinking and thinking about 

the difficult are work—persistent, hard, challenging, and risky work. Such work 

is the substance of freedom, reversing the tyranny and conflict that arise from a 

failure to reflect. Its fruit is grace, God’s gift and love.123 Thinking is not merely 

intellectual; it generates actual outcomes that sublate differences and conflicts of 

thought and deed. It is thus inherently related to the desire for justice. Discourse, 

narrative, exchange, negotiation, and history are not problems; rather they are the 

substance of the only path to social transformation and freedom.124 

Williams’s essays on Hegel, and commentary on them, largely and 

deliberately concern politics and society. The church is both political and social, 

but there remains a question as to the extent to which the ideas I have been 
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discussing apply to the church. The history of ecclesiology has been marked by a 

tension between the church’s visibility in society and politics and its uniqueness as 

a divine institution. Williams argues that the church is both divine and concretely 

human. Humanness and divine particularity are resolved in the incarnation 

principle. Theo Hobson hypothesises that Williams is Hegelian enough, or 

modern enough, to find exciting a vision of the gospel incarnated in a form of 

social life that ultimately makes church redundant as a separate institution. But, 

Hobson says, Williams is also critical of such a vision “for when it is attempted, 

the result is insufficiently universalist; and the cancellation of the otherness of 

Church is therefore to be regretted.”125 Thus, Hobson finds Williams to be in two 

places at once, “cheering on the Anglican-Hegelian experiment of seeking the 

gospel’s social embodiment, which entails the de-othering of church, and warning 

against it, insisting that the otherness of Church must be preserved.”126 

A resolution of this is that Williams’s advocacy of the otherness of church is part 

of a grand narrative in which the Christian social ideal attains universal scope. 

What that amounts to, Hobson says, is a globalisation of Hegel.127 I also note 

Hobson’s conclusion elsewhere that “it is questionable whether Williams really 

grapples with the crisis of ecclesiological particularity that arises from an 

attempted updating of Hegel.”128 

Matheson Russell observes that in Williams’s essays on Hegel “it is not 

always easy to discern where the German Idealist ends and the Welsh Anglican 

begins.” Hegel is a major source of inspiration, but Williams is not an 

unreconstructed Hegelian. Williams looks more widely, employing an 

independent philosophical imagination.129 Mike Higton agrees, observing that the 
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value of Hegel here is that he helps Williams to speak about and ponder his own 

theological roots.130 

1.8. Tragedy and Conflict 

This section considers ways in which Rowan Williams’s exploration of 

“tragic imagination” informs an understanding of conflict and its possible 

resolution. It is by no means a thorough review of Williams’s writing on tragedy 

or of the secondary literature in response.131 Williams does not say that conflict is 

necessarily tragic, although often it is tragic. Nor does he impose a tragic 

perspective on all the conflicts of the church. I do suggest, however, that tragic 

conflict as Williams describes it can be employed to extend his explanation of 

conflict more generally. 

Tragedy in Christian theology? 

The possibility of tragedy as a Christian theological category is disputed. 

One side of the argument is that ideas from tragedy cannot apply to Judaeo-

Christian theological discussion at all. As early as 1672, Charles de Saint 

Évremond wrote that “the theatre loses all its charm in the representation of 

sacred things, and those sacred things lose much of the religious reputation that 

they require when they are represented in the theatre.”132 A considerable number 

of contemporary critics contend that “Christian tragedy” is an oxymoron.133 
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George Steiner declares tragedy to be “alien to the Judaic sense of the world.”134 

Attic tragedy, he says, presupposes that necessity is blind, and the force of destiny 

beyond reason or justice.135 Judaic tradition, on the other hand, is adamant that 

the order of the universe and the human condition are accessible to reason.136 

Where there are reason and compensation, Steiner says, there is no tragedy.137 

He emphasises God’s promise of redemption and says that this precludes an 

authentically Christian appropriation of tragedy. (John Milbank similarly says 

that the coming redemption of all things makes history more ironic than tragic.138) 

Steiner also sees Christianity as unable to countenance any form of what he calls 

“absolute tragedy.”139 (Williams, on the other hand, finds Steiner’s theses about 

absolute tragedy to be unsustainable.140) David Hart argues, differently from 

Steiner, that to apply tragic categories to the story of Jesus itself is a mistake not 

because tragedy is too grim but the opposite. Tragedy is “impotent to illuminate 

the full range of the gospel’s assault upon all our best attempts to make sense of 

suffering.”141 

The other side of the argument is that tragedy and Christianity are far from 

incompatible. Blair Hoxby shows that the account of the tragic dominant in 

recent centuries has obscured an earlier concept that allows for tragedy with 

“Christian” endings. There is abundant evidence of counter-reformation martyr 

tragedy and Calvinist or Jansenist tragedy of damnation.142 Terry Eagleton argues 

against Steiner,143 but he does not argue for a tragic inevitability in Christian 
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faith.144 Khegan Delport suggests that the perception of incompatibility between 

Christianity and tragedy is a largely modern phenomenon. Such conflicts as do 

exist appear to be between specific kinds of Christianity and particular types of 

tragedy.145 

In The Tragic Imagination, Williams concludes it to be “very far from 

established that Judeo-Christian representation and tragic imagination must be 

regarded as incompatible.”146 Influenced by Donald MacKinnon, Williams has 

long been sensitive to a form of tragic realism that requires the response of 

theology. Contributing to a Festschrift for MacKinnon, Williams argued that 

tragedy be taken seriously within theology.147 He also wonders whether culture, 

idiom, and ethics require the tragic in some form. We have little choice, he muses, 

but to live at each other’s expense.148 Tragedy may leave questions open where 

religion looks for reconciliation but the distinction “ends up being a lot less 

tidy.”149 Tragic drama provides no happy ending for its characters but does not 

deny the possibility of conciliation.150 

Irresolvable dilemma 

In one of his earliest published articles, Williams argued that our future and 

present hope as God’s creatures exists amidst awareness of chaotic division, 

struggle and frustration.151 The tragedy we perceive exists not in the struggle of 

evil against good, but in the moral and ethical dilemma posed by the conflict of 

opposing goods.152 Tragic local conflicts and the very survival of humanity are at 

 
144. Ibid., 109. 
145. Khegan M. Delport, “On Tragedy and Transcendence: A Critical Exposition of Donald 
MacKinnon and Rowan Williams in the Context of a Modern Debate” (PhD Thesis, Stellenbosch 
University, 2019), 38. 
146. Williams, The Tragic Imagination, 134. Williams gave a survey of the contemporary debate 
and a foretaste of his conclusions in a lecture to the British Academy: “Theology and the Tragic: 
a Debate Revisited” (1 December 2015), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kq-PhEWejIA. 
147. Rowan Williams, “Trinity and Ontology,” in OCT, 148–66. 
148. Rowan Williams, “Saving Time: Thoughts on Practice, Patience and Vision,” New 
Blackfriars 73, no. 861 (1992): 322, doi:10.1111/j.1741-2005.1992.tb07249.x. 
149. Williams, The Tragic Imagination, 3. 
150. Ibid., 16–7. 
151. Rowan Williams, “The Spirit of the Age to Come,” Sobornost 6, no. 9 (1974): 616. 
152. Ibid. 



Conflict and Difference 

 

35 

stake in collisions of opposing but equally “good” and significant values.153 

Theology must offer a redemptive reimagining in the light of such tragic reality. 

As an example, Khegan Delport discusses Williams’s robustly theological and 

radically incarnational interpretation of Eliot’s Four Quartets.154 Williams’s 

reading of the poems asserts creation’s fundamental historicity and often tragic 

contingency, suggesting that it is only when reality is seen for what it is that 

a vision of redemption may truly be glimpsed.155 Tragedy, for Williams, is part of 

the contingent necessity of living as creatures. Createdness and temporality are 

good things that should be embraced as God’s gift in creation. As creatures, 

however, we are subject to things beyond our control and must deal with 

conflicting rights and demands. This experience of contingency is at the root of 

tragedy and some conflict. In The Tragic Imagination, Williams also says that 

tragedy helps us to accept that we live in a world of suffering in which we are 

both complicit and victims. Tragedy persuades us that there is no finished story 

but an unending confrontation with “the danger concealed in where and who we 

think we are.”156 

Williams is clear that even to make a choice thoughtfully and responsibly 

does not absolve one from its consequences. Nor does it necessarily avoid cost 

and pain. Courage is “persistence in action even when the cost is great and the 

justification of the act is still in some senses contestable.”157 To acknowledge the 

tragic is to acknowledge human finitude. The desire for innocence, for virtue 
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without cost, the desire to seem holy, can have ironically tragic results.158 Tragedy 

dramatises those results, warning the audience against claims of finality in order, 

reason, and peace, challenging the audience to see that every person differs in 

need and deserves patient, unreserved attention.159 Tragic drama invites a changed 

perception that will move us towards truthful and just action.160 

Knowledge and ignorance 

Knowledge and ignorance interplay in tragic drama. It is not so much that 

the drama ends badly but that, as Louis Ruprecht observed, it begins badly,161 

with seemingly irreconcilable and unreasoning self-perceptions and a lack of self-

recognition. We discover not so much the unknown as the fact of our ignorance. 

Even when it retells a story we think we know, tragic representation persuades us 

that at some significant level we do not.162 The tragic collision of duties or 

imperatives pushes the protagonists towards disproportionately damaging action. 

What particularly makes the narrative tragic is the harm created by the subjects’ 

persistent refusal to look truthfully at their opposites. There is a collapse of 

reason and of acceptable, coherent images of the self.163 

Williams draws on Stanley Cavell (1926–2018)164 who says that tragedy is 

particularly about what we know but do not acknowledge. If we do not accept as 

sufficient the limited knowledge that we have of others and of ourselves, we are at 

risk of supposing that we can know more and more from fanciful sources beyond 

ordinary speech and interaction. “We seek a complete and unmediated 

transparency and fail to tolerate the ordinary uncertainty that attends the 

ordinary certainties we enjoy.”165 There is inner tension between dependence and 
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freedom, and a dangerous desire to resolve that tension by resorting to a fantasy 

of total absorption of the other. 

Thus Shakespeare’s Othello obsessively demands more and more knowledge 

of Desdemona, “beyond the routine assurances of a developing relationship,”166 

and with disastrous consequences. Desdemona’s otherness tells Othello that he, 

along with all humans, is dependent and partial. To desire complete knowledge of 

another becomes a death-dealing denial of the human in oneself and in the 

other.167 Obsessive attempts to resolve the otherness of another end only in death. 

Othello learns much about Desdemona, but tragedy comes when he cannot accept 

that he knows enough. “What this man lacked was not certainty. He knew 

everything, but he could not yield to what he knew, be commanded by it. He 

found out too much for his mind, not too little.”168 Williams finds no guarantee 

of immunity from a fear of dependence whenever we reflect, speak, and act 

purposefully.169 That dependence requires an acceptance of the strangeness of the 

other. It calls for accommodation of the stranger within oneself and of steps 

towards solidarity. Reasoned limitation of violence and rivalry requires a 

readiness to work with strangeness.170 To refuse an encounter with strangeness 

wounds the community and its members. 

Misrecognition 

The tragic character’s inability or unwillingness to recognise itself pushes it 

to seek meaning in competition with others. Self-misrecognition and a 

misrecognition of the other corrode characters’ perceptions of their future and 

their potential.171 The self becomes a fixed object of contemplation, rather than 

something to be discovered. What is seen is a fiction, for meaning and identity 
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can be found in only the shared work of thinking about and perceiving mutual 

recognition and misrecognition.172 

Thus, the tragic depicts a catastrophic failure of recognition in which 

protagonists cannot recognise in the distant other a self-relatedness inseparable 

from and parallel to their own. Others are there for themselves and for each 

other. They demand recognition of their self-understanding. To recognise 

another’s self-understanding is difficult. It is seemingly easier (but mistaken) to 

flee from the inescapable “sadness” of responsibility and recognition, a sadness 

that Williams captures in a piece on Rose’s “sadness of the King.”173 It seems less 

difficult to flee into an unrecognising way of seeing oneself and others.174 

Williams emphasises that it is the flight from sadness that leads to catastrophe, an 

unwillingness for self-recognition and recognition of the other. As a tragedy is 

played out on stage, the audience is asked to allow in itself what the drama’s 

characters cannot allow, the absorption of the other’s pain into one’s own 

being.175 We learn that the reason for our inaction in the face of pain and terror is 

that we chose to do nothing. In so choosing, we ourselves become players in 

a tragic disaster, at risk of dying from a self-imposed lack of recognition.176 

Williams repeatedly stresses the fragility of our arrangements—of our ways 

of doing things, our myths of community and of selfhood. Even when 

a community gathers to celebrate resilience and legitimacy, it is aware of the 

fragility of its life.177 In the inability of its protagonists to know themselves fully, 

tragedy shows us the weakness in our self-knowledge and invites us to think and 

to question our own self-representations.178 

Our fullest reaction to tragic representation is in “recognition of the mutual 

‘implication’ of vulnerable agents and thus of the porous boundaries of our 
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selfhood.” We are challenged to be aware and empathise with the other’s need.179 

(That is, as I discuss in Chapter 3, we are challenged to be in solidarity with each 

other.) Yet, with Gillian Rose’s “broken middle”, we are socially and politically 

always in the “middle” of recognition and misrecognition.180 Yet again, no person 

or thing is necessarily beyond comprehension and reasoning, however difficult. 

Philosophy and thinking tread the difficult path towards mutual recognition 

without the utopian delusion that all will ever be completely whole. 

Hegel: “Self and truth falling apart” 

In his 1974 Sobornost article, Williams noted, following Hegel, that literary 

tragedy from Shakespeare onwards has been characterised by an “increasing 

individualisation or particularisation of imperatives.”181 Characters in conflict are 

seen not so much as representing opposing principles but as in personal struggle, 

with the desire for self-realisation carrying conflict beyond the moral dilemma at 

hand. In the process of self-realisation, the characters collide. The integrity of one 

seemingly demands the sacrifice of the other’s integrity.182 Continuing the 

discussion four decades later, Williams understands Hegel as seeing the 

representation of tragedy to yet again make a case for better thinking.183 Although 

Hegel does not portray reason as triumphing over tragic dilemma, he finds in 

tragedy a depiction of what happens when reason is absent in a particular way. 

Hegel’s view, as understood by Williams, is that tragic drama shows the 

consequences that follow from “self and truth falling apart.”184 The self-image of 

the agent loses connection with a reality that is complex and compromising. 

Protagonists in effect refuse to see the world in its intricate difficulty. They refuse 

to admit the perils of agency and the complexity of human behaviour. In essence, 

they refuse to think. Tragic performances expose the consequent suffering and 

thereby encourage thinking. The problem, as the audience comes to see, is that 
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each subject is invested in a misrecognised value that prevents the possibility of 

truthful thinking. From a desire to do right, each subject risks opposition to the 

other. Captive to the identification of themselves with an external ideal, the 

subjects fail to find meaning and integrity in a shared enterprise of thinking and 

of mutual recognition.185 “The deadlock of rival values means literal and spiritual 

death.”186 In modern tragedy, conflict arises from incompatibility between 

protagonists’ self-contained perceptions of integrity or authenticity and the 

contingencies of their lives.187 Nevertheless, there is continuity between the 

classical and the modern in Hegel’s scheme, as self-misrecognition is the essence 

of the tragedy in both forms.188 Following Jean Anouilh, Williams says that 

tragedy forces us to acknowledge that to see oneself as self-made, is to be just 

that—a thing constructed, literally a fiction. Hegel insists that we think about 

what this fiction is doing,189 that we think about thinking. 

Williams has proposed that we test for self-knowledge by asking whether 

there is a pattern of speech and behaviour that suggests an unwillingness to learn, 

a fixed obsessive perception of our needs, or an unwillingness to deal with the 

limits of power.190 The injunction “know thyself” is most likely to be spoken 

when an agent’s actions are at odds with reason and mortality. When Regan says 

of Lear that “he hath ever but slenderly known himself,”191 it is because his 

obsession with the image of a king is at odds with his own talk of mortality.192 

As is often the case in reading Williams, it is not always clear when he 

agrees with ideas of Hegel and others as he has expounded them. Responding to 

Graham Ward’s critique of The Tragic Imagination,193 Williams seems a little 

taken aback as he says that “it is revealing that Ward at one point quotes my 

summary of Hegel’s account of the ‘specifically tragic’ as if it were without 
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qualification my own, so I should perhaps be wary of such echoes.”194 Williams 

does express some reservations about Hegel’s intellectual project for the 

avoidance of conflict which, for Hegel, is both plausible and an acceptable goal. 

Williams observes that Hegel finds it difficult to say clearly what he means by 

tragic reconciliation.195 Especially in Hegel’s discussion of modern drama, 

Williams finds his accounts of how reconciliation works to be unconvincing.196 

Conclusion 

Williams’s study of tragedy complements and reinforces his understanding 

of human confrontation and difference. Tragic dilemma, misrecognition and the 

interplay of knowledge and ignorance work as powerful sources of conflict. 

Tragedy also contributes to debate on the consequences of conflict. In The Tragic 

Imagination, Williams takes three examples and applies such an imagination to 

each: the book of Job, the Gospel of John and the Eucharist.197 He thus shows the 

value of tragedy as a hermeneutical category. Williams also makes a strong case 

for the use of tragedy as a theological category more generally and an approach 

to the human condition. 

We see from Williams that tragedy helps us to understand conflict. He also 

shows how tragedy may be applied theologically. Less clear is whether the two 

relationships—between tragedy and conflict and between tragedy and theology—

explicitly contribute to an explanation of the relationship between theology and 

conflict. 

1.9. Sin and Anxiety 

Conflict and violence may be a direct consequence of sin and anxious 

distrust—while granting that sinfulness and lack of trust are themselves the 

subject of no small amount of theologising. 

Anxiety 

Williams is clear that fear and anxiety are sources of conflict and violence. 

For those with any belief in God, he observes, God is often a source of anxiety. 
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We ask ourselves whether we are right before God and can expect God’s approval 

and support.198 We invent complex religious strategies to appease God and to be 

sure of having God with us. We make God an instrument of our anxiety-driven 

conflict, even as we suppose that we are God’s instruments. 

Our questions are not trivial, but they are consumed by a frightened and 

desperate need to be right. God, however, will not be captured and made an 

object of our fearful imaginations and illusions of rightness and righteousness.199 

We become anxious about what we suppose might be the success of the gospel 

and try to force God’s mission into a system that we manage ourselves. Worried 

about the gospel being corrupted, we corrupt it ourselves with barriers and 

exclusions, generating sinful self-righteousness and conflict. We prop ourselves up 

with a false confidence, the root of which is anxiety. In such situations we must 

rediscover the discipline of silence. If we let go the anxious urge always to say 

something, always to do something rather than nothing, we may discern new 

strength and depth.200 

Sin 

Sin is neither shaking one’s fist in protest nor a devil-may-care naughtiness. 

It is being seriously wrong about reality and behaving in a way that contradicts 

God’s purposes. Sin is the opposite of the living for and through the other that 

Williams so often emphasises. Sin inhabits “a climate of thinking and behaviour 

in which we have become incapable of relating to God or each other except in 

fear, rivalry, and suspicion.”201 We live in a community of uninterrupted double 

vulnerability—to self-deceit and sin on the one hand, and to grace and truth on 

the other. God invites us to abandon self-protection and to confront sinfulness by 

loving others and all that God has created.202 

Williams has been criticised for insufficient attention to sin and sinfulness. 

Yet he offers no cheap grace, “no cheap optimism about an innate human 
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potential for perfectibility.”203 God brings us face to face with the realities of our 

lives, removing delusional fantasy and fig leaves of self-justification. Jesus’ cross is 

not to be co-opted for my cause but instead uncovers my fault.204 Thus Williams 

identifies original sin with a deluded unreality,205 a confused betrayal of God’s 

purpose that exists before we ourselves have done anything.206 God’s purpose is 

there and plain, but we are imprisoned by a history of sin and disobedience.207 

Williams infrequently mentions “sin” explicitly, yet, as Benjamin Myers explains, 

a somewhat Augustinian form of the doctrine of original sin is in the background 

of much of Williams’s thinking. Myers describes Williams’s perception of original 

sin as “an ugly wound running right through the middle of things, and most 

acutely through human reason and experience itself.”208 That is not moralism but 

Williams’s perception of a universal disorder. The disorder of original sin 

contributes to conflict and lack of solidarity. 

1.10. Created Difference 

I have been discussing conflict in the context of identity and difference, 

especially as Rowan Williams understands them, metaphysically and 

theologically. Earlier in this chapter, I observed that when there is conflict there is 

difference, but that difference does not invariably lead to conflict. The universe is 

different from but not in conflict with God. God creates and sustains a universe 

of immeasurable difference within itself. That does not necessitate conflict. 

Williams is concerned to offer an authentic theology about the God who 

creates difference and establishes and sustains relation with what is not God.209 

Thus Medi Ann Volpe and Jennifer Moberly describe Williams as understanding 

God to be “absolutely distinct from creation, simple and unchanging, giver and 

sustainer of everything that is.” This is a doctrine of God that involves a “radical 

 
203. Ibid., 139. 
204. Williams, Resurrection, 72–4. 
205. Andrew Goddard, Rowan Williams: His Legacy (Oxford: Lion, 2013), 254. 
206. Rowan Williams, What is Christianity? A Little Book of Guidance (New York: Church 
Publishing, 2016), 8. 
207. Ibid. 
208. Myers, Christ the Stranger, 33. 
209. Rowan Williams, “Foreword,” in Brandon Gallaher, Freedom and Necessity in Modern 
Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), vii. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

44 

dependence” on the part of and a respect for the mystery of God at the centre of 

all that is.210 Therefore our theology must be humble. As our speech about God, 

theology is grounded in what God has done in our regard. Forget this, Williams 

says, and theology becomes mythology or an arid and arrogant metaphysical 

nonsense.211 

The giving and differentiation of creation is not necessary to the being of 

God but does extend from it. We are made in the image of a creator from whom 

we receive existence and life, yet we are other than the creator. God pours life 

into otherness and difference, eternally generating what is other.212 The creation is 

not only different from God but “constantly othering itself from itself, 

characterised by diversity, by polyphony, moving and changing by the answering 

different elements within it.”213 

Williams does not depict a perfect created world. Its good will emerge in 

time, “not by divine enactment in a direct sense, but by a kind of interaction of 

divine and contingent causality.” The moment of creation was not a “tragic 

rupture, a debauching of divine Wisdom,” yet there was risk. The Fall is not of 

itself a necessity but is one outworking of what creation had to be as other to 

God.214 

God is worshipped as the Almighty. Yet the difference of creatures from 

their creator is not one of hierarchical power, an imposition of the divine will on 

another. Following Aquinas, Williams affirms that creation ex nihilo was not an 

exercise of power, for there was nothing on which to exercise it. Nor is there any 

opposing power that God must overcome to sustain creation. Our created 

difference from God and each other is not a divine imposition against which we 
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must struggle.215 We do not have imposed on us a demand to meet God’s needs.216 

Only a God who is unthreatened by difference can create us free to be truly and 

distinctively human.217 We inhibit the formation of our true humanity by a 

constant urge to enshrine whatever already exists, things of which we are 

confident. God, however, continually generates newness and differentiation. The 

world would have no integrity if it were a “clone” of the divine life. Nor is there 

integrity in repetitious sameness; God’s passion is for difference.218 

Brett Gray begins his book on Williams’s Christology with a discussion of 

“the difference of God.”219 The nature of God’s difference from creation, and 

humanity in particular, is pivotal to an understanding of how God is present in 

Jesus’ humanity. For centuries the church wrestled with the conundrum of a 

physically finite Jesus as the one in whom the infinite God is fully active. In time, 

it came to understand Christ as living a finite life on earth and at the same time 

living out of the depths of divine life, with neither in competition with the other. 

Gray shows that Williams’s works “weave together to give voice to a distinctive 

grammar of divine difference” in which God is both supremely different from and 

present to the creation.220 God’s presence to the creation is a self-giving 

dispossession, not an invasive and competitive taking. In short, divinely created 

difference is an expression of love. Thus, Williams can describe debate about 

human difference as challenging theology to grasp why our “concrete plurality” 

insists on “a response of nurture and of love.”221 

Here Williams is drawn to the ideas of Austin Farrer222 who saw that, once 

you have understood that God and the world do not occupy the same space, you 

understand something that illuminates many aspects of Christian teaching. God is 

not an item inside the universe. There can never be a simple contradiction 
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between what we see in ourselves and around us and the agency of God. That 

does not mean that things are never done in the world contrary to the will of 

God. But it does say that they could not be done at all if God were not acting to 

sustain the action of every active being in the universe.223 

Williams draws similarly on Bonhoeffer’s understanding that Jesus does not 

compete with the world or conquer it in any obvious way. “If God is wholly for 

us in Christ, God is never seeking to displace our createdness in order to win for 

Godself a space in the world; thus faith can never be a matter of securing a 

territory within the world, over against some alternative space of human action 

and aspiration.”224 Thus the church, the Body of Christ, does not have to spend 

energy in self-protection. Of course, the church takes up room in the world, but 

the more it gets tied up in self-defence, the more the church will lose its vocation 

of care for the wellbeing of God’s creation. When there is conflict between church 

and society, Bonhoeffer challenges us to ask ourselves whether we are interested 

in defending the security of the church or in simply being the church, the presence 

of God’s compassion and God’s transformation. Again, this understanding grew 

for Bonhoeffer from a realisation that God is not in conflict with what God has 

made.225 

1.11. Summation 

Conflict is something of which everyone is aware, yet there is no consensus 

as to what it is. Fink’s proposal of antagonism as the common element in a broad 

definition of social conflict is useful in distinguishing constructive disagreement 

and debate from more negative forms of conflict.226 Religious conflict is complex 

and may appear to be about something quite different from what is actually at 

stake. Williams uses the word “conflict” in a variety of its ordinary meanings. 

Conflict is inevitable and necessary as we grow into maturity; it cannot and will 

not end until the eschaton. Violence is an especially difficult and puzzling aspect 
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of human conflict that happens as we discover or generate new concerns for 

ourselves that impinge on the lives of others. 

When there is conflict, there is difference, yet absolute identity would be too 

great a price for the elimination of conflict. Philosophical and theological 

discussion evidences great difficulty in establishing the nature of difference and of 

identity. Williams offers a theology that speaks of God as eternally creating 

difference from Godself; our difference from God is an attribute of our creation. 

Williams argues, contra postmodernism, that the challenge of difference is 

ultimately a metaphysical question. He argues for the necessity of metaphysics, 

allowing him then to employ the thought of Hegel and Rose towards an 

understanding of identity and difference. Williams finds in Rose’s reading of 

Hegel a refutation of a simple polarity of identity and difference. She interpreted 

Hegel as saying not that difference ought to be resolved through synthesis, but 

that we ought to accept the “broken middle” within irresolvable difference. That 

space, between our own thinking and what may be reality, is a place of learning. 

The truth lies as much in the experience of thinking and negotiation as in any 

solution to apparent conflict. 

In the metaphysics that Williams reads in Hegel and Rose, the fundamental 

category is self-displacement. Truth requires unavoidable negotiation, 

dispossession and loss, found theologically in God’s self-dispossession in the 

incarnation and the kenosis of the cross. 

Williams has also shown the contribution made to conflict by the tragic 

dilemma of opposing goods and by tragic misrecognition of oneself and of the 

other. A Christian response to conflict and violence also attributes them more 

directly to sin and anxiety. 

Williams’s metaphysical work described in this chapter is only tentatively 

theological. But it informs his more explicitly theological work on conflict, unity, 

and solidarity, which I will examine as this thesis progresses. Philosophy and 

theology are risky, yet if we avoid false reconciliation and too-easy answers, we 

may by the grace of God get close to truth and right action. 



 

 

Chapter 2. THE UNITY OF THE CHURCH 

Where the tensions between unity and diversity are experienced, the church is 
likely to be alive and adventurous.—John Macquarrie.1 

2.1. Introduction 

This is the second of three chapters in which I offer a synthesis of Rowan 

Williams’s theology of conflict, unity, and solidarity. Unity is sought and 

experienced in many contexts and within many different groups. Its meaning 

varies. To understand conflict in the church, one must also think about its unity 

and, as I hope to show in the next chapter, its solidarity. In this chapter, I look at 

aspects of Williams’s theology of church that are important to his concept of its 

unity. The chapter does not purport to be a comprehensive survey of his 

ecclesiology. 

Williams says that the New Testament portrays the unity of the Body of 

Christ as “a sort of mutual creation,” in which “we constitute each other.” We 

are each essential to who the other is in Christ.2 The life of faith is a divine gift; 

Christian unity comes not from human consensus but from a shared 

incorporation into the risen Christ.3 Brought together, we learn how to talk with 

each other, to argue, to call each other to account, and to work with one another. 

In a 2004 lecture,4 Williams dwelt on Michael Ramsey’s book The Gospel 

and the Catholic Church in which Ramsey wrote that unity exists already, not in 

what we do, but in what God is doing. The “outward recovery of unity comes not 

from improvised policies, but from faith in the treasure which is in the Church 

already.”5 Thus, the bringing together of humanity by faith in Jesus Christ is not 

an afterthought to salvation; the gospel creates relationships between human 

 
1. John Macquarrie, Christian Unity and Christian Diversity (London: SCM Press, 1975), 7. 
2. Rowan Williams, “No Common Language Yet,” Tablet, 22 December 2007. Republished by 
the International Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission for Unity and Mission at 
https://iarccum.org/2007/no-common-language-yet/. 
3. Rowan Williams, “The Structures of Unity,” New Directions 100 (September 2003): 4–7. 
Retrieved unpaginated from: http://www.trushare.com/0100Sep03//Rowan Williams Structures of 
Unity/Rowan Williams 020903 structures of Unity.htm. 
4. Rowan Williams, “The Lutheran Catholic,” in Rowan Williams, Douglas Dales, Geoffrey 
Rowell and John Habgood, eds., Glory Descending: Michael Ramsey and his Writings (Norwich: 
Canterbury, 2005), 211–22. 
5. Michael Ramsey, The Gospel and the Catholic Church. 2nd edition. (London: Longmans Green 
1956), 175. 
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beings.6 The church is a new “race” because Christians participate in the Christ-

story but also because God acts in human history.7 The oneness of God triumphs 

over the fractured brokenness of the church’s story. It was Ramsey’s insight that 

the solidarity of the church is uniquely grounded in the continuous outworking of 

God’s eternal self-giving as trinity.8 

The attributes of church unity found in Williams’s work are congruent with 

his conception of the nature of the church itself. That is unsurprising, for he 

insists that unity is an attribute of the church’s being as it is of God’s being. The 

church’s unity comes from its character and being as Christ’s body. “Has Christ 

been divided?” the apostle Paul asked, with perhaps a hint of irony.9 The answer 

can only be “No.” 

2.2. The Resurrection Community 

The foremost principle of Rowan Williams’s theology of church is clear: 

church is an encounter with the resurrected Christ. Its strength is solely the 

strength of the risen Jesus.10 “Church,” Williams says, “is what happens when 

a group of people get engaged with Jesus Christ. It’s as basic as that. [It is] people 

who have found that encounter with Jesus has made a difference.”11 

For Williams, the resurrection of Jesus is essential to a coherent theology of 

church. Without Christ and his resurrection, church is meaningless.12 None of its 

typical actions—Bible reading, preaching, baptising, the Eucharist—make any 

sense unless we believe Jesus to be alive now, rather than a vaguely discerned 

emanation from the past.13 Williams expresses full commitment to the bodily 

 
6. 1 Peter 2.10. 
7. Ramsey, The Gospel and the Catholic Church, 47–50. 
8. Williams, “The Lutheran Catholic,” 213. 
9. 1 Corinthians 1.13. 
10. Rowan Williams, “The ‘Strength’ of the Church is Never Anything Other Than the Strength of 
the Presence of the Risen Jesus,” Mixed Economy (Autumn/Winter 2008/09), 13. 
11. Rowan Williams, “A Student Question and Answer Session with Dr Rowan Williams, 
Archbishop of Canterbury: Cadbury Lectures 2012” (College of Arts and Law, University of 
Birmingham, 2012), https://youtu.be/b-0xdEMPrSU. 
12. 1 Corinthians 15.14,17. 
13. Rowan Williams, “‘Risen Indeed’: The Resurrection in the Gospels” (Part One of the Bishop 
of Winchester’s Lent Lectures 28 February 2008), http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php 
/1380/risen-indeed-the-resurrection-in-the-gospels. 
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resurrection of Jesus,14 although reviewers of On Christian Theology, for 

example, disagree as to the extent to which Williams regards events concerning 

Jesus to be historical.15 

Williams links the resurrection to the creation of a community that points to 

Jesus’ divinity. God’s work of creation ex nihilo and God’s creation of 

a community are inseparable; the creation is likewise echoed in Jesus’ creation of 

a community for himself in his movement from death to resurrection.16 Although 

he uses it frequently, Williams finds “community” to be a word difficult to define, 

especially as an attribute of church. He therefore draws on laos or “nation” in 

1 Peter 2:10. As laos, the church is a visible nation, a political and social body, 

not merely a collection of like-minded individuals, however close-knit. Laos 

affirms an identity somewhat like that of an ethnic or linguistic group, with its 

associated public structure.17 The church, flawed though it may be, is God’s way 

of creating Christ-shaped community on earth. 

Responding to Williams’s view of the church “as God’s way of creating this 

Christomorphic community on earth,”18 George Newlands seeks to “modify” 

Williams’s perspective to imagine the church as a contribution, a pointer, to the 

realisation of human community. The self-dispossession of God in incarnation is 

to be reflected in a self-dispossession of the church in community. This means 

a mutual vulnerability of fragmentation and reintegration. Newlands concludes 

that “it may sometimes be necessary to risk the unity of the church, valuable as 

this undoubtedly is, for the sake of solidarity with the marginalised.”19 In a 1998 

 
14. Anglican Communion News Service, “Anglican Media Sydney’s Exclusive Interview with 
Archbishop Rowan Williams, Primate of Wales,” 17 June 2002, http://www.anglicannews.org 
/news/2002/06/anglican-media-sydneys-exclusive-interview-with-archbishop-rowan-williams,-
primate-of-wales.aspx. 
15. See: Robert W. Jenson, review of On Christian Theology, by Rowan Williams, Pro Ecclesia 
11, no. 3 (2002): 367–9; Gerald L. Bray, review of On Christian Theology, by Rowan Williams, 
Churchman 114, no. 1 (2000): 95–6; Ann Coble, review of On Christian Theology, by Rowan 
Williams, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 43 (2000): 559–60. 
16. Brett Gray, Jesus in the Theology of Rowan Williams (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 40. See: 
Williams, OCT, 58–9, 139–40, 234. 
17. Rowan Williams, “Being a People: Reflections on the Concept of the ‘Laity’,” Religion, State 
and Society 27, no. 1 (1999): 11–12, doi:10.1080/096374999106692. 
18. George M. Newlands, Christ and Human Rights: The Transformative Engagement (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2017), 88. 
19. Ibid. 
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lecture, Williams described the incarnation as revealing how new human 

community is grounded in the communal life of the Trinity.20 This idea has been 

both applauded21 and questioned.22 Williams has since said that, while at first he 

had been attracted to the “social Trinity” model, he now found that he had to 

“rein in the urge to use it.”23 

2.3. God’s Gift and Invitation 

The fact of gift is at the heart of Williams’s theology of church.24 As the Son 

has been given to the world, the church also comes to us as gift—God’s gift of 

Christ’s body to us, God’s gift of us to each other. Williams questions whether 

Western theology has taken sufficient account of Jesus as kenotic self-gift.25 The 

gift of Christ makes possible the life for which the church exists and is created.26 

The church is properly a place where no one is isolated. It is a place where there is 

no life without each other. It is where we receive God’s unique gift of others with 

whom to live.27 Williams reminds us that this idea of universal giftedness is 

a radical one. It implies that to deny any member’s freedom to offer themselves as 

a unique gift is to frustrate the growth of all. Each one’s action must be a gift that 

affirms the other members, deepening and strengthening their faith.28 

If the church is God’s gift, then its existence is a given. That is more than 

a play on words. For Williams, “church” is not an optional category. He speaks 

of the divine origin of the church as a sovereign act of grace, not a historically 

 
20. Rowan Williams, “Incarnation and the Renewal of Community,” in OCT, 233. 
21. Jason M. Smith, “Must We Say Anything of an ‘Immanent’ Trinity? Schleiermacher and 
Rowan Williams on an ‘Abstruse’ and ‘Fruitless’ Doctrine,” Anglican Theological Review 98, 
no. 3 (2016): 512, 509. 
22. Rhys Bezzant, “The Ecclesiology of Rowan Williams,” in Matheson Russell, ed., On Rowan 
Williams: Critical Essays (Eugene: Cascade, 2009), 23. 
23. Rowan Williams, interviewed by David Cunningham in “Living the Questions: The 
Converging Worlds of Rowan Williams,” Christian Century 119, no. 9 (2002): 26. 
24. I am not the first to make this observation. Williams’s perception of church as gift has been 
described as “One of the most outstanding contributions of Rowan Williams to modern 
ecclesiological debates.” Rhys Bezzant, “The Ecclesiology of Rowan Williams,” 10. 
25. Rowan Williams, “The Philosophical Structures of Palamism,” Eastern Churches Review 9, 
no. 1-2 (1977): 44. 
26. Rowan Williams, “Authority and the Bishop in the Church,” in Mark Santer, ed., Their Lord 
and Ours: Approaches to Authority, Community and the Unity of the Church (London: SPCK, 
1982), 94. 
27. Rowan Williams, Tokens of Trust: An Introduction to Christian Belief (Norwich: Canterbury, 
2007), 106. 
28. Rowan Williams, “Nobody Knows Who I Am Until the Judgement Morning,” in OCT, 285. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

52 

contingent outcome of the Christ event. As the body of Christ, its existence is not 

subject to human disposition. It is not a voluntary association or constructed 

human society.29 The church is called together; it is not people who decide to 

gather together and adopt a common agenda. It is people brought together by the 

impact of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Brett Gray argues that, for Williams, the 

meaning of Jesus cannot be fully understood without the church, Christ’s body, 

which itself “becomes a set of Christological data.”30 Thus, Williams says that 

Christology is enacted by the church, by people convinced that Christlike 

community is realised in an unconditional mutuality of interdependence.31 That 

does not demand acceptance of the church’s failures, but theological 

understanding of them.32 Despite its faults, we need to recognise when the 

Christian community is doing things that, often unexpectedly, show the reality of 

being Christ’s body.33 

Just as the church itself is a given, so in the most fundamental sense is its 

unity: it is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. The unity of the church is a 

theological entity, a matter related to the being of God. We are together because 

we are one body of Christ.34 Williams suggests that, before we ask how this unity 

happens, we need to think about why it matters. The answer, he says, is in Jesus 

himself: unity happens as believers are drawn into Jesus’ ceaseless movement 

towards the Father.35 

“Unity is neither a means nor an end,” Williams told a 2012 World Council 

of Churches roundtable. “Unity is what God has given us in the church.” The 

responsibility of Christians who receive the gift of unity, he continued, is to look 

for life in which no one is missing, a life that compels us to ask “Who is not yet 

 
29. Williams, “The ‘Strength’ of the Church,” 13. It is a paradox to say that the church is 
a community of freedom and at the same time say that membership is involuntary, that every 
believer or every baptised person is a member by definition. Cf. Galatians 5.1. 
30. Brett Gray, Jesus in the Theology of Rowan Williams (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 41, 
following Rowan Williams, “Trinity and Pluralism,” in OCT, 171–3. 
31. Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2018), 250. 
32. Williams, “Being a People,” 11. 
33. Williams, Tokens of Trust, 111. 
34. 1 Corinthians 10.17. 
35. Rowan Williams, “‘May They All be One’ . . . but How?” (Keynote Address at a conference 
held in St Alban’s Cathedral on 17 May 2003), Accessed from http://paulcouturier.faithweb.com 
/0305williamsfull.htm on 2 February 2019). 
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here?”36 Williams is all too realistic in his assessment of the actuality of church 

life as “a travesty of what it is meant to be.”37 Our task is to live in and with the 

church as it is, attending honestly to what can and must be done in the everyday 

here and now.38 As we do this, we have the perspective of God’s action to create a 

new reality that is more than human consensus.39 

If unity ceases to be a theological category, it becomes unintelligible and 

unworthwhile and we lose sight of the church’s supernatural nature. What makes 

church, despite messy disruption and disagreement, is a shared divine calling and 

a common conviction of the grace of God.40 Unity is realised as we recognise the 

oneness of the church past and present, the oneness of holiness and truthfulness in 

diverse contexts, and the oneness shared in the sacramental actions of every 

Christian community.41 

2.4. Human, Visible and Missional 

The church is God’s doing, God’s gift, yet it is human and vulnerable to 

human contingency. Williams says that, as God was in the physical flesh of Jesus, 

our path is love and holiness in the contingent physical life, not a fleeing from it.42 

Jesus is visibly active in the church.43 Such visibility is necessarily material. The 

church is a tangible human reality; the communion of saints is real, not an 

abstraction. The visibility of the church is realised as Christians express who they 

are as people immersed in Jesus’ life, the community of the baptised.44 The 

incarnation makes the church a sacramental community with a social conscience 

 
36. Rowan Williams, “Unity Is God’s Gift to the Church, Says Archbishop of Canterbury,” 
28 February 2012, https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/unity-is-god2019s-gift-to-
the-church-says-archbishop-of-canterbury. 
37. Rowan Williams, “Girard on Violence, Society and the Sacred,” in WWA, 183. 
38. Rowan Williams, Christ on Trial: How the Gospel Unsettles Our Judgement (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2000), 85–6. 
39. Rowan Williams, A Margin of Silence: The Holy Spirit in Russian Orthodox Theology 
(Quebec: Éditions du Lys Vert, 2008), 46–7. 
40. Williams, “The Structures of Unity.” 
41. Williams, “The Unity of the Church,” 19, cf. Rowan Williams, “The Discipline of Scripture,” 
in OCT, 44–59. 
42. Rowan Williams, “Hearts of Flesh,” in A Ray of Darkness (Lanham: Cowley, 1995), 36. 
Hence also the title of Williams’s 10th Michael Harding Memorial Address, The Body’s Grace 
(Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement, 1989). Republished in Charles Hefling, ed., Ourselves, 
Our Souls and Bodies (Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley, 1996), 58–68. 
43. Williams, Tokens of Trust, 128. 
44. Ibid., 112. 
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and a place in culture, establishing solidarity between God and humanity. The 

incarnation does not, however, allow us to presume perfection or that Jesus is 

embodied in whatever religious or ethical system best suits us.45 If we employ the 

incarnation to judge others, it is no longer what God has given, but a 

blasphemous ideology.46 

The church is not changeless; it changes “from one degree of glory to 

another.”47 A vision of the church as God’s project for the renewal and healing of 

humanity is embedded in history and its life in history is important for the 

visibility that is essential to Williams. The church’s history is imperfect, but we 

believe it to be holy, catholic and apostolic because of what we believe about 

Jesus. The life and reality of Christ do not depend on how well the church is 

doing but are always present.48 In the previous chapter, I observed that Williams 

found in Hegel an insistence that it is history that makes thinking and 

understanding possible—we understand what history makes it possible for us to 

understand.49 Hegel also confirmed Williams in his understanding of Christian 

history as our challenging, dangerous conversation with past generations. 

The church, Williams says, is “what humanity is meant to look like . . . 

a pilot project for the human race,”50 a place where humanity develops, free and 

fearless before God. It is all the more authentic when people come together in all 

their humanity, with its doubts, failures and unfinished business. In the church, 

we may expect to experience God’s glory in each other.51 We may expect 

transformation of oppressive and diminishing relationships and judgement of 

violence. We may expect the proclamation of grace and mutuality.52 Jesus’ life, 

death, and resurrection offer new relationship with God,53 not a “sacralising of 

 
45. Rowan Williams, “Christology,” in Ralph McMichael, ed., The Vocation of Anglican 
Theology: Sources and Essays (London: SCM, 2014), 87–8. 
46. Rowan Williams, “Beginning with the Incarnation,” in OCT, 85. 
47. 2 Corinthians 3.18. 
48. Williams, Tokens of Trust, 127–8. 
49. Rowan Williams, “Logic and Spirit in Hegel,” in WWA, 48. 
50. Rowan Williams, “The Church: God’s Pilot Project” (address to the Clergy Synod at 
Chelmsford, 2006), http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1779/the-church-gods-pilot-
project. 
51. Ibid. 
52. Williams, “Authority and the Bishop in the Church,” 94. 
53. Rowan Williams, “Trinity and Pluralism,” in OCT, 167–80, esp. 172. 



The Unity of the Church 

 

55 

existing human forms.”54 The church is holy not because of anything it has 

achieved but because of its relationship to Christ.55 

The church is missionary in the visibility of its witness to the world’s destiny 

as God’s kingdom. Mission’s work is one of love, of dispossession in which each 

part of the community relinquishes its exclusive interests to pursue the good of 

all.56 A radical welcome and equality are vital to the church’s missional 

expression of its unity. Contradicting the assumptions of his day, Paul declared 

the community of Christ to be one in which all are equal.57 This idea of universal 

welcome disturbs us, Williams says, for it is God’s initiative, not ours; God 

provides the means of entry into God’s community. At God’s invitation, a motley 

assortment of individuals becomes a new community with a distinct and unique 

identity. God wants each who is there to be there.58 The new community is not 

only equal but free—again a radical idea in the ancient world. Paul teaches that 

we are free of any obligation to satisfy God before God will welcome us.59 God’s 

welcome is God’s pleasure; we are made right with God, justified because of 

God’s love for all creation. We are freed from anxiety about an unknowable God, 

freed to give to each other, no longer seeing each other as a threat.60 That is the 

freedom given to us in Jesus, the non-anxious self-forgetting that he has with the 

Father, shown in his incarnation and self-sacrifice.61 

The church’s missional visibility is found in the whole of its life. In 

particular, the way we deal with conflict is a missional testimony (or a lack of 

 
54. Williams, “Incarnation and the Renewal of Community,” 233. 
55. Williams, Tokens of Trust, 126–7. 
56. Rowan Williams, Mission and Christology: The J. C. Jones Memorial Lecture (Brynmawr: 
Welsh Members’ Council, Church Missionary Society, 1994), 9. 
57. Galatians 3.28. 
58. Rowan Williams, Meeting God in Paul (London: SPCK, 2015), 30–33. 
59. Ibid., 34. 
60. Ibid., 36. 
61. Ibid., 37. 
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it).62 The church looks beyond its present failures of disunity and conflict towards 

a future of hope.63 That hope is God’s gift, the Easter hope and joy. 

2.5. Unity is Non-competitive 

Williams does not want to say that competition is an absolute evil. But we 

need to be alert to the competitiveness that takes hold of us, and to the 

supposition that our success must be someone else’s loss or failure.64 To “win” is 

not to succeed in a way that forces others to be losers. The more others flourish, 

the more we also flourish. The wellbeing of one is the wellbeing of the whole. 

From such a perspective, any “success” we may have exists only in our bringing 

others to find truth and life65—a success that is not ours to assess. A healthy 

church connects with God by connecting others with God. We “win God” by 

converting one another through awareness of our own frailty.66 

When there is controversy, the concern is not so much the fact that there is 

controversy, but whether it leaves people alienated from God, and what we might 

then do in response.67 The gospel delivers us from an anxiety to protect our image 

of ourselves as right and good. We are freed from a need of competitive virtue in 

its many guises. We no longer need to separate others from the hope of 

reconciliation and life because of our own fears and obsessions. As we let go our 

own concerns and attend in love to our neighbour, we discover that we also are 

receiving God’s life. As we connect others to the source of life, we ourselves are 

where Christ is, in the place where he would have us to be.68 The ability to 

occupy Christ’s place is the work of the Spirit “drawing out of us what we did 

not know we desired” and directing our desire towards God.69 

 
62. Rowan Williams, “Address Given at a Meeting of the Governing Body of the Church in 
Wales, University of Wales, Lampeter, 27 April 2000,” in Addresses and Sermons Delivered by 
the Most Reverend and Right Honourable Dr Rowan Williams, February 2000 – December 2002 
(Church in Wales, 2003), 20–21. 
63. Rowan Williams, “Resurrection and Peace,” Theology 92, no. 750 (1989): 489, discussed by 
Gray, Jesus in the Theology of Rowan Williams, 40. See OCT, 274–5. 
64. Rowan Williams, Where God Happens: Discovering Christ in One Another (Boston: New 
Seeds, 2007), 26. 
65. Ibid., 25. 
66. Ibid., 27. 
67. Ibid., 26. 
68. Ibid., 35. 
69. Rowan Williams, “To Stand Where Christ Stands,” in Ralph Waller and Benedicta Ward, 
eds., Introduction to Christian Spirituality (London: SPCK, 1999), 2–3. 
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2.6. Eucharistic Unity 

The eucharistic character of the church’s life is a vital principle in Williams’s 

theology of the church and its unity. In the sacraments, especially the Eucharist, 

the church testifies to Christ’s invitation to a common experience of participation. 

Only a eucharistic theology of church takes adequate account of our continuity 

with the past and the forward-looking presence and action of the Spirit.70 We are 

closest to what we are meant to be when, open to God’s action, we gather as 

God’s guests to receive the bread and wine at Communion, a foretaste of God’s 

future.71 With Gregory Dix, Williams thinks of the eucharistic person who, in a 

fellowship grounded in eternity, rejoices and gives thanks in daily work and 

worship.72 

Williams sees the Eucharist as spiritual but also as a literal enactment of our 

unity in Christ. Invited by Jesus, we receive him into our bodies. “It is the actual 

visible way in which he engages in remaking a community.”73 Williams maintains 

that almost all Christians see the Holy Communion as the church’s essential 

unifying and identifying activity.74 It is a “literal peace dividend” as strangers 

become guests together responding to Christ’s invitation.75 The Eucharist is not a 

master plan for Christian unity or a solution to all our disputes, but it does 

change the way we see the world and each other. It obliges us to see the person 

next to us as wanted by God.76 It is a gift that we receive not because we have 

done well, but because we are confused, doing badly, and wrong.77 The Spirit of 

God calls us once again into life because of God’s desire for our company.78 

 
70. Rowan Williams, review of Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church, by 
John Zizioulas, Scottish Journal of Theology 42, no. 1 (1989): 102, 
doi:10.1017/S0036930600040552. 
71. Ibid., 117, and Rowan Williams, Being Christian: Baptism, Bible, Eucharist, Prayer (London: 
SPCK, 2014), 58. 
72. See: Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, new edn. (London: Continuum, 2005), xxxviii–
xxxix, cited in Williams, “The Church: God’s Pilot Project.” 
73. Ibid., 43–4. 
74. Williams, Tokens of Trust, 114. 
75. Ibid., 114, 58. 
76. Williams, Being Christian, 51. 
77. Ibid., 53. 
78. Ibid., 55. 
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Williams immediately acknowledges this to be an area of great complexity 

and bitter controversy.79 The Eucharist’s place at the centre of things encourages 

controversy about it. Yet there is a strong urge to say as much as we are able 

about this central mystery. Williams has written at length about the theology of 

the sacraments.80 His sense of the community of believers as profoundly 

eucharistic appears in difficult ecumenical conversations and in books for the 

everyday reader.81 Williams finds some accounts of unity to lack a conviction of 

our need of this gift of life in Christ. From the beginnings of Christian faith, he 

argues, Christians have seen God’s gift of life as embodied in the Eucharist; 

an account of unity without this is inadequate. An account of unity must also 

understand that when we meet at the Eucharist, our gathering embraces not only 

the fellowship of a local community but the universal dimension of Christ’s body 

and the transcendent reality of Christ himself.82 

Churches struggle to secure mutual understanding and recognition of 

sacramental actions. Williams says that we should expect such struggles but 

wonders whether we make more trouble for ourselves than necessary. We are 

obliged to live with inevitable differences in the connections between Christian 

communities and what they see as continuity with tradition.83 Theo Hobson says 

that, contrary to Williams’s intention, guardianship of the Eucharist as the 

ultimate Christian sign-making necessitates hierarchical control and thus the 

exercise of power.84 But Williams does not accept the teaching of some churches 

that eucharistic communion depends on doctrinal agreement and a common 

ruling hierarchy.85 

 
79. Ibid. 
80. Rowan Williams, Eucharistic Sacrifice: The Roots of a Metaphor (Bramcote: Grove, 1982); 
“The Church as Sacrament,” International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 10, no. 1 
(2010): 6-12, doi:10.1080/14742251003643825; “The Nature of a Sacrament,” in OCT, 197–
208; Sacramental Living: Living Baptismally and Living Eucharistically, Trinity Papers no. 32 
(Melbourne: Trinity College, 2002). 
81. Notably in Tokens of Trust, 112–7, and Being Christian, 41–60. 
82. Williams, “No Common Language Yet.” 
83. Rowan Williams, “The Unity of the Church and the Unity of the Bible: An Analogy,” 
Internationale Kirchliche Zeitschrift 91, no. 1 (2001): 16. 
84. Theo Hobson, “The Policing of Signs: Sacramentalism and Authority of Rowan Williams’ 
Theology,” Scottish Journal of Theology 61 (2008): 381–95, doi:10.1017/S0036930608004158. 
85. Ibid. 
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The Eucharist is a place of unity in the present. It also has an eschatological 

dimension as a “revelation of God’s final act and purpose . . . where we see the 

Holy Spirit working, to bring the end of the world closer.”86 In it we see the 

fulfilment of the world’s calling and a “glimpse of the transformation of all 

things.”87 Thus Kevin Carey observes that, for Williams, it is the Eucharist that 

fuses the imperfect earthly church with its ideal realisation in the Kingdom. 

“Ultimately, you can read Williams to mean that the Eucharist is the sole raison 

d’être for the Church.”88 Given the church’s failings, Theo Hobson asks why 

Williams persists in defending it. The answer is the same. “There is for Williams,” 

Hobson says, “a one-word answer to this: the Eucharist.” Williams “really 

believes in the Eucharist. . . . Because there must be Eucharist, there must be 

church.”89 

2.7. Catholicity 

Williams is committed to a catholic understanding of church. He takes the 

idea of “catholic” from its original meaning of “comprehensive” or “embracing 

the whole.” Catholicity speaks of the whole faith and the same truth open for the 

whole of humankind to receive.90 A catholic faith touches the whole person—all 

of one’s life and being. More than once, Williams mentions a lecture by Cyril of 

Jerusalem91 who wrote that, as catholic, the church is found everywhere, not in 

one race or group. It teaches the whole truth—all that is necessary to salvation—

to all people. Catholicity is a gift of unity with Christ that brings us into 

communion with the entire creation.92 It is spiritual, not an institutional category 

 
86. Williams, “Resurrection and Peace,” 489. 
87. Williams, Being Christian, 57. 
88. Kevin Cary, review of Anarchy, Church and Utopia: Rowan Williams on Church, by Theo 
Hobson, Jesus4u (website), undated, http://www.jesus4u.co.uk/reviews/anarchy-church-utopia. 
89. Theo Hobson, Anarchy, Church and Utopia: Rowan Williams on Church (London: Darton, 
Longman & Todd, 2005), 100. 
90. Williams, Tokens of Trust, 127. 
91. See: “Catechetical Lectures of S. Cyril, Archbishop of Jerusalem,” trans. Edwin H. Gifford 
(1893). Lecture XVIII, §23, pp. 365–6, in Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds., A Select Library of 
the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, Second Series, vol. 7: Cyril of 
Jerusalem, Gregory Nazianzen (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, n.d.), 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf207.pdf. 
92. Rowan Williams, “Catholicity,” in Adrian Hastings, Alistair Mason and Hugh Pyper, eds., 
The Oxford Companion to Christian Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 103. 
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defined by laws and rules. Williams cites Henri de Lubac, Christos Yannaras, and 

John Zizioulas; they are each concerned, with others, to spiritualise or internalise 

catholicity, rather than institutionalise it.93 

Williams associates the catholicity of the church with its witness in society 

and the world. It is, for instance, a protest against globalisation that advances the 

interests of some while others are left poor and excluded. Authentic catholicity is 

about the welfare of all and honours the dignity of all.94 To oppose exploitative 

practices is part of what the church does.95 Catholicity makes holiness possible for 

all, regardless of their situation in life. It deals with all of human sin and sickness. 

And it displays the fullest extent of human excellence and the multiplicity of 

spiritual gifts.96 Brett Gray observes a certain “Hegelian quality” in Williams’s 

catholicity because of the way it exemplifies the politics that Rose read in Hegel.97 

That is, Williams finds Gillian Rose’s reading of Hegel to envisage thinking that is 

not content with mutual exclusion but looks for a wholeness nuanced enough to 

contain apparent contradictions.98 Such a “structured wholeness” is catholic. 

2.8. Authority and Unity 

It is tempting to say that it doesn’t matter how the church is organised. 

A church might retreat into small groups, for instance. Williams contends, 

however, that to do this would negate the positive meaning of catholicity: a 

 
93. Henri de Lubac, Catholicism: Christ and the Common Destiny of Man (Tunbridge Wells: 
Burns & Oates, 1950); Christos Yannaras, Elements of Faith: An Introduction to Orthodox 
Theology, trans Keith Schram (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991); John Zizioulas, Being as 
Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Yonkers: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
1997). 
94. Rowan Williams, “One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church: Archbishop’s Address to the 
Third Global South to South Encounter, Ain Al Sukhna, Egypt,” 20 October 2005, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1675/one-holy catholic-and-apostolic-church. 
95. Rowan Williams, “General Synod: Speech in Debate on the Windsor Report, February 17, 
2005,” Church of England General Synod, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1680 
/general-synod-speech-in-debate-on-the-windsor-report. 
96. Rowan Williams, “Teaching the Truth’, in Jeffrey John, ed., Living Tradition: Affirming 
Catholicism in the Anglican Church (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1992), 29–30. See 
also Williams, Tokens of Trust, 127, and Williams, “Catholicity,” 102. Also see: Rowan Williams 
and Philip Sheldrake, “Catholic Persons: Images of Holiness: A Dialogue,” in Jeffrey John, ed., 
Living the Mystery: Affirming Catholicism and the Future of Anglicanism (London: Darton, 
Longman & Todd, 1994), 76–7. 
97. Gray, Jesus in the Theology of Rowan Williams, 148. 
98. Rowan Williams, “Hegel and the Gods of Postmodernity,” in WWA, 29–30. 
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mutual critical openness in and between the local body and the wider church.99 

God-given authority, nonetheless, is not an instrument of uniformity but of ever-

changing difference. 

Williams has used an analogy with creation to describe his understanding of 

power and authority. The creation could be seen as the pre-eminent exercise 

known to us of the power of God. But the doctrine of creation is not about 

a power to make something; it is about relationship between God and what is not 

God such that what is not God exists by the sheer liberty of God’s act. This 

traditional conception allows an affirmation of the God-given character of 

difference, of otherness. God-given power is not an instrument of controlling or 

defensive uniformity but of ever-changing difference.100 

God’s creation of newness and difference does not mean that every new 

insight and change can be claimed to be God’s intention or to carry the church’s 

authority.101 Commending the ARCIC report The Gift of Authority,102 Williams 

“profoundly welcomed” its model of authority as a gift because it returned to a 

biblical language about authority that speaks not so much about any right to 

rulership as about the liberty and freedom of God’s people.103 Williams’s 1989 

lecture, The Body’s Grace,104 challenged the church to bring sexual relationships 

into loving mutuality, faithfulness, and faith. Mike Higton suggests that the same 

pattern characterises Williams’s ecclesiology, with the same threefold call to 

participants in ecclesial arguments about authority and obedience.105 

 
99. Williams, “Authority and the Bishop in the Church,” 93. See also Rowan Williams, “The 
Authority of the Church,” Modern Believing 46, no. 1 (2005): 16–28, doi:10.3828/MB.46.1.16. 
100. Rowan Williams, “Faith, Force and Authority,” Humanitas Visiting Professorship in Inter-
Faith Studies 2013–14, Oxford University, 29 January 2014, http://torch.ox.ac.uk/faith-force-and-
authority. See also: Rowan Williams, “On Being Creatures,” in OCT, 63–78. 
101. Williams, “Unity in Christ,” 61. 
102. Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission, The Gift of Authority (Authority in the 
Church III) 1998, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents 
/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_12051999_gift-of-autority_en.html [sic.]. 
103. Rowan Williams, Contribution to General Synod Debate on The Gift of Authority, 
13 February 2004, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1836/general-synod-debate-
on-the-gift-of-authority-archbishop-of-canterburys-remarks. 
104. Williams, The Body’s Grace. 
105. Mike Higton, “The Ecclesial Body’s Grace: Obedience and Faithfulness in Rowan Williams,” 
Ecclesiology 7, no. 1 (2011): 7–28, doi:10.1163/174553110X540888. 
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Williams sees rightly exercised authority not as obliterating or suppressing 

conflict and debate but as limiting options and sharpening the definition of what 

is actually disagreed. An authoritative decision rules out alternatives, clarifies 

what is essential, and indicates the “superior significance” of certain features of 

a matter.106 Not all interpretations are equally valid, equally authoritative. Some 

exercise of authority may be arbitrary, yet necessary for the common wellbeing.107 

But authority exercised contrary to commonly held goals weakens its credibility 

and generates disillusionment.108 Harmony and fulfilment require a way to decide 

what is compatible with the vision of the community; they require nurturing 

authority. The gospel is authoritative but not coercive; acceptance of the gospel is 

not administrative submission but incorporation into a worshipping group, 

through sacramental ritual. Williams is concerned that the exercise of authority in 

the church be answerable to it as a community, through openness to theological 

critique.109 “There is . . . no authority in the Church that is not the authority of 

service: that is, of building up the people of God to full maturity.”110 

2.9. Making Theological Sense of Unity 

To help make sense of the variety of theological styles and structures, 

Cornelius Ernst proposed a “metatheology” through which we may respond to 

the sheer fact of theological development and diversity.111 What would be the 

meaning of the structure of the many kinds of theologies if it could be 

encompassed by a single mind? Ernst says that such meaning could exist only 

“as a total human culture, the progressive discovery of a single human identity in 

Christ.”112 Stimulated by Ernst’s idea and the question of how the proposed 

metatheology might itself be expressed as a unified vision, Williams writes of the 

 
106. Williams, “Authority and the Bishop in the Church,” 90. 
107. Ibid., 91. 
108. Ibid., 92. 
109. Ibid., 105. 
110. Rowan Williams, “Address Given by His Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury at Evening 
Prayer in Westminster Abbey on the Occasion of the Visit of His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI to 
Britain,” 17 September 2010, https://www.westminster-abbey.org/abbey-sermons/address-given-
by-his-grace-the-archbishop-of-canterbury-at-evening-prayer-in-westminster-abbey-on-the-
occasion-of-the-visit-of-his-holiness-pope-benedict-xvi-to-britain. 
111. Cornelius Ernst, “Theological methodology,” in Fergus Kerr and Timothy Radcliffe, eds., 
Multiple Echo: Explorations in Theology (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1979), 76–86. 
112. Ibid., 85. 
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different things that unity can mean.113 Christian theology from early times 

ascribed to Jesus a distinctive “unity” with the divine, with God—a formulation 

of which was achieved by the Council of Chalcedon in 451 after centuries of 

debate and is still much discussed. The reality of Jesus’ unity with the Father 

“resists reductive formulation.”114 To use “unity” as a metatheological term in the 

way Ernst proposes allows Williams to say that the Christian ideal of unity 

consists in neither system nor institution.115 On the one hand, unity is a given, 

a present and real dimension of the Church’s life. On the other hand, unity will be 

fully visible only at the end of time.116 Between this giving of the gift of unity and 

its revealing, the Church’s unity and integrity will remain debatable and 

ambiguous. It will be seen in moments “presented to intuition rather than 

systematic analysis, and irritatingly resistant to theoretical organisation.”117 

Austen Ivereigh detects two influences in an important speech by Williams 

on unity:118 Chiara Lubich (1920–2008), founder of the Foculare movement, and 

René Girard. Williams appreciates Lubich’s capacity to forge unity through self-

emptying empathy with the pain or need of the other119 and he holds a Girardian 

mirror to the scapegoating that has afflicted Anglicanism.120 

Williams once proposed to an ecumenical Vatican conference that more time 

and work be invested in thinking about unity as a theological concept. He 

suggested three biblical dimensions of unity: unity in Christ, with one another, 

and unity with the apostolic witness. Each of these has implications for the 

 
113. Rowan Williams, “The Unity of the Church and the Unity of the Bible: An Analogy,” 
Internationale Kirchliche Zeitschrift 91, no. 1 (2001): 6. 
114. Ibid., 11. 
115. Ibid. 
116. Ibid., 13. 
117. Ibid., 14. 
118. Rowan Williams, “Unity in Christ,” Sewanee Theological Review 52, no. 1 (2008): 59–65. 
Concluding Presidential address to the 2008 Lambeth Conference, 3 August 2008. 
119. Chiara Lubich, “Chiara Lubich in Audience with the Archbishop of Canterbury, Most Rev. 
Rowan Williams,” Foculare Movement International Website (25 June 2004). 
http://www.focolare.org/en/news/2004/06/25/chiara-lubich-in-udienza-dallarcivescovo-di-
canterbury-rowan-williams/. See also: Rowan Williams, “Introduction,” in Chiara Lubich, Living 
Dialogues: Steps on the Way to Communion Among Christians (New York: New City Press, 
2009), xi–xvii. 
120. Austen Ivereigh, “The Hidden Influences on Rowan’s Unity Speech,” America: The National 
Catholic Review (29 July 2008), http://americamagazine.org/content/all-things/hidden-influences-
rowans-unity-speech. 
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practice of the church and must be expressed and realised in its visible concrete 

life. Our standing in Christ is seen principally through the Eucharist and in 

contemplative holiness. Our unity with each other is found in mutual service and 

availability to one another. Continuity with the apostolic testimony and its 

witness to the cross and resurrection is expressed in ministry recognisable 

throughout all communities of belief as accountable for its transmission of the 

apostolic truth. “There is to be one proclamation of Christ crucified and risen, 

not differing and optional versions of that story.”121 

Elsewhere Williams has said that the unity of Christian truth is seen where 

we can also see a unity in holiness.122 Williams writes of holy lives as an 

important demonstration of Christian oneness, for a holy life shows what gives 

the community its integrity and holds it together.123 The test of a right path in the 

face of uncertainty is not so much right doctrine (orthodoxy) as right practice 

(orthopraxis). Paul Parvis agrees but notes that this shifts the problem of unity 

rather than solving it. How is the holiness to be recognised?124 Parvis discusses 

two possibilities: first (following William Ward125) that the unity in holiness is 

self-evident in sanctified lives and, second, that it is discernible as their moral and 

theological foundations are examined. Williams prefers the second alternative.126 

But such a return to theological discourse creates circularity, requiring tradition 

and scripture to make sense of lived experience. Parvis draws on John Henry 

Newman to argue the necessity of just such a circular movement between the 

work of the theologian and the life of the community of faith.127 

 
121. Rowan Williams, “Address of Dr Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury,” in 
“Celebration of the 50th Anniversary of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity,” 
The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity Information Service, no. 135 (2010, issues 
III-IV): 111. 
122. Rowan Williams, “The Unity of Christian Truth,” in OCT, 93. 
123. Ivereigh, “The Hidden Influences on Rowan’s Unity Speech,” 15. 
http://americamagazine.org/content/all-things/hidden-influences-rowans-unity-speech. 
124. Paul Parvis, “Williams, Ward, and the Unity of Theological Language,” New Blackfriars 70, 
no. 829 (July/August 1989): 338–46. 
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Existing Practice. 2nd edn. (London: J. Toovey, 1844). Reprinted, New York: AMS Press, 1977. 
126. Williams, “The Unity of Christian Truth,” 92. 
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We make meaning through doctrines and rituals, but to do this on its own, 

Williams says, is “like building the house but not living in it.” Doctrine is “a 

place to live,” where you feel your way around and work out what to do in it and 

how to inhabit it. Williams speaks of his own Christian formation as “incredibly 

fortunate” as being serious about theology yet seeing it as “framing the 

environment you lived in, not just a set of things you signed for at the bottom of 

the page.”128 

Writing to the whole Anglican Communion in 2006, Williams 

acknowledged that to witness to the truth sometimes appears to have higher value 

than unity. Faithfulness to the gospel may demand separation, but the “nature of 

prophetic action is that you do not have a cast-iron guarantee that you’re 

right.”129 More usually, questions are less clear and we must ask whether we are 

prepared to work towards a common life, with some cost for all involved. 

Williams has described theology as “an ordered style of reflection and discovery” 

that is a “serious attempt to represent and explore the meanings of the word 

‘God’”130—in conversation with others and open to their discernment. There is 

always an element of repentance, as the theologian attends to his or her own 

story, seeking to identify self-serving falsity. A good theologian will neither ignore 

nor deny the hermeneutic of suspicion.131 Sometimes one must stake everything on 

one’s belief in the truth or heresy of a doctrine or perception132 Such a risk has on 

occasion created martyrs. We declare theology to be wrong when it fails to 

engage with God’s freedom to deal justly and mercifully.133 

Here Williams offers the basis of a critical alternative: rather than the pain 

of necessary separation, the cost of discipleship is sometimes the pain of 

 
128. Rowan Williams and Catherine Coldstream, “Through the Narrow Gate [interview],” 
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coexistence. It means a willingness to be in solidarity with some with whom we 

would prefer not to be associated. It means not being afraid of being tainted by 

them. This applies to present togetherness, and to our connections with the past. 

“We look back on our Christian history and, if we have any sense or any 

sensitivity, we will find . . . moments in history when we wince at what was done 

in the name of Christ.”134 

It is difficult to admit to what Williams calls “a compromised past.” There 

is a cost in acknowledging those whose actions and ideas embarrass and shame 

us. “Unity here is a visible solidarity with those who seem to menace our integrity 

on the basis that we admit no other principle than the call of Christ.”135 Every 

church bears burdens of past weakness and sinfulness, confessing itself in this to 

be at one with the entire community of the church. Williams argues that to learn 

to live alongside the awkward past, even while seeking change, is also to learn 

that the unity of Christ is found only in the history of counterclaims and 

debate.136 We cannot postpone mission until we are no longer embarrassed by our 

compromised past. We cannot postpone our hope of unity until we are no longer 

embarrassed by each other. We are united neither by shared virtue, orthodoxy or 

agreement, but because we are invited, we are called. “Our solidarity,” Williams 

says, “is given before it’s achieved; an important dimension . . . of any thinking 

about Christian unity.”137 

A paradox? 

Williams holds two imperatives in tension: he seeks inclusion, welcome, 

perhaps even universalism, counting as “church” at least everything that is 

Christlike, Christ-serving, Christ-centred. Yet there is a desire for unity, cohesion 

and authority in the institutional church, which may lead to exclusion. Theo 

Hobson sees in Williams a tension between postmodern catholicism, as 

 
134. Rowan Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship” (The Cundy Christian Unity Lecture, 
St John’s College, Durham University, 1 June 2016), audio recording downloaded from 
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manifested in church practice, and eschatological universalism.138 Hobson also 

finds Williams’s sense of the church’s flaws to be at odds with his persuasion that 

human beings can only experience grace through its community. Hobson’s thesis 

is that “anarchy” and “utopia” are basic to Williams’s vision “and it often seems 

that the traditional conception of church is sandwiched awkwardly between 

them.”139 Hobson claims that Williams stresses both the institution and his 

utopian vision to such an extent that the tension nears breaking point. 

Reviewing Hobson’s book, Stephen Carr said that the observed tension 

between ideal and reality is Williams’s Hegelian dialectic between the existing 

church and the theological ideal of the Church.140 I would comment that it is 

hardly unusual for an archbishop to struggle to balance vision and reality. To 

maintain this tension is to stay with a Roseian “broken middle” in which much of 

church happens. 

2.10. Summation 

In this chapter, I have looked at principles of Williams’s theology of church 

that are important to his concept of its unity. They concern relationship, 

movement, action, and symbol more than agreed beliefs. Of course, one cannot 

“get engaged with Jesus Christ”141 without believing something about him. 

Similarly, to participate in the liturgy and sacraments more than nominally 

requires some apprehension of what is happening. But Williams is not inclined to 

set up criteria of church membership based on an assessment of the details of 

one’s beliefs. He personally finds a belief in the resurrection of Jesus essential to 

make sense of the church,142 but would not count as non-church someone who is 

less certain. 

The distinctive characteristics of church unity that Williams emphasises arise 

from his appreciation of the nature of the church itself. As the church is the gift of 

God, so is its unity. The church’s unity reflects the unity of God and comes from 

 
138. Hobson, Anarchy, Church and Utopia, 99. 
139. Ibid., 3. 
140. Stephen Carr, review of Anarchy, Church and Utopia: Rowan Williams on Church, by Theo 
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its character and being as Christ’s body. Unity is not a self-imposed discipline, but 

is realised, revealed, uncovered, and hopefully better understood. For Williams, 

the catholic and eucharistic character of the church and its incarnatedness as 

God’s project for the transformation of humankind are each crucial for the being 

of the church and its unity. 

 



 

 

Chapter 3. SOLIDARITY 

Sin is healed by solidarity, by identification. Its power is shattered by the act 
of God in Christ; that act creates the community of Christ’s body, in which we 
live, ultimately, only through each other.—Rowan Williams.1 

 

3.1. Introduction 

Solidarity has famously motivated political action and is much discussed in 

social and political theory. In theology, it has often been used to express common 

cause with the poor and oppressed in the fight against structures that reinforce 

injustice and want. Less frequently (but increasingly since the mid-1970s) 

solidarity has also been used in thinking about the oneness of God with God’s 

people and their oneness with each other.2 This chapter looks at Rowan 

Williams’s recent adoption of solidarity as a dynamic, continuing, and challenging 

way in which unity “might more properly be understood.”3 Williams has long 

sought to articulate differing approaches to oneness, unity, and togetherness in 

Christ. Solidarity is not an all-seeing lens on his theology of unity, yet when he 

speaks of conflict and difference as constitutive of the church’s oneness, I suggest 

that Williams is thinking of solidarity as he has come to understand it—a 

dynamic alternative to unity. 

Solidarity is less familiar as a theological approach to unity or oneness than 

the categories discussed in the previous two chapters—conflict, difference, 

identity, and so on. Therefore this chapter looks at solidarity in greater detail and 

depth. 

3.2. From Unity to Solidarity 

I have discussed the principle, found in Williams and others, that unity is 

a gift of God, which we seek to discern, understand and realise. Solidarity is 

 
1. Rowan Williams, Where God Happens: Where God Happens: Discovering Christ in One 
Another (Boston: New Seeds, 2007), 31–2. 
2. Christian Lenardt, “Anamnestic Solidarity,” Telos 25 (1975) 133–54; Helmut Peukert, Science, 
Action, and Fundamental Theology: Toward a Theology of Communicative Action, trans. James 
Bohman (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986), 226. First published in German in 1978. 
3. Rowan Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship” (The Cundy Christian Unity Lecture, 
St John’s College, Durham University, 1 June 2016), audio recording downloaded from 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/st-johns.college/news/Cundy_Rowan_Williams_2016.mp3 and 
transcribed in the Appendix to this thesis, 282. Please observe n.1 on p. 280 regarding citation. 
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rather more a decision and an activity—something we decide to enact with each 

other. It is a relationship to which we choose to commit ourselves. We might 

describe our shared task as not so much the quest for unity but as the work of 

solidarity and action. Conflict in the church comes not from disunity as such, but 

from disagreement, difference, and a lack of solidarity. In Chapter 1, I noted the 

usefulness of antagonism as a distinction between beneficial and harmful 

conflicts. Conflict—within solidarity—may contribute to the realisation of our 

oneness in Christ. 

In the 2016 Cundy Christian Unity Lecture, Williams proposed that unity 

might better be understood as solidarity which, he suggests, is a less static idea 

than “unity.” Solidarity is not so much a goal as a way of responding to 

continuing challenge, to being “stretched and changed by what’s happening.”4 

Williams supports his proposal by instancing Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 1936 

assertion that the Confessing Church (Bekennende Kirche, the group of churches 

that had affirmed the 1934 Barmen Declaration and was resisting the demands of 

the Third Reich) was the fellowship to which one must belong to hope for 

salvation. 

The church in Germany had been struggling to respond to the upheavals of 

the interwar period and was offered a place in the new Reich as the state-

endorsed Evangelische Kirche. Dominant within the state church were the 

Deutsche Christen, who were anti-Semitic supporters of the National Socialist 

regime. Bonhoeffer said that those who separated from the Confessing Church 

separated themselves from salvation.5 Far from advocating unity, on the face of it 

 
4. Ibid., 282. Williams had spoken previously on Bonhoeffer’s understanding of church unity in 
the context of the experience of the Confessing Church (Rowan Williams, “Opening Address to 
the International Bonhoeffer Congress, University of Wroclaw, Poland,” 3 February 2006, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2116/dietrich-bonhoeffer-archbishops-speech-to-
the-international-bonhoeffer-congress-poland.) But the 2016 Cundy Christian Unity Lecture 
appears to be the first public occasion on which Williams emphasised the idea of solidarity. 
Previously he had only occasionally mentioned solidarity in the context of church unity, notably in 
his 2004 lecture on Michael Ramsey: “The Lutheran Catholic,” in Rowan Williams, Douglas 
Dales, Geoffrey Rowell and John Habgood, eds., Glory Descending: Michael Ramsey and his 
Writings (Norwich: Canterbury, 2005), 211–22. 
5. See: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “On the Question of Church Communion,” in Victoria J. Barnett and 
Barbara Wjhoski, eds., Theological Education at Finkenwalde: 1935–1937. Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
Works, vol. 14 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 656–78. First published as “Zur Frage nach 
der Kirchengemeinschaft,” Evangelische Theologie 3 (July 1936): 214–33. 
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he saw division to be a matter of faithfulness to the gospel. Bonhoeffer, Williams 

says, “leaves us with the very sharp challenge about whether unity, in itself, is 

always a self-evidently good aspiration.”6 We ask ourselves whether to aim for 

a church that stays together or one that is prepared to divide on questions of 

conscientious disagreement.7 As Williams had observed in an earlier speech on 

Bonhoeffer, “it is an uncomfortable message for anyone committed to 

ecumenism.”8 

The Barmen Declaration affirmed there to be no uniting principle in the 

church of God other than Jesus Christ, not—in the case of 1930s Germany—the 

authority of the state, or notions of racial privilege. Unity with the German 

Christians was impossible because they based membership on something other 

than the reality of Christ, and thus were no longer church at all; separation from 

them was separation from those who denied the unique pre-eminence of Jesus 

Christ. As Williams notes elsewhere, Bonhoeffer called not for separatism or for a 

self-isolation of the morally pure, but for a theology and church practice that 

upheld true catholic unity.9 

For Bonhoeffer, solidarity denied unity with the German Christian 

movement, yet paradoxically required—regardless of theology—standing 

alongside victims of National Socialism, especially the Jews. Williams observes 

that a willingness to be alongside and accept the vulnerability of another group 

was, for Bonhoeffer, where the unity of Christ’s body led.10 It is an idea echoed by 

Williams himself: “faithfulness to the other means solidarity with them, the 

imperative of defending them and standing with them in times of harassment or 

violence.”11 

 
6. Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship,” 283. 
7. Ibid. 
8. Williams, “Opening Address to the International Bonhoeffer Congress.” 
9. Rowan Williams, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer Centenary Service – Sermon at St Matthaus Church, 
Berlin, 5 February 2006.” English translation of a sermon in German. 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1603/dietrich-bonhoeffer- centenary-service-
sermon-at-st-matthaus-church-berlin. 
10. My point here is not whether or not the Confessing Church was able in practice to uphold the 
principles espoused by Barth and Bonhoeffer, but rather the ideas that Williams draws from 
Bonhoeffer’s principles. 
11. Rowan Williams, “Christian Identity and Religious Plurality,” Ecumenical Review 58, no. 1–2 
(2006): 73, doi:10.1111/j.1758-6623.2006.tb00578.x. 
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Such solidarity demands vulnerability. It calls for a risky willingness to be 

corrected, to be judged, and to learn that one’s vision has been distorted by 

selfishness.12 Thus, for example, thoughtful Christians accept the right of Jews to 

call them to account. Williams encourages Christians also to call Jews to account 

by, for example, respectfully reminding the modern State of Israel of its calling to 

justice, lawfulness and stability.13 We are challenged to create trust through 

commitment, to take risks for each other that demonstrate solidarity. 

In the Cundy Lecture, Williams goes on to question the extent to which 

present Christian divisions are similarly weighty to those confronted by 

Bonhoeffer. Does this or that division within or between churches affirm or 

negate the sufficiency of Christ? Lutheran and Reformed Christians, for example, 

disagree about the nature of the Eucharist. The Confessing Church attempted to 

prevent such disputes from marring its shared membership and work. Beliefs 

about the Eucharist do not of themselves determine one’s loyalty to Christ. 

Following Bonhoeffer, Williams observes that, disagreements notwithstanding, 

Lutherans and Calvinists both acknowledge the authority and the uniqueness of 

Jesus Christ; there could be no argument about the Eucharist if they didn’t.14 

Williams argues that “unity requires a bit of glossing in terms of 

solidarity.”15 He asks that we understand unity as not as mere coexistence but as 

accepting the cost of being alongside those we might not otherwise want to be 

with, treating that as part of the cost of discipleship. Williams offers scriptural 

examples that portray the “fundamental picture of solidarity rather than unity . . . 

the fact that unity does not overcome division, disagreement, or debate.”16 

I mention just two of those examples: Moses’s unity was more with Pharaoh’s 

household than the Israelites, yet he put solidarity before security. Heeding God’s 

call, he decided to be in solidarity with a people who were enslaved and 

 
12. Mike Higton, Difficult Gospel: The Theology of Rowan Williams (London: SCM, 2004), 104. 
13. Rowan Williams, “Holy Land and Holy People,” in Naim Stifan Ateek, Cedar Duaybis and 
Maureen Tobin, eds., Challenging Christian Zionism: Theology, Politics and the Israel-Palestine 
Conflict (London: Melisende, 2005), 301. 
14. Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship,” 284–5. 
15. Ibid., 288. 
16. Ibid., 290. 
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humiliated, a people his connection with whom he barely understood.17 Second: 

at the Passover supper in the upper room, Jesus did not tell his disciples to agree 

among themselves on a statement of unity. He commanded them to do and to 

remember. That, Williams says, is a fundamental statement of the nature of 

church.18 

Christian solidarity and catholicity are linked, for a crucial dimension of 

catholic thinking is that each one’s wellbeing, good or bad, is bound up with that 

of others.19 Our freedom to exercise discernment and make judgements has to be 

kept in a difficult balance with the knowledge that our reconciliation with God 

involves people whom we find awkward and obnoxious.20 Supposedly to preserve 

one’s holiness or that of the Lord’s table by keeping others away is “an appalling 

blasphemy.”21 There will always be forms of obedience to Christ that we fail to 

realise, fragments of truth we do not perceive—things that we may find in others. 

We are called to discover how we may express solidarity.22 That may be costly. 

It may also help us to recognise, as did Bonhoeffer, the moment when 

“a boundary has to be drawn and a falsity recognised and named.”23 

Rebecca Peters’s observations reinforce Williams’s idea of the difference 

between unity and solidarity. Our discomfort with difference and fear of discord, 

she says, often cause us too quickly to call for “unity” in Christ. The appeal of 

unity is that it implies the absence of strife and looks beyond human 

characteristics threatening division. “Unity appeals because humans crave safety 

and harmony.”24 Solidarity allows the essence of unity—being joined together in 

common cause—while recognising differences that mark our identities and 

 
17. Ibid., 289–90. 
18. Ibid., 288–9. 
19. Rowan Williams and Philip Sheldrake, “Catholic Persons: Images of Holiness: A Dialogue,” in 
Jeffrey John, ed., Living the Mystery: Affirming Catholicism and the Future of Anglicanism 
(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1994), 80. 
20. Ibid., 79–80. 
21. Ibid., 79. 
22. Rowan Williams, “Archbishop’s Ecumenical Christmas Letter to the Heads of Other Churches 
and Christian World Communions,” 14th December 2010, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/912/archbishops-ecumenical-christmas-letter. 
23. Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship,” 291. 
24. Rebecca Todd Peters, “Reflections on a Theology of Solidarity,” Ecumenical Review 67, no. 2 
(July 2015), 228, doi:10.1111/erev.12155. 
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experiences. It implies relationship that goes beyond simple agreement, moving 

into partnership with others and calling for loyalty, compassion, and 

companionship. To love one’s neighbours as oneself requires knowing them and 

being involved with them in concrete ways. Solidarity is action. It demands a 

willingness to act on behalf of one another because of the bond we share.25 

3.3. What is Solidarity? 

Introduction 

Solidarity is an elusive idea. As with many common but fundamental 

concepts, it needs to be open enough to include differences in experience, feelings, 

and practice, yet sufficiently defined to empower and support action. Appeals to 

solidarity are linked to conceptions of how communities work and where the 

boundaries are between individual, family, community and society. Differing 

understandings of solidarity may produce varying practical actions and outcomes. 

All understandings of solidarity, however, agree that it is shared practice and not 

merely an inner sentiment or abstract value. It is action in response to mutual 

commitment, embodied and enacted and not merely “felt.” Solidarity does not 

demand empathy but a willingness to bear costs to assist others. It is sometimes 

criticised as a vague idea, but solidarity can be distinguished from related 

concepts such as responsibility, altruism, charity, dignity, reciprocity, and trust.26 

The history of solidarity 

The history of the term “solidarity” informs its application today. 

Etymologically, “solidarity” derives from the Roman legal concept of in solidum, 

which signified that a contract was joint between two or several creditors or 

debtors. Thus autonomous individuals could be joined for a specified purpose and 

share a common outcome.27 In revolutionary France, solidarité called for citizens 

to overcome their singularity and stand by others who were not inherently linked 

 
25. Ibid. 
26. Mbih J. Tosam, Primus Che Chi, Nchangwi Syntia Munung, Odile Ouwe Missi, Oukem-
Boyer, and Godfrey B. Tangwa, “Global Health Inequalities and the Need for Solidarity: a View 
from the Global South,” Developing World Bioethics 18 (2018): 244–5, 
doi:10.1111/dewb.12182. 
27. Kurt Bayertz, “Four Uses of Solidarity,” in Kurt Bayertz, ed., Solidarity (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1999), 3, doi:10.1007/978-94-015-9245-1_1. 
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to them in needs and interests.28 (Such singularity of the person differs from 

personhood in other world regions, where some traditions do not conceive of 

personhood as singular, or even as fixed.29) Solidarité was associated politically 

with fraternité and égalité, the rallying ideals of the revolution. Fraternité, 

brotherhood, came to denote political community and to emphasise things held in 

common. 

In 1842, Hippolyte Renaud published Solidarité,30 criticising proponents of 

certain mutually opposed ideologies as failing to see the commonality of many of 

their goals, for all people were connected in the pursuit of wellbeing. Renaud’s 

ideas were taken up by socialist movements elsewhere in Europe. In his 1875 

System of Positive Polity,31 Auguste Comte brought solidarity to bear in contexts 

beyond the religious or political. He argued that solidarity could remedy the 

individualisation and atomisation of society, subordinating them to common 

concerns and the wellbeing of the whole. Comte’s ideas aligned with social 

contract theories of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, represented by the 

work of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. Those writers differed in their 

understanding of human nature, but each sought to justify authority for the 

common good. People could not lead safe and fulfilled lives without organised 

systems of governmental authority. They were therefore taken to have set aside 

their “natural” freedoms to submit to authority, receiving civil freedom in return. 

Although seldom referring to solidarity as such, social contract theory treats it as 

both a fact and an objective. It is fact to the extent that people prefer collective 

life, and that emotional and economic bonds between people are inherent in 

 
28. Sally Scholz, Political Solidarity (University Park: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 28–
32. 
29. Scott Stonington and Pinit Ratanakul, “Is There a Global Bioethics? End-of-Life in Thailand 
and the Case for Local Difference,” PLoS Medicine 3, no. 10 (2006): 439, 
doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0030439. In Confucian moral obligations, for example, the social unit 
rather than the person is primary. Fan Ruiping, ed., Confucian Bioethics (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1999). Thomas P. Kasulis, Roger T. Ames, and W. Dissanayake, Self as 
Body in Asian Theory and Practice (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993). 
30. Hippolyte Renaud, Solidarité: Vue Synthétique sur la Doctrine de Ch. Fourier (Paris: Librarie 
de l’École Sociétaire, 1842). 
31. Auguste Comte, System of Positive Policy (London: Longmans Green, 1875–7 [1851–4]). 
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human nature.32 Solidarity is an objective when collective life requires willingness 

to associate with a larger group of people than one knows personally.33 

In The Division of Labour in Society (1893),34 Émile Durkheim 

distinguished between “mechanical” and “organic” solidarity. Before the division 

of labour, he argued, people were bound together by a feeling of sameness, with 

similar work, related families, and shared fears and enemies; this Durkheim 

termed “mechanical solidarity.” The increasing specialisation of work, and 

changes in how and where people lived, altered the nature of ties between people. 

Durkheim employed “organic solidarity” to signify people being bonded together 

not by sameness, but by mutual dependence. No longer the same as each other, 

people differed in training, belief, lifestyle and family association: the production 

cycle became the new source of social bond. Weber’s notion of affective 

communal bonds between people (gemeinschaftliche—communal) versus 

rationally motivated associative bonds (gesellschaftliche—social)35 is related to 

Durkheim’s distinction.36 

Marxist and Leninist theories conceived of solidarity between those in the 

same class, bound together in the same place in capitalist production and with 

common interests. At first, the idea was applied only to workers, soldiers and 

peasants. Acting together, they could and should help one another.37 Trade 

unions fostered awareness of solidarity as a fellowship of people with common 

 
32. The notion that emotional and economic bonds are inherent in human nature is reflected in 
earlier philosophical writings, such as Aristotle’s description in Politics of humans as political 
animals, in which “political” refers to the social sphere in the broadest sense. 
33. Benedict Anderson’s work on “imagined communities” asks why, and how, do people feel 
connected to others whom they do not personally know? He hypothesises that printed texts 
enabled people to connect to others existing elsewhere that shared characteristics with them. 
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 1991). 
34. Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labour in Society (London: Macmillan, 1984 [1893]). 
35. Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organizations, trans A. M. Henderson and 
T. Parsons (New York: Free Press/Collier Macmillan, 1964 [1922]). 
36. Chantal Bax argues that Rowan Williams, without mentioning gemeinschaft and gesellschaft 
as such, has consistently disagreed with a distinction between traditional and organic social bonds 
and typically modern organisations of collective life. Chantal Bax, “Religion Beyond 
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft: On Rowan Williams’s Faith in the Public Square” (paper at 
a seminar at Raboud University December 2013), TELOSscope website, 24 January 2014, 
http://www.telospress.com/religion-beyond-gemeinschaft-and-gesellschaft-on-rowan-williamss-
faith-in-the-public-square/. 
37. Hilary Silver, “Social Exclusion and Social Solidarity: Three Paradigms,” International Labour 
Review 133, no.s 5–6 (1994): 550. 
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goals, values and interests. Solidarity was also aligned with internationalism in 

the struggle against global capitalism.38 

Contemporary debates 

GOAL OR OBLIGATION? 

There are numerous competing ideas as to what solidarity is and the 

categorisation of its components. A traditional explanation is that there is 

something in our essential humanity that resonates to the same thing in others. 

Thus, those who uncaringly watched the Gestapo drag their Jewish neighbours 

away could be seen as inhuman—they purportedly lacked a component essential 

to a full humanity. Richard Rorty denies that there is such a component but 

nevertheless makes solidarity central to his political agenda. He argues that 

because people tend to view morals as “we” statements (“We Christians do not 

commit murder.”) they find it easier to be cruel to those whom they see as other. 

Rorty therefore urges an ever-widening of our definition of “we” until no one can 

be considered less-than-human.39 His attractive ideal is that human solidarity be 

seen not as something to be discovered but as a goal, a thing to be created 

through imagination and increased sensitivity to the particularities and suffering 

of other, unfamiliar, sorts of people. This requires seeing others as “one of us”, 

better descriptions of what unfamiliar people are like, and redescription of 

ourselves—a movement away from theory towards a narrative with a single 

vision and vocabulary.40 

In contrast to a teleological approach to solidarity, Avery Kolers proposes 

a deontological theory grounded in equity. He defines solidarity as political action 

on others’ terms, with a risky deference to those who suffer the gravest inequity. 

Unlike mere alliances and coalitions, solidarity thus involves a disposition to defer 

 
38. See, for example, Ruth Reitan, Global Activism (London: Routledge, 2007). See also 
Brunkhorst’s idea of movement of the “state-embedded public to public-embedded states.” Hauke 
Brunkhorst, Solidarity: From Civic Friendship to a Global Legal Community (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2005), 109. 
39. Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), 189–198. 
40. Ibid., xvi. 
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to others’ judgment about the best course of action. It is not about promoting 

justice, but about treating people justly.41 

SYMMETRY AND REFLECTION 

Solidarity commonly refers to symmetrical relationships where people are 

equal to each other. But it may also apply when asymmetrical, unequal 

relationships are assumed. Rahel Jaeggi is one of the few scholars referring to 

symmetry in the context of solidaristic relationships but she also uses the terms 

“hierarchical” and “non-hierarchical.”42 She understands solidarity as a form of 

cooperation relatable to Hegel’s concept of ethical life (Sittlichkeit).43 

Jodi Dean speaks of “reflective solidarity,” which aims at combining 

solidarity with an open, positive approach to difference. It refers to responsible 

relationships in which we are accountable for any exclusion of another. We 

acknowledge our mutual expectations without making them normative.44 In 

solidarity, we are to reflect on the sources of exclusion and make explicit 

whatever motivates us to support some people rather than others. Dean sees in 

solidarity a call for tolerance and communication. She is less explicit as to what 

enactments of solidarity (as opposed to enactments of exclusion) might look like. 

Rob Houtepen and Ruud ter Meulen also promote a notion of “reflexive 

solidarity,” which they describe as concerning the intersubjective relations that 

sustain contemporary society.45 

INDIVIDUAL, COLLECTIVE OR GLOBAL? 

Sometimes solidarity is ascribed to individuals, at other times to 

communities. “Democratic solidarity,” is a recent usage in which otherwise 

autonomous people act together to preserve the conditions necessary for 

 
41. Avery Kolers, A Moral Theory of Solidarity (Oxford University Press, 2014). 
42. Rahel Jaeggi, “Solidarity and Indifference,” in Ruud ter Meulen, Wil Arts and Ruud Muffels, 
eds., Solidarity in Health and Social Care in Europe (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
2010), 288. 
43. Ibid. 
44. Jodi Dean, Solidarity of Strangers: Feminism After Identity Politics (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1996), 29. 
45. Rob Houtepen and Ruud Ter Meulen, “The Expectation(s) of Solidarity: Matters of Justice, 
Responsibility and Identity in the Reconstruction of the Health Care System,” Health Care 
Analysis 8, no. 4 (2000): 374, doi:10.1163/174553110X540888. 
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a democratic society.46 John Rawls observed, on the other hand, that fraternity 

(which is akin to solidarity) has a lesser place in democratic theory than liberty 

and equality because it is thought to be less political. Instead, fraternity conveys 

attitudes of mind and forms of conduct without which we would lose sight of the 

values underlying democratic rights.47 

Other concepts include “network solidarities” that transcend national 

boundaries48 and “cosmopolitan solidarity” which focuses on inclusion as a 

property of discourse.49 Solidarity can also relate to the preservation of morality 

and the social conditions necessary for moral communities to exist50 as well as to 

notions of the common good more generally.51 Further uses focus on specific 

identifiable groups based on race52 or other shared characteristic. Discussing 

solidarity in the context of global climate change, the Nuffield Council on 

Bioethics proposed a definition of solidarity that takes it to govern the 

relationships and obligations between the large groups that make up entire 

populations. The need to protect vulnerable groups requires an element of 

asymmetry.53 Shawn Harmon argues that solidarity is the basis for a global ethic 

that unites states and individuals in the pursuit of commonly held values. He 

suggests that solidarity recognises that individuals are naturally and irrevocably 

embedded in social contexts. Harmon emphasises community, grounded in 

compassion, fraternity, and the wellbeing of others. Solidarity demands collective 

 
46. Hauke Brunkhorst, “Globalizing Solidarity: The Destiny of Democratic Solidarity in the Times 
of Global Capitalism, Global Religion, and the Global Public,” Journal of Social Philosophy 38, 
no 1 (2007): 93–111, doi:10.1111/j.1467-9833.2007.00368.x. 
47. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, rev. edn. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 
90. 
48. Carol C. Gould, “Transnational Solidarities,” Journal of Social Philosophy 38, no 1 (2007): 
148–64, doi:10.1111/j.1467-9833.2007.00371.x. 
49. Max Pensky, “Two Cheers for Cosmopolitanism: Cosmopolitan Solidarity as Second-Order 
Inclusion,” Journal of Social Philosophy 38, no. 1 (2007):165–84, doi:10.1111/j.1467-
9833.2007.00364.x. 
50. Jean Harvey, “Moral Solidarity and Empathetic Understanding: The Moral Value and Scope 
of the Relationship,” Journal of Social Philosophy 38, no. 1 (2007): 22–37, doi:10.1111/j.1467-
9833.2007.00364.x. 
51. William Rehg, “Solidarity and the Common Good: An Analytic Framework,” Journal of 
Social Philosophy 38, no. 1 (2007): 7–21, doi:10.1111/j.1467-9833.2007.00368.x. 
52. Lawrence Blum, “Three Kinds of Race-Related Solidarity,” Journal of Social Philosophy 38, 
no. 1 (2007): 53–72, doi:10.1111/j.1467-9833.2007.00366.x. 
53. Nuffield Council on Bioethics. Biofuels: Ethical Issues (London, 2011), xxiv. 
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action to uphold the relationships and values needed to realise decency and 

justice.54 

SOLIDARITY AND THE WELFARE STATE 

Welfare theorists see solidarity as one of the foundations of the welfare state 

and publicly funded health care systems. It is a relationship between individuals 

and groups that serves the collective interest.55 Recent philosophical discussions 

have emphasised the importance of solidarity in connection with health and bio-

medicine generally and genetic engineering of humans in particular.56 The thought 

is that solidarity may be a corrective to the emphasis on individual choice and 

autonomy prevalent in health-related ethics. A debated question is whether 

solidarity is a peculiarly European value expressed, for example, in the welfare 

provision found in various European countries.57 

Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka distinguish between democratic, civic, and 

redistributive solidarity, which together foster community, mutual obligation, 

democratic decision-making, and a concern for social justice. A collective sense of 

obligation and an ability to act in solidarity may become essential to the 

mitigation of social and economic inequality. Banting and Kymlicka ask whether 

solidarity will come apart in the context of diversity and whether present political 

 
54. Shawn H. E. Harmon, “Solidarity: A (New) Ethic for Global Health Policy,” Health Care 
Analysis 14, no. 4 (2006): 218, doi:10.1007/s10728-006-0030-8. 
55. Wim J. H. van Oorschot and Aatke Komter, “What is it that Ties? Theoretical Perspectives on 
Social Bond,” Sociale Wetenschappen 41, no. 3 (1998): 4–24. 
56. Jürgen Habermas, The Future of Human Nature (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003); Matti 
Häyry, “European Values in Bioethics: Why, What, and How to be Used?” Theoretical Medicine 
and Bioethics 24, no. 3 (2003): 199–241, doi:10.1023/A:1024814710487. For a literature review 
of discussions on solidarity in the context of bioethics, health and welfare, see Barbara Prainsack 
and Alena Buyx, Solidarity: Reflections on an Emerging Concept in Bioethics (London: Nuffield 
Council on Bioethics, 2011). 
57. Richard E. Ashcroft, Alastair V. Campbell, and Susan Jones, “Solidarity, Society and the 
Welfare State in the United Kingdom,” Health Care Analysis 8, no.4 (2000): 377–94, 
doi:10.1023/A:1026595216507; Åke Bergmark, “Solidarity in Swedish Welfare: Standing the Test 
of Time?” Health Care Analysis 8, no. 4 (2000): 395–411, doi:10.1023/A:1026551420141; 
Nicola Pasini and Massimo Reichlin, “Solidarity and the Role of the State in Italian Health Care,” 
Health Care Analysis 8, no.4 (2000): 341–54, doi:10.1023/A:1026535029711; Ruud ter Meulen 
and Hans Maarse, “Increasing Individual Responsibility in Dutch Health Care: Is Solidarity 
Losing Ground?” Journal of Medical Philosophy 33 (2008): 262–79. 
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institutions, policies, and discourse can knit social bonds more tightly or will 

stretch them to breaking point.58 

RATIONALITY AND SOLIDARITY 

Solidarity is overlooked by modern rationalist ethics, which tends to make 

solidarity a merely supererogatory virtue—a praiseworthy but optional excellence 

of character.59 The interest of rationalist ethics in universal norms requires it to 

recognise only individuals or humanity as a whole, not allowing for the groups 

and communities that are the context of solidarity. The individuality inherent in 

rationalist ethics stands against solidarity’s emphasis on obligations that 

individuals have as social beings. The assertion of such obligations is seen to 

threaten autonomy and self-determination.60 

From rational choice theory, sociologist Michael Hechter argues that a 

group’s solidarity may be observed in its capacity to affect member’s behaviour.61 

Hechter assumes that people deliberately form or join groups in order to consume 

excludable62 but jointly produced goods.63 Insofar as group members comply with 

group rules out of a sense of obligation (not fear of coercion), they act out of 

solidarity. Hechter does not derive political or ethical arguments from this 

understanding. He proposes a formula for the empirical assessment of the level of 

solidarity within a group and seeks to allow its rational operationalisation.64 

A COMPREHENSIVE CONCEPT? 

David Miller offers an account of solidarity’s distinguishing social 

characteristics but concludes that no single theory can offer a complete 

explanation of solidarity; each theory contributes to an overall understanding. 

 
58. Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, “Introduction: The Political Sources of Solidarity in Diverse 
Societies,” in Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, eds., The Strains of Commitment: The Political 
Sources of Solidarity in Diverse Societies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 1–60. 
59. Gent Carrabregu, “Habermas on Solidarity: An Immanent Critique,” Constellations 23, no 4 
(2016): 507, doi:10.1111/1467-8675.12257. 
60. Kurt Bayertz, “Begriff und Problem der Solidarität,” in Kurt Bayertz, ed., Solidarität: Begriff 
und Problem (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1998), 13–14. 
61. Michael Hechter, Principles of Group Solidarity (Berkeley: University of California Press 
1987), 8. 
62. A good or service is “excludable” if it is possible to prevent those who have not paid for it 
from having access to it. 
63. Ibid., 10. 
64. Ibid., 18. 
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They do not tell us how to initiate solidarity but do offer ways to sustain it in the 

face of inequality and social fragmentation.65 

The foregoing array of definitions and categorisations implies that a more 

simply stated or comprehensive concept would be useful for solidarity as a 

theological category. In the remainder of this section on “What is Solidarity?” 

I look at two possibilities—contractual solidarity and communitarian solidarity. 

Then I will move to a more explicitly theological discussion of solidarity. 

Contractual solidarity 

Some interpret solidarity within a contractual framework, suggesting that 

solidarity underpins the welfare state. There is disagreement, however, on the 

differentiation between solidarity and other forms of assistance, according to 

whether or not they are based on a contractual relationship.66 Houtepen and Ter 

Meulen argue that the solidarity seen in the provision of care in Europe has much 

changed in recent decades. A spontaneous voluntary solidarity of mutual care in 

defined groups has been overtaken by the comprehensive systems of organised 

and enforced “solidarity” of modern welfare states. With collectively financed 

risk-sharing, welfare solidarity has assumed a contractual form.67 Kurt Bayertz 

agrees, arguing that solidarity is no longer principally characterised by moral 

ideals or duties but has become institutionalised.68 Others disagree and argue that 

payment for transfer of goods and services as of right is not a manifestation of 

solidarity at all. On the other hand, again, the fact of a right to care, perhaps 

because of a payment, does not mean that the carer is unmotivated by solidarity. 

Some authors propose alternative ideas to argue implicitly that solidarity is 

not contractual. Jodi Dean writes, for example, that rather than demanding 

solidarity we appeal to it.69 Ter Meulen, Arts and Muffels say that solidarity 

 
65. David Miller, “Solidarity and Its Sources,” in Banting and Kymlicka, The Strains of 
Commitment, 61–78. 
66. Andreas Wildt, “Solidarity: Its History and Contemporary Definition,” in Bayertz, Solidarity, 
217, doi:10.1007/978-94-015-9245-1_11; Michael Baurmann, “Solidarity as a Social Norm and 
as a Constitutional Norm,” in Bayertz, Solidarity, 243, doi:10.1007/978-94-015-9245-1_13. 
67. Rob Houtepen and Ruud ter Meulen, “New Types of Solidarity in the European Welfare 
State,” Health Care Analysis 8, no. 4 (2000): 329, doi:10.1023/A:1026530912872. 
68. Kurt Bayertz, “Four Uses of Solidarity,” 22. 
69. Dean, Solidarity of Strangers, 12. See also Jodi Dean, “Reflective Solidarity,” Constellations 2, 
no. 1 (1995): 114–40, doi:10.1111/j.1467-8675.1995.tb00023.x. 
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implies voluntary action70 although they distinguish solidarity as a community 

value from solidarity as a system value.71 

There are theological echoes of contractual solidarity; we are bound to each 

other and to God by vows and promises, especially in baptism. God’s covenant of 

solidarity is an eternal promise and commitment but is determined by God, not 

negotiated. “You will be my people and I will be your God.”72 On the other 

hand, John Barclay shows that in ancient Judaism there were competing 

understandings of what it meant to receive a gift and it was widely held that one 

was obligated to reciprocate appropriately.73 

Communitarianism 

Since the twentieth century, solidarity has attracted interest from 

communitarian thinkers, who argue that the collective is primary. 

Communitarianism draws on a shared understanding of society, its goals, and the 

common good. It privileges community values of reciprocity, mutuality, citizenry, 

universality, and solidarity. Contemporary communitarianism contradicts John 

Rawls’s theory of justice, which describes a society of free citizens holding equal 

basic rights and cooperating within an egalitarian economic system.74 Rawls’s 

theory troubles those who believe that his ideal of rational, free, and equal 

individuals wrongly prefers individualistic premises and ignores the moral 

significance of social relationships.75 This criticism of Rawls is linked with 

personalism, which rejects the dehumanising modes of thought seen as dominant 

in rationalist ethics. Personalists stress the person’s nature as a social being; 

 
70. Ruud ter Meulen, Wil Arts and Rudd Muffels, eds., Solidarity in Health and Social Care in 
Europe (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2010), 7. 
71. Ibid., 11. 
72. Jeremiah 20.32, cf. Exodus 6.7, Genesis 17.7. 
73. John M. Barclay, Paul and the Gift (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015). 
74. John Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness was proposed and revised in a series of books from 
A Theory of Justice (1971) to Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (2001). See Leif Wenar, “John 
Rawls,” in Edward N. Zalta, ed., The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2017 
Edition). https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/rawls/. 
75. See Stephen Mulhall and Adam Swift, “Rawls and Communitarianism,” in Samuel 
Freeman, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Rawls (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
2002), 460–87. 
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interpersonal relations are held to be constitutive of the inherent make-up of the 

person.76 

Communitarian writer Alasdair MacIntyre argues that the Enlightenment 

failed to provide moral structures because it made the individual the key, with 

morality and ethics becoming individual enterprises. This had the effect of 

stripping central virtues of their deeper meaning.77 MacIntyre argues that ethics 

should be guided by virtues which, he says, are not abstract norms inferred from 

broader abstract principles but are grounded in shared beliefs and practice. The 

solidarity envisaged by communitarians centres around the preservation of 

a particular shared understanding of society and its goals as well as a shared idea 

of the good life—in short, it is based on a common good. 

Such a substantive understanding of the common good provokes a response 

from liberal critics, who doubt that it exists in modern pluralistic societies. 

Liberals perceive an expectation of solidarity and a collective striving towards the 

common good to be autocratic and absolutist. Who decides what is the “common 

good”? Liberalism may be unfair or unjust in practice, but the communitarian 

alternative, it is argued, is yet more dangerous, undermining private bonds and 

spiritual freedom.78 Solidarity is thus seldom invoked by modern liberal and 

egalitarian thinkers because of a mistrust of any ideal of the common good. 

Alfred Tauber suggests that contemporary communitarian thinking is based 

on three theses: first, that communities cannot be reduced to individuals and their 

rights; second, that community values are not simply an extrapolation of the 

values of the autonomous individual but must include reciprocity, trust, solidarity 

and tradition; and third, that the individual does not, and cannot, stand in 

a direct unmediated relationship with the state and society. The moral relation of 

 
76. Thomas D. Williams and Jan Olof Bengtsson, “Personalism,” in Edward N. Zalta, ed., The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 edn), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/personalism/. 
77. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 215–6. 
78. Jeffrey Stout, Ethics After Babel: The Language of Morals and Their Discontents (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1988), 233. 
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the individual and the state demands a value that sustains community, not 

individualism. Solidarity is such a value.79 

Some scholars and commentators have identified Rowan Williams as 

communitarian.80 He went close to doing so himself in a 2012 address on what 

makes a society into a community.81 Williams supports the principles that Tauber 

identifies as communitarian. He agrees with those who seek to move political 

discourse towards a positive conception of the common good. Neutral procedures 

of abstract fairness and freedom are inadequate. In harmony with Tauber’s third 

principle, Williams urges a breakthrough in what he sees as a deadlock (in 

England) concerning the powers and autonomy of intermediate communities that 

mediate between the individual and the state.82 In Chapter 5, I will discuss 

Williams’s proposal that community groups come together in “interactive 

pluralism” and his vision of the state as a “community of communities.” It is 

risky indeed to assign political or ideological labels to Rowan Williams, but 

I conclude that his theology of solidarity and his ideas on solidarity in a pluralist 

society have at least a flavour of communitarianism. 

3.4. The Theology of Solidarity 

Christian thought and action have been influential in the evolution of 

solidaristic ideas, but there are varying nuances within the Christian tradition as 

 
79. Alfred I. Tauber, “Medicine, Public Health, and the Ethics of Rationing,” Perspectives in 
Biology and Medicine 45, no. 1 (2002): 24–5, doi:10.1353/pbm.2002.0018. 
80. Nelson Jones, “Rowan Williams’ Jubilee Politics,” New Statesman (6 June 2012), 
https://www.newstatesman.com/blogs/nelson-jones/2012/06/rowan-williams-jubilee-politics; Theo 
Hobson, “Rowan Williams was Always an Enemy of the Liberal State,” Guardian, 27 Jun 2012, 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2012/jun/27/rowan-williams-enemy-liberal-
state; John Milbank, “After Rowan: Priorities for the Anglican Communion,” ABC News and 
Ethics, 28 September 2012, https://www.abc.net.au/religion/after-rowan-priorities-for-the-
anglican-communion/10100270; Alan Haworth, “Humanism and the Political Order,” in Andrew 
Copson and A. C. Grayling, eds., The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of Humanism (Malden: Wiley 
Blackwell 2015), 272; Andrew Moody, “The Hidden Center: Trinity and Incarnation in the 
Negative (and Positive) Theology of Rowan Williams,” in Matheson Russell, ed., On Rowan 
Williams: Critical Essays (Eugene: Cascade, 2009), 43. 
81. Rowan Williams, “For the Common Good: What is it that Turns a Society into a 
Community?” (address at the National Assembly of Wales, 26 March 2012), 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2424/archbishops-address-at-welsh-assembly. 
82. Rowan Williams, “The Post-Liberal Moment: Liberalism and Capitalism Have Hollowed Out 
Society—So Where Do We Turn Now?” review of the Politics of Virtue: Post-Liberalism and the 
Human Future, by John Milbank and Adrian Pabst, New Statesman (18 October 2016), 
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/books/2016/10/liberalism-and-capitalism-have-hollowed-
out-society-so-where-do-we-turn-now. 
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to how solidarity works. In his history of solidarity in Europe, Steinar Sternø sees 

the Roman Catholic notion of solidarity as the most broad and inclusive.83 It has 

strong roots in Thomas Aquinas’s work on community between all people and 

aims to include everyone. Monastic communities have long fostered ideals of 

community and mutual care. Within each community there is a solidarity of 

fellowship between equals in which every person is worth the same in God’s eyes 

and has the same dignity.84 

The emergence of capitalism and liberalism suggested to Christian thinkers 

that new forms of mutual assistance could bring individual rights and liberties 

together with social cohesion and community. Pope Paul VI grounded his 1967 

encyclical Populorum progressio in solidarity as a fundamental concept of Roman 

Catholic social tradition.85 John Paul II articulated a contemporary Roman 

Catholic appreciation of solidarity in Sollicitudo rei socialis in 1987. It included 

an extended reflection on solidarity as a counter to sinful structures embedded in 

the established order (whether capitalist or socialist) that do great harm to the 

poor and the vulnerable.86 

Among Protestants, Lutherans and Calvinists differed from each other in 

interpreting solidarity but the differences have lessened over time, eventually 

allowing religiously motivated action for social justice.87 In common with many 

others, Anglicans often use solidarity to describe standing with the poor, 

disadvantaged and oppressed. 

 
83. Steinar Sternø, Solidarity in Europe: The History of an Idea (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004) 74. 
84. Karl Metz, “Solidarity and History: Institutions and Social Concepts of Solidarity in 19th 
Century Western Europe,” in Bayertz, Solidarity, 191–208, doi:10.1007/978-94-015-9245-1_10. 
85. Paul VI, Populorum Progressio: Encyclical on the Development of Peoples (Vatican: 
26 March 1967), 17, 64, 64, http://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents  

/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html. 
86. John Paul II, Sollicitude Rei Socialis (Vatican: 30 December 1987), 38–40, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents  
/hf_jp-ii_enc_30121987_sollicitudo-rei-socialis.html. For a discussion see Uzochukwu Jude Njoku, 
“Discourse on the Foundations of Solidarity in the Social Encyclicals of John Paul II,” Ethical 
Perspectives 14, no. 1 (2007): 79–97. 10.2143/EP.14.1.2021813. 
87. Calvinists sought to make worldly affairs conform with the law of God, resisting rule 
incompatible with religious principle. Lutherans inclined towards Luther’s so-called “two 
kingdom” doctrine, with clear separation between the domains of God and worldly power. 
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American theologian Walter Rauschenbusch was a leading voice of the 

social gospel movement.88 Darlene Peitz reads his work as a hermeneutical project 

changing the interpretation of human existence from traditional individualism to 

that of solidarity. Rauschenbusch mediates the language of the Christian message 

to address the challenge that an adequate response to the gospel requires a social 

understanding.89 William Reiser, in his study of Mark’s gospel, proposes that the 

category of solidarity provides a contemporary key with which to understand 

Mark’s message about Jesus’ life and mission; salvation in Christ comes in and 

through his solidarity with his people. Mark thus challenges us to live, like Jesus, 

in solidarity with the people of God.90 

Tonči Matulić, while acknowledging the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

secular origins of solidarity, argues that it is a specifically Christian virtue and 

moral principle. Its meaning is derived from the ideas of Christian love, Christian 

fellowship, justice, and reciprocity among all people and nations. The theology of 

solidarity begins with a contextual interpretation and understanding of God’s 

creative work and salvation in Christ. As the Christian message is put into action, 

so too is solidarity. Matulić sees opportunities to look further at solidarity in the 

light of biblical revelation and Christian tradition.91 

Anselm Min observes that globalisation produces an antithetical dialectic of 

simultaneous differentiation and interdependence. The challenge is to make this 

into a mutual solidarity of those who are different. Christian tradition offers this 

as a theological purpose. We come to understand the Holy Spirit, for example, as 

the Spirit of solidarity and we take the metaphor of the many-membered body of 

Christ as the embodiment of that solidarity.92 

 
88. Especially in Walter Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel (New York: Abingdon, 
1917) and The Social Principles of Jesus (New York: Association Press, 1918). 
89. Darlene Peitz, Solidarity as Hermeneutic: A Revisionist Reading of the Theology of Walter 
Rauschenbusch (New York: Peter Lang, 1992). 
90. William Reiser, Jesus in Solidarity with His People: A Theologian Looks at Mark 
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2000). See also William Reiser, “Solidarity and the Reshaping of 
Spirituality,” Merton Annual 11 (1998): 97–109. 
91. Tonči Matulić, “Skica Teološkog Utemeljenja Ideje Solidarnosti: Traganje za ‘Solidarnim’ 
Dimenzijama Teologije Stvaranja I Spasenja,” Bogoslovska Smotra 74, no 2 (2004): 433–55. 
92. Anselm Kyongsuk Min, The Solidarity of Others in a Divided World: A Postmodern Theology 
after Postmodernism (New York: T & T Clark, 2004). 
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James Keenan writes of how, when his health was endangered, he found 

himself thinking of others whose health was also precarious. He experienced 

solidarity as more than a principle and felt changed by discovering its “intrinsic 

worth and healing nature.”93 Keenan discovered solidarity to be a virtue and his 

experience of it to be penetrating and “reflexive.”94 As he sought greater 

solidarity with others, he felt more able to face his own circumstances. Thus, 

Keenan describes solidarity as first a ”fundamental, existential, deeply felt sense 

of union”95 but then as also a call for action. 

Rebecca Peters proposes a theology and ethic of solidarity that offers hope 

of sustainable and fulfilling life by building relationships between Christians in 

the first world and elsewhere. Solidarity asks that we trust God and allow 

ourselves discomfort. A deep and accountable solidarity ethic, Peters says, works 

across lines of difference and requires risk, change and action. It incorporates 

radical transformation, honouring difference, and accountability. While solidarity 

is similar to the Christian concept of brotherhood and sisterhood, Peters calls for 

a solidarity that is nuanced, inclusive, and workable in practice. It should 

recognise that differences are meaningful and need to be understood.96 

Writing in 1991, Duncan MacLaren cautioned that “solidarity” was in 

danger of becoming a cliché between a guilt-ridden first world and a supposedly 

oppressed third. Yet he believed that the theological roots of solidarity would 

open a deeper meaning for those seeking to do justly.97 Douglas Sturm, on the 

other hand, develops a concept of justice as solidarity, and applies this idea to 

contemporary social questions. In their core meanings, Sturm contends, justice 

and love coalesce.98 

 
93. James F. Keenan, “Impasse and Solidarity in Theological Ethics,” Proceedings of the Catholic 
Theological Society of America 64 (2009): 48. 
94. Ibid., 49. 
95. Ibid., 50. 
96. Rebecca Todd Peters, “Reflections on a Theology of Solidarity,” Ecumenical Review 67, no. 2 
(July 2015): 222–33. See also: Rebecca Todd Peters, Solidarity Ethics: Transformation in 
a Globalized World (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2014). 
97. Duncan MacLaren, “Solidarity—Beyond the Clichés: A Theological Perspective,” New 
Blackfriars 72, no. 854 (November 1991): 489–96. 
98. Douglas Sturm, Solidarity and Suffering: Towards a Politics of Relationality (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1998). 
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Theologians have taken up “anamnestic solidarity” as a connection with 

people of the past and future. Although I have not found Williams to use the term 

“anamnestic” in this context, he writes of solidarity with the past. I discuss that 

in Chapter 4. 

3.5. Williams on Solidarity 

Rowan Williams is adamant that we cannot find our lives without our 

neighbour and the stranger; “life itself is what I find in solidarity.”99 That 

solidarity is more than togetherness; it is a willingness to set aside our own 

concerns so that the gospel is evidenced in connecting others with life-giving 

reality. We take up the perspective of the stranger, our connection with whom is 

bound up with our own connection with God.100 Christ himself is the stranger 

who meets our need of a gift from a stranger.101 “Christians construe the truth of 

Jesus Christ,” Williams says, “as the truth of our need to meet the stranger 

expectantly.”102 Christ’s solidarity, which we experience in each other, is both 

divine and human. The incarnate Lord is complete in what is (eternally) his and in 

what is (historically) ours. We must not reduce God’s action to the human 

dimension alone. But to isolate Jesus from human interaction would evoke only 

the divine and neglect God’s solidarity with human experience.103 In Christ the 

Heart of Creation, Williams writes that because the finite reality of Jesus 

embodies infinite divine relatedness, it extends and deepens human relations with 

God. Jesus’ relationship with God is lived out in believers, establishing between 

them an interdependence, a solidarity, that changes their involvement with and 

responsibility for others.104 

In 2018 Williams spoke at a conference on the acclaimed work of Marilynne 

Robinson, especially her trilogy of novels, Gilead (2004), Home (2008), and Lila 

 
99. Williams, Where God Happens, 24. 
100. Ibid., 34–5. 
101. Rowan Williams, “What is Truth? A University Sermon at the Outbreak of the Gulf War 
(1991),” in A Ray of Darkness (Lanham: Cowley, 1995), 109. 
102. Ibid., 112. 
103. Rowan Williams, “Imagining Christ in Literature,” in Francesca Aran Murphy, ed., The 
Oxford Handbook of Christology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 490, 
doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199641901.013.29. 
104. Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2018), 
120. 
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(2014).105 They are set in Gilead, a fictitious town in Iowa that has forgotten its 

radical and risky past and become virtuous and “good” in a way that excludes 

outsiders. Williams argues that such goodness, self-contained and self-defined, is 

inadequate and insufficient. It is not enough for, without an open woundedness 

that connects us to reality, to one another, and to God, there is no healing.106 

Lila comes to Gilead as an outsider with a rejecting and damning past and 

finds there a home and a kind of redemption, especially because of the grace of a 

widowed pastor, John Ames, who overcomes his lack of understanding. Lila is 

troubled about the fate of people implicated in her past—those without whom she 

would not be who she is. If God wants the company of one bruised but ultimately 

healed woman, can we say that God wants the company of all those who have 

made her who she is?107 

His reading of the Gilead trilogy brings Williams to argue that we must 

move beyond goodness to focus on solidarity, on being bound to one another and 

shaped by one another “to the extent that none of us can be brought back into 

full healing relation with God without one another.”108 Involved here is 

“implication”, whereby the hurt of one is the hurt of all and the joy of one is the 

joy of all.109 Healing asks that we move from goodness (which can be ours alone) 

to solidarity, which is given not to individuals one-by-one but as a connection of 

one with the other.110 Williams says that Robinson’s novels invite us to realise 

that we belong together, not apart, and to recognise that we arrive at healing by 

way of solidarity. As we accept our solidarity with a past and present we may not 

like, we find the healing for which Christ gave himself. The Christian narrative is 

divine solidarity with the human race, not just with the good.111 

 
105. Rowan Williams, “Beyond Goodness: Gilead and the Discovery of the Connections of 
Grace,” in Timothy Larsen and Keith L. Johnson, eds., Balm in Gilead: A Theological Dialogue 
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106. Ibid., 166. 
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Solidarity: neither restricted, afraid, nor presumptuous 

Williams affirms Bonhoeffer’s statement in his notes on ethics that it is 

a mistake to try to determine in advance those for whom we will be responsible, 

those who will be our neighbours. We must be ready to stand with whoever 

happens to be there.112 So, too, for the solidarity of the church. We are to offer 

the promise of solidarity without any restriction as “the incarnation establishes 

universal and unbreakable solidarity between God and humanity.”113 In the 

previous chapter, I noted Williams’s development of the principle that God and 

humanity are not in competition—a principle established in the character of 

creation and of the incarnation. Although competition has a proper place in 

human affairs, solidarity can be unbounded, unrestricted, because it is non-

competitive. The community of our solidarity goes further than we can see, 

understand, or imagine.114 Williams’s work on moral decision-making115 is an 

application of the principle of a non-competitive solidarity; I discuss this later in 

this chapter. 

A crucial component of solidarity is not to be afraid, especially not to fear 

for oneself. The church’s job is to be a fearless community, through habits of self-

awareness and attention to each other, grounded in all-pervasive awareness of 

God. The church’s solidarity cannot fear the conflicts necessary for peace, for it 

challenges systems of power that are based on the fear of the other. It is the 

world, not the church, that is the place of supposedly private, conflict-free, and 

isolated existence. In contrast, prayer and reflection bring a solitude that forces us 

to confront our fears and strips down the will so that we are prepared for the 

 
112. Rowan Williams, “The Ethics of Global Relationships,” in Richard Carter and Samuel Wells, 
eds., Who is My Neighbour? The Global and Personal Challenge (London: SPCK, 2018), 1–30. 
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involvement that solidarity demands.116 A lifestyle that is free from encumbrances, 

free to unite and co-operate with God’s purposes, Williams says, invites conflict 

that opens up truthful and courageous humanity.117 

There is a danger that fearlessness may lead to a presumptuous and falsely 

assumed solidarity with God’s purposes. Writing on C. S. Lewis’s Narnia series, 

Williams observes that Lewis’s portrayal of Aslan “is an extremely daring essay in 

bringing to the foreground what is obscured by a too-habitual and too-easy stress 

on solidarity.”118 By “stress on solidarity” here, Williams is referring to 

a tendency to emphasise the immanence of God at the expense of God’s 

transcendence. Williams says that there is something valuable in considering 

Christ in a way that is not in solidarity with us. He argues that Lewis’s theism can 

counteract a narrowly anthropocentric viewpoint. Narnia’s talking beasts defy a 

tendency to set humans apart from other creatures and assign to them an 

arrogant rationality that seeks to subjugate and remodel the world. There is 

danger in a presumptuous and falsely assumed solidarity with God’s purposes.119 

Solidarity does not demand rationality 

Williams commends Isaiah Berlin’s identification of a danger that arose 

from the Enlightenment: the idea that enlightened rationality was inseparable 

from a set of convictions about universal human values, that all human beings 

were fundamentally the same, and that their needs could be worked out by 

applying universal, reasonable principles. Such principles would allow for 

freedom to direct one’s life in response to one’s true nature and deepest wants. 

Berlin draws out how such utopian reasonableness lead to totalitarian 

horrors. In time, the dream of a universal rationality itself became entangled in 

pernicious absolutes of racism, nationalism, materialism, libertarianism and 

more—and later in their structuralist and postmodernist revisions. Having 

decided what is rational, we can come to regard any opposition as irrational and 
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2013), 27. 
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thus illegitimate, leading to supposedly reasonable coercion and oppression. 

There can be no appeal to freedom of conscience because the irrational conscience 

must be taught where it is mistaken. Thus it is perilous to believe that 

reasonableness is the same in every human situation. The hope of universal 

harmony based on reason too readily becomes a sophisticated form of absolutist 

violence.120 Although solidarity does not require rationality and uniformity, faith 

insists nonetheless that solidarity is not trivial, transient, vulnerable to cultural 

change, able to be defined out of existence, or merely a matter of biology.121 

Solidarity in creatureliness 

Christian solidarity is grounded in the Christ “without whom not one thing 

came into being.”122 God at the centre of the world’s being gives humans and all 

living things a “solidarity in creatureliness.”123 Williams has been forcefully 

polemical in opposing policy that denies the common creatureliness of all 

humankind and the solidarity it establishes. Criticising proposals in the 1980s for 

the Strategic Defence Initiative, for example, Williams wrote that both the 

rhetoric and the practice of defence policy offended against our shared identity as 

creatures. Our creaturely solidarity is violated by the threat to kill millions with 

nuclear weapons.124 The same solidarity motivates Williams’s present strong 

advocacy of action to limit climate change. 

Williams commends Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’125 for its 

“striking” and “consistent” emphasis on solidarity as a test of the moral 

defensibility of policy—solidarity with the world and between its inhabitants.126 

Williams is also struck by the encyclical’s use of John of the Cross to establish the 

 
120. Rowan Williams, “Faith and Enlightenment,” in FPS, 113–25, from the Annual Isaiah Berlin 
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continuity in absolute difference that is God’s presence in the created order.127 To 

ignore or distort our responsibility in the world is to deny the relatedness in God’s 

trinitarian life. “We need to discover a spirituality rooted in ‘that global solidarity 

which flows from the mystery of the Trinity’.”128 

Jonathan Chaplin uses the term “embodied-personalism” to indicate that, in 

holding a personalist or relational view of human being, Williams emphasises the 

bodily location of personhood. Chaplin notes three interweaving themes: humans 

as priests, as embodied, and as relational.129 As creation is an act of divine self-

giving, for Williams the only human response is to take our creatureliness as a 

gift, receiving its blessing with thanks, offering it back to God, and using it as a 

blessing to every other creature.130 The created environment thus becomes 

sacramental; humanity is incomplete without this priestly vocation.131 We are 

called to cultivate creation, while acknowledging our materiality and embodiment 

and the dependence and fragility they bring. True humanness is found not in 

attempting to overcome our embodied condition but in embracing it with 

gratitude.132 As relationship makes each of us who we are, relationality and 

personhood are inseparable.133 Thus human rights, for example, are grounded not 

in our “owning” ourselves and our bodies, but in the relatedness and 

interdependence that we recognise in each other’s creatureliness and embodied 

life.134 
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Solidarity is intelligible action 

Earlier in this chapter, I noted that action is common to all understandings 

of solidarity—shared practice and action in response to mutual commitment. In 

Chapter 1, discussing the necessity of metaphysics for Williams’s project, 

I introduced his description of metaphysics as illuminating “intelligible action.” 

Intelligible action is action recognisable by others as open to discussion and 

negotiation. It is not the product of an inaccessible private will but is at least in 

part controlled those other than the doer of the action.135 

Williams opposes any account of human action that associates it with the 

successful assertion of will. In such an account, only power has meaning and 

human action becomes a contest of desires that subverts intelligible action. It 

invites no response, requires no understanding, and sets the terms of future 

engagement according to the demands of a particular will. Intelligible action, 

however, calls for response and contributes to communication, in the faith that 

whatever it communicates will be seen in further productive and creative 

action.136 To say that only a forceful assertion of will forms meaningful action is 

an “implicit nihilism” that “raises the spectre of the purest fascism.”137 An 

alternative is action as testimony, as found in the work of Ricœur and of 

Merleau-Ponty.138 In this perspective, action bears witness, not imposes; it is most 

intelligible when least concerned to dominate.139 Martyrdom is a stark instance of 

action offering testimony through the opposite of success. The most densely 

‘‘intelligible’’ action in history is thus Jesus’ self-exposure to death at the behest of 

political and religious power.140 

 
135. Ibid. 
136. Rowan Williams, “Introducing the Debate,” in Creston Davis, John Milbank, and Slavoj 
Žižek, eds., Theology and the Political Theology: The New Debate (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2005), 1–2. 
137. Ibid., 2. 
138. Notably in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la Perception (Paris: Gallimard, 
1945. ET by Donald A. Landes (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012). 
139. Ibid., 2–3. 
140. Ibid., 3. 
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Solidarity and self-abandonment 

Anthony Bloom wrote of Christ’s acceptance of a total solidarity with 

humanity that brought him to the cross and to utter abandonment.141 In response, 

Williams reflects that Christ’s self-abandonment took him not only to the cross 

but to extreme dereliction—a deliberate solidarity with the utter lostness of 

humanity. It was the working out in our flesh and our history of the self-

abandonment that characterises the persons of the Trinity.142 Christ descended 

into Sheol—“the place of final dereliction,” as Bloom describes it.143 The 

wonderment here is that it is God who is in solidarity with human suffering, 

whose divine life eternally overwhelms death and fills emptiness.144 Christ takes 

on our pain and the effect of deathly violence.145 In similar vein, Hans Urs von 

Balthasar writes of Christ entering into solidarity with the dead who were in hell 

without hope of being found by God.146 As Joseph Ratzinger expresses it, “the 

death of God in Jesus Christ is at the same time the expression of his radical 

solidarity with us.”147 

3.6. Sacramental Solidarity 

Baptism and the Eucharist express Christian solidarity. There is considerable 

(although by no means universal) mutual recognition of baptism between the 

churches, despite significant differences in theology and practice. Baptism, 

Williams says, makes us neighbours of others whom God has invited. It is 

 
141. Anthony Bloom, “Christ, True and Perfect Man,” Sourozh 14 (1983): 1–13. 
142. Rowan Williams, “Metropolitan Anthony: Christ as God and Man,” One in Christ 48, no. 2 
(2014): 288–9289. 
143. Anthony Bloom, God and Man (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1971), quoted ibid., 
290. 
144. Williams, “Metropolitan Anthony,” 294. 
145. Ibid., 295. 
146. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale: The Mystery of Easter (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 1990), 148–9. 
147. Joseph Ratzinger, “The Anguish of an Absence: Three Meditations on Holy Saturday,” 
30Days: in the Church and The World 3, no. 6 (2006), http://www.30giorni.it 
/articoli_id_10282_l3.htm. On the other hand, the Reformed tradition views Jesus’ descent into 
Sheol as a subjective experience of God-forsakenness—a view supported by Karl Barth, for 
example. Karl Barth, Credo (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1936), 93–4. See also David Lauber, 
Barth on the Descent into Hell (Burlington: Ashgate, 2004). Jonathan Cahill offers an integration 
of the two perspectives. Jonathan Cahill, “The Descent into Solidarity: Christ’s Descent into Hell 
as Stimulus for Justice,” Journal of Reformed Theology 9, no. 13 (2015): 237–48, 
doi:10.1163/15697312-00903015. 
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“a journey into a particular kind of solidarity,”148 an identification with people 

we may never know or meet, in “the most profound solidarity with human 

experience that we could imagine.”149 Baptism is a “marker” of Christian identity 

but does not mark us off from others. Holiness is not found in sinless isolation; 

Jesus did not isolate himself from sinners. 

Mary Tanner stresses that, for Williams, being “one in Christ” through 

baptism means being in the place where Christ stands—a place of vulnerability to 

the wounds of fragmentation, conflict and division. The fellowship of the 

baptised is a fellowship of wounded people on a journey of discovery. This life 

will often be muddled and struggling. It is risky but patient, a life in which the 

baptised stick with one another, generously and sacrificially giving to each other 

and to the world.150 Oliver Rafferty picks up the same ideas in a response to 

Tanner. Baptism in the place of Christ means solidarity with an unlimited variety 

of human experience that relates to the darkness and the chaos into which Jesus 

descends in his incarnation.151 

In Chapter 2, I discussed the Eucharist as crucial to Williams’s theology of 

the church and its unity. Williams also explicitly associates the Eucharist with 

solidarity. In our Eucharistic celebration, we are at one with the disciples who ate 

and drank with Jesus after his resurrection, again experiencing his call to 

fellowship and solidarity.152 The Last Supper sealed a new and everlasting 

covenant by which people who gather at the Lord’s table are by faith a 

community deepened in solidarity.153 We come to the Lord’s table as his guests 

and cannot be fussy about the other guests.154 Jesus is hospitable and draws out 

 
148. Rowan Williams, “Living Baptismally,” in Sacramental Living: Living Baptismally and 
Living Eucharistically. The St Peters’ Public Lectures at Trinity College, University of Melbourne, 
14 and 16 May. Trinity Papers No. 32 (Melbourne: Trinity College, 2002), 7. 
149. Ibid., 6. 
150. Mary Tanner. “The Ecumenical Theology of Archbishop Rowan Williams,” Ecclesiology 8, 
no. 2 (2012): 163–83, doi:10.1163/174553112X630444. 
151. Oliver P. Rafferty, “Rowan Williams’ Ecumenical Theology: A Response to Dame Mary 
Tanner,” Ecclesiology 8, no. 2 (2012): 188, doi:10.1163/174553112x630453, quoting an 
expression used by Williams in “The Unity of Christian Truth,” in OCT, 16. 
152. Williams, Rowan Williams, Being Christian: Baptism, Bible, Eucharist, Prayer (London: 
SPCK, 2014), 46. 
153. Williams, “The Nature of a Sacrament,” in OCT, 204. 
154. Rowan Williams, Tokens of Trust: An Introduction to Christian Belief (Norwich: 
Canterbury Press, 2007), 113. 
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hospitality from others.155 Sent out from his table, we are commanded by Jesus to 

be at one with each other, to enact mutual solidarity.156 

Philip Sheldrake says, following Williams, that this is a challenging 

solidarity; it asks whom we recognise as our fellow recipients of God’s gifts, as 

the Eucharist is God’s recognition of us. “The demands on those who practice the 

Eucharist are . . . more powerful than any notion of solidarity based on a social 

theory, however inclusive or just it seeks to be.”157 

3.7. Solidarity and the “Labour of Ethics” 

The non-competitiveness of Rowan Williams’s understanding of solidarity is 

exemplified in his work on moral decision-making. Sarah Moses describes it as an 

exercise in “ethics of recognition” that allows for internal diversity and difference 

through constructive engagement.158 “It is a question,” Williams once wrote to 

the Anglican Communion, “about how we make decisions corporately with other 

Christians, looking together for the mind of Christ as we share the study of the 

scriptures.”159 

Mike Higton argues that Williams presents Christian moral decision-making 

as a three-fold discipline: spiritual, theological and ecclesial: spiritual as intimately 

tied to the way we stand before God; theological in requiring reflection on the 

nature of the gospel; and ecclesial as involving us in learning together as 

a community, despite our differences.160 What guides moral decision-making as an 

ecclesial discipline is the need to show in our choices the character of the God 

who has called us and the community to which we belong. Williams sets out 

 
155. Williams, Being Christian, 41–2. 
156. Ibid., 59. 
157. Philip Sheldrake, “A Spirituality of Reconciliation for the Anglican Communion,” in Robert 
Boak Slocum and Martyn Percy, eds., A Point of Balance: The Weight and Measure of 
Anglicanism (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2013), 64 referring to Williams, “Sacraments of the 
New Society,” 212–14. 
158. Sarah Moses, “The Ethics of ‘Recognition’: Rowan Williams’s Approach to Moral 
Discernment in the Christian Community,” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 35, no. 1 
(2015): 147-65. 
159. Rowan Williams, “The Challenge and Hope of Being an Anglican Today: A Reflection for 
the Bishops, Clergy and Faithful of the Anglican Communion” (27 June 2006), 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1478/the-challenge-and-hope-of-being-an-
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160. Mike Higton, Deciding Differently: Rowan Williams’ Theology of Moral Decision-Making 
(Cambridge: Grove Books, 2011), 3. 
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principles for ethical decision-making from such a standpoint—not in adherence 

to a code of rules, but by discernment of what builds up (edifies) the community 

and witnesses to the holiness of God.161 We are to discern not what will justify or 

benefit ourselves, but what will edify the other. That in itself is a witness to the 

selflessness of God evident in Jesus Christ.162 For Williams, the non-competitive 

nature of the church makes disagreement an occasion to grow with others and to 

mature ethically; we can move beyond competitiveness because all are equally 

accountable. 

Recognition of each other empowers us to stay together even when we 

fiercely disagree. It requires attention, conversation and action, the “labour of 

ethics.”163 Even as we disagree, we desire obedience and submission to the same 

judgments and scrutiny. If we look in each other for a “grammar of obedience” as 

Williams puts it, we may be “dispossessed by the truth they are engaging with.” 

If my discipline and practice are sufficiently alike another’s that I remain in 

conversation with them while continuing to disagree, my point of view remains 

under question and I cannot be certain that mine is the only correct 

understanding.164 

There may come a point when recognition is no longer possible, when 

someone’s actions appear to others to be entirely inconsistent with the gospel. 

Higton suggests that the biggest question for Williams’s proposal for moral 

decision-making is whether it allows an accurate determination of when 

a disagreement should or should not divide the church. Are the boundaries of 

oneness defined by mutual recognition of a “grammar of obedience” drawn too 

loosely, forming a togetherness that compromises truth? Higton notes that 

commentators on Williams’s theology disagree on that question.165 
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Sarah Moses166 puts Williams’s concept of non-competitive ethical decision-

making into conversation with Kathryn Tanner, whose Theories of Culture167 

appropriates insights from contemporary theory to offer an approach to diversity 

and disagreement. Tanner says that differences and disagreements exist not only 

between cultures and communities but are contained within them.168 The 

flexibility, vagueness, and indeterminacy inherent in cultural materials allow or 

require different interpretations in differing circumstances.169 Cultures are not 

self-contained entities with clear boundaries. Nor do they have consistent and 

unified beliefs and values that are transmitted to every member.170 Tanner urges 

Christians to see internal diversity as the reality within which the church lives and 

not as a problem to be overcome. Even when consensus exists, Tanner says, it is 

continually tested.171 One must examine, therefore, whether an apparent 

consensus is actually the result of power over others.172 

A further insight from Tanner is that cultures are not only sources but 

products of constant change in interpretation and meaning.173 Change and 

development within a community is not necessarily a negative departure from 

constancy and stability. On the contrary, a period of seemingly settled consensus 

within a culture is but a pause in continuous change through history. Thus, 

Tanner urges Christian thinkers to affirm and explicate necessary development 

and change within the tradition. Williams similarly says that change in a 

community’s ethical understanding is not inherently a sign of disloyalty to 

tradition. Change as such is not a problem; what is important is the process by 

which change occurs.174 

Tanner writes of the potential of cultural materials and practices to bind 

people together in an identifiable community and engage them with each other, 
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even without a specific consensus or agreement. There is a shared appreciation 

that some things are valuable, but that is not the same as agreement on their 

meaning.175 Similarly, Williams says that, even while disagreeing on their 

meaning, a church community may share in liturgy, prayer, texts, music, and so 

on. Recognition of each other is possible because of a shared life. 

Christopher Brittain contrasts the ecclesial vision of the Episcopal church in 

Pittsburgh with that of the breakaway Anglican church in that city. The former 

often conceives of the church as sinful and broken, but nevertheless able to be 

used by God, through grace. The latter tends to emphasise a vision of the church 

as pure and holy, a status that must be protected lest it be corrupted. Brittain 

argues for the simultaneous adoption of both views and goes on to explain how 

that might be theologically possible.176 I suspect that Williams would agree. He 

opposes ways of being church that bind shared identity to ethical agreement 

underpinned by the exercise of power and the enforcement of sectarian purity.177 

Ethical discernment means accepting the reality and potential value of difference, 

which is challenging because we prefer to present a united face to the world.178 

Rather than demanding the assurance of unanimity, we should embrace the 

reality of living with fallibility and division.179 Williams warns against trying to 

create “a church of the ‘perfect’—people like us.”180 

3.8. Solidarity and the Finality of Christ 

Williams writes of God’s solidarity with God’s people in the church and 

their solidarity with each other. He also extends the theology of solidarity to 
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embrace the whole world. In Christ, God is in solidarity with all of humanity.181 

One approach to the finality of Christ is to say that Christ contains all meanings, 

makes sense of the totality of human history, and justifies, completes, and makes 

explicit genuine religion. If upheld, such a view would justify the ascendency of 

Christianity. Williams offers a different view, in which “the identity of Jesus must 

engage with the worlds of human meaning.”182 To speak of the finality of Christ 

is to make claims about God’s action in Christ, the kind of judgment that Christ 

makes in history, and how his judgment may connect differing schemes of 

meaning and value. Rather than a totality of meaning, the claim to finality says 

that, in Jesus, we discover the key to God’s salvific action in human affairs. 

The finality of Christ expresses the Christian hope for the creative gift and 

task of universal friendship; it does not create outsiders on the grounds of 

a hierarchy of religions. Interreligious dialogue asks Christians to be faithful to 

Christ and what they understand of him. But it does not require a claim to hold 

all truth. Muslim scholar Esra Akay Dag observes that Williams challenges the 

various typologies found in the theology of religions, preferring to acknowledge 

the insights of different approaches that are usually taken to be mutually 

exclusive. She says that Williams is respectful of authentic differences and 

surprisingly and radically open towards other religions and their believers.183 

The finality of Christ expresses the hope of entering into genuine friendship 

with all people. It demands no predetermined plan or logic of what Christian 

identity includes or does not. Eschatological hope takes the place of religion. The 

reconciliation of finality and universality demands that we witness to the 
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judgment of Christ not through assertions about who is “in” and who is “out”, 

but in mutual submission to God’s mercy. Done well, incarnational theology 

prevents ideology from obscuring Christian self-criticism and honest discourse 

about God. It negates institutionalised self-confidence.184 God’s purpose in all 

this, Williams maintains, is unrestricted fellowship with the people God has 

made, through “inexhaustible resourcefulness in recovering them from their sin 

and their failure, inexhaustible promise in drawing them into joy.”185 

That, I suggest, is solidarity. 

3.9. Summation 

This chapter began with the genesis of Williams’s proposal that the oneness 

of the church might be more readily understood as solidarity rather than unity. 

It went on to show that in philosophy and politics, solidarity is seen by some as 

operating within given situations and more-or-less defined groups. Others, 

however, adopt an embracing sense of solidarity extending, ultimately, to the 

whole of humanity. There are also differences as to some characteristics of 

solidarity. Some insist, for example, that solidarity cannot be based on 

contractual relationships. Others are certain that it can. Communitarian concepts 

of solidarity privilege the group above the individual in seeking the common 

good. Liberal critics are suspicious of the notion of the common good as tending 

to support autocratic and absolutist policy. Among the differing secular 

approaches to solidarity, communitarianism is the closest to Williams’s 

perspective. 

Two defining characteristics of solidarity are widely (although not 

unanimously) agreed. First, solidarity is an identification with the other, often in 

placing the other’s need and situation before one’s own. Second, solidarity is seen 

in action. Sympathy and empathy, although valued, are insufficient for solidarity. 

There are differences within the Christian tradition concerning how 

solidarity works. The Roman Catholic notion of solidarity stresses community 
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between all human beings and includes everyone. Popes Paul VI and John 

Paul II taught that solidarity is fundamental to Catholic social doctrine as it 

stands against oppressive sinful structures and practices. This is quite distinct 

from membership of “the faithful” and the unity of the church. Protestant 

thinking on solidarity emerged slowly, hindered by doubts about the “social 

gospel” and the veracity of collective as distinct from individualistic expressions 

of compassion, justice and freedom. We are charitable and generous to those in 

need, but is it God’s intention that we are “in solidarity” with those who differ 

from us concerning the gospel and the finality of Christ? 

Rowan Williams proposes solidarity as a way to understand the oneness of 

the church in Christ. It is non-competitive, unafraid though not presumptuous, 

and symbolised and experienced in the sacraments. The Eucharist is vital to 

Williams’s understanding of what draws the church together in mutual solidarity 

with one another and with Christ. Solidarity does not demand rationality and 

uniformity but brings community in which each is vulnerable to the other. 

Williams insists that we find our own lives only in solidarity with our neighbour 

and the stranger, abandoning the self and its perspectives to bring to others 

a connectedness with God. 

Beyond the church, Williams sees solidarity as part of what forms 

community and neighbourhood in society.186 The shared solidarity of all 

humanity, indeed of all creation, comes from our common creatureliness. It has 

no restrictions and asks that we be ready to stand with whoever is neighbour to 

us—our brothers and sisters in faith, but also our neighbours of whatever 

belief.187 True solidarity with others in society extends beyond what might be 

supposed to be the Christian community. Yet the community of Christ’s followers 

has within itself a solidarity and loyalty above that of nation or politics.188 
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Chapter 4. CONFLICT AND CHANGE 

The greatest error of which historical Christianity is guilty is due to the 
circumscribing and deadening notion that revelation is finished and that there 
is nothing more to be expected, that the structure of the church has been 
completely built and the roof has been put on it.—Nicholas Berdyaev.1 
 

4.1. Introduction 

As we grow in the life of faith, much of what we learn comes through 

written, spoken and symbolic language. Faith depends for its existence on the self-

revelation of God in Christ and is grounded in an orthodoxy tested through 

centuries of history. Each of these—language, revelation, and the growth of 

orthodoxy through history—is foundational to theology, the life of the church, 

and the life of discipleship. Each brings us towards a knowledge of God and the 

things of God. 

Yet each of these categories contains within it the potential for conflict and 

disagreement. Certainly, that is Rowan Williams’s understanding. At the heart of 

the conflicts are interpretation and change. How do we read, interpret, and 

understand the language in which truth may be communicated? How do we 

discern and receive God’s self-revelation in Christ? And how do we respond 

critically but faithfully to tradition and history? Williams would say that neither 

language, revelation, nor history is unchanging. We must come to grips with 

change itself as well as with change in our ways of understanding, appropriating 

or possibly opposing it. Change may work for peace and solidarity, but it rarely 

occurs without disagreement. 

Our language, our past, and the things that God makes known are not 

wholly external to us as individuals. We internalise them, they become part of our 

everyday awareness and consciousness. We might say they become part of our 

“internal environment.” We think about the best words and correct grammar to 

use when we have something difficult to say or write. But much of the time, our 

language flows readily from within. Much of what we have learned from the past 

is also quickly and readily applied in the everyday. So too, the things of God 

 
1. Nicholas Berdyaev, The Divine and the Human, trans. R. M. French (London: Bles, 1949), 183. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

106 

revealed within become part of our being, made alive by the Spirit and the 

substance of contemplation and faith. 

In this chapter, I argue that a discussion of Williams’s theology of conflict 

must consider his theology of language—a theme in much of his work. Every time 

we speak, write, gesture, or use symbols, there is a risk of misunderstanding and 

misrepresentation. That is the imperfect and incomplete nature of human 

communication. If we can understand something of how language works or fails 

to work, we may also learn about the conflict and the solidarity that are inherent 

in our use of language. 

Second in this chapter, I will look with Williams at the way in which 

revelation necessarily engenders puzzlement and disagreement. There is much 

debate about the manner in which the revelation of God in Christ is made known, 

including whether or not revelation is supposed to be puzzling and its import 

contestable. 

Third, I will look at Williams’s appreciation of the way in which truth is 

won and orthodoxy produced through the life of the church in history—an often 

slow and much-conflicted process. 

Having looked at history from the perspective of disagreement and conflict, 

this will be a useful place to review Williams’s appreciation of unity and solidarity 

across history, in the relationships between believers of the present and those of 

the past. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of Williams’s understanding of 

the presence of the Holy Spirit as the church works with change and conflict. 

4.2. Language 

One can imagine inarticulate conflict—perhaps two prelingual cavemen 

beating each other with clubs to gain possession of essential food, or fighting each 

other wordlessly because of some visceral hatred or frustration. Theology, 

politics, and many other dimensions of conflict, however, are largely conducted in 

words, or in symbol and gesture, which are also language. Physical violence may 

occur when language fails. We negotiate otherness and difference principally 

through language and the dynamics of speech (and writing). We can think about 

difference and difficulty, for example, precisely because they can be articulated in 
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language (and only to the extent that they can be articulated). When we use the 

same words as another, however, we cannot assume that we mean the same thing. 

Conflict may endure because of an inability to find, even the impossibility of 

finding, language that means the same to each protagonist in a dispute. That 

includes language about scripture and doctrine. Language about God, theological 

language, is always risky. “We cannot identify a tidy hard kernel of transferable 

information contingently encoded, so as to preserve a continuity of content in our 

religious discourse.”2 A God who speaks takes risks with us because the nature of 

communication implies the risk of being misunderstood and misrepresented in 

idolatry.3 

The search for language 

Williams often describes the search for knowledge or truth in terms of 

a search for language. In the first paragraph of the preface to Christ the Heart of 

Creation, for example, he says that his task is “to bring to light one aspect . . . of 

how the Church’s language about Jesus works.”4 The substance of a question and 

the language we use for it are inseparable, although not identical. We work 

seriously with doctrine, because we see that “the language of doctrine holds 

together a set of intractably complex questions in a way that offers a coherent 

context for human living.”5 Asked, for example, about the relationship between 

tragedy and faith, Williams said that “as soon as we find words for what is 

appalling in our experience . . . we have done something with it.”6 

In Resurrection: Interpreting the Easter Gospel, rather than writing of 

“faith” or “belief”, Williams talks of the new language and new shared speech we 

need to describe our relationship to the Easter events; we look for a form of 

words that comes out of the resurrection life itself, language intrinsic to 

 
2. Rowan Williams, “‘Is It the Same God?’ Reflections on Continuity and Identity in Religious 
Language,” in John D. Whittaker, ed., The Possibilities of Sense: Essays in Honour of D. Z. 
Phillips (London: Palgrave, 2002), 204–5. 
3. Rowan Williams, “God and Risk,” in Richard Holloway, ed., The Divine Risk (London: 
Darton, Longman & Todd, 1990), 11–23. 
4. Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2018), xi. 
5. Ibid. 
6. John F. Deane and Rowan Williams, “A Conversation with Rowan Williams,” Image 80 
(2014), https://imagejournal.org/article/conversation-rowan-williams/. 
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discovering that life in ourselves.7 The challenge of speaking about the 

resurrection presents problems common to all Christian language; language that 

speaks of God and humanity can never be definitive and tidy. Therefore, it would 

seem, theology must also remain untidy. The resurrection, for example, presents 

us with a bewildering tension between the old and the utterly new. “‘Theologies’ 

of Easter only do their job, perhaps, by their very theoretical untidiness.”8 

Untidiness may not lead to open conflict but does leave room for disagreement. 

There are considerable conceptual difficulties in talking about language. 

A mere glance at the philosophy of language shows uncertainty even as to what 

language is. The problem, as philosopher Simon Blackburn says, is that we 

“cannot discern a principle” by which to answer questions as to what language 

is.9 Williams’s theology of language has been considerably influenced by the 

works of Ludwig Wittgenstein.10 It is an influence that Williams is happy to 

acknowledge and evident in his 2014 Gifford lectures and the associated book, 

The Edge of Words.11 

Williams on Wittgenstein on language 

In his 1921 Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Ludwig Wittgenstein did 

propose a definition: “A thought is a proposition with a sense. The totality of 

propositions is language.”12 Yet, around three decades later, he repudiated that 

definition and began his Philosophical Investigations with a delineation of 

language in terms of its uses. “For a large class of cases”, he said, “the meaning of 

a word is its use in the language.”13 

 
7. Rowan Williams, Resurrection: Interpreting the Easter Gospel, 2nd edn. (London: Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 2002), 111–2. 
8. Ibid., 112. 
9. Simon W. Blackburn, “Language,” in Ted Honderich, ed., The Oxford Companion to 
Philosophy (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995), 454. 
10. Brian McKinlay, “Ludwig Wittgenstein in Rowan Williams’s Theological Account of 
Language,” New Blackfriars 98, no. 1075 (2017): 327–41. doi:10.1111/nbfr.12225. 
11. Rowan Williams, The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of Language (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2014). 
12. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961),  4, 4.001. First published in English in 1922. 
13. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, ed. G. E. M. Anscombe and R. Rhees, 
trans G. E. M. Anscombe. 3rd edn. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 43. (First published in English in 
1953.) 
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Wittgenstein’s doctrines rely on his idea that there are limits to language 

imposed by its structure. The nature of language dictates what one can and 

cannot do with it. In his later thought, Wittgenstein concluded that our language 

determines our view of reality because we see things through it. This negates any 

theory that tries to base a pattern of thought or a linguistic practice on some 

independent foundation in reality. Contrary to the then-dominant tradition, 

Wittgenstein argued that language had been misrepresented as a vehicle for the 

communication of language-independent thoughts. The possession of a language 

not only expands the intellect, but also extends the will. It is not abstract thinking 

that gives life to language, but the way it is employed in human life. “If we had to 

name anything which is the life of the sign, we should have to say that it was its 

use.”14 Each time we write or speak, it could have been done differently. In 

Wittgenstein’s words, we “go on”, with our conversation, looking for more useful 

language. “Don’t think, but look!” Wittgenstein urged. Rather than generalising 

in the abstract, observe the specifics of a situation, even though that introduces 

a mass of untidy detail.15 We may then be challenged to decide whether the things 

we observe fit with what we are saying.16 This practice of observation is 

Williams’s own method in much of his work. 

Williams agrees with Wittgenstein that the meaning of words is found in the 

way they are used, with no inherent correspondence between a word and 

a particular reality. The meanings and implications of words change over time 

and vary with context. In the heat of disagreement, participants in an argument 

may discover that they are using the same words to mean different things. Yet, for 

there to be communication through a language, there needs to be a shared 

understanding of its grammar and how its words are used. The signs in language 

function only when the correctness of their use can be judged. Usage of words 

must be justified in an understandable way.17 Theologians, including Williams, 

have employed the idea of “grammar” in ways similar to that set out by 

 
14. Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958), 4. 
15. Ibid., 66. 
16. Williams, The Edge of Words, 18. 
17. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 261. 
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Wittgenstein, who describes it as the wider network of rules that determine what 

is accepted as making sense, and what isn’t. Grammar expresses the essence of a 

thing and what kind of object it is.18 The rules of grammar are not pre-ordained 

dicta of correct usage but express the norms of meaningful language. Forms of 

life, not abstract principles, enable language to function. As our forms of life are 

changeable and contingent, so too is the use of language.19 

With Wittgenstein, Williams argues that speech, although a physical process, 

is not produced deterministically. Our use of language involves the active human 

imagination, re-shaping us and our world. Its function is more than merely to say 

what is and what is not.20 Freedom in language, for example, adds and admits 

intelligence and, in religious discourse, the “notion of an unbounded creative 

intelligence.”21 

Again partly from Wittgenstein, Williams argues that language is always 

unfinished.22 There is always something more that could be said, even if it is not. 

Our actions have a “conversational” dimension that invites unceasing response 

and reflection in further action.23 Language creates meaning that is shared, public, 

and practical, demanding that we acknowledge our dependence on each other, 

trusting what we can understand, incomplete though it may be.24 This 

incompleteness is an occasion for conflict, even as we work towards a common 

understanding. “I say it means this.” “No, it doesn’t, it means that.” We speak in 

the hope of recognition, understanding the things we talk about only by 

comparison with our own conscious systems of recognition and connection. 

To understand means to know how to continue conversation, to follow on from 

what been said previously—whether that was seconds ago or centuries.25 Rarely is 

something we say autonomous, complete in itself. (Only God can say “I am who I 

 
18. Ibid., 373. 
19. Ibid., 241–2. 
20. Williams, The Edge of Words, 50. 
21. Ibid., 64. 
22. Ibid., 69. 
23. Williams, Resurrection, 198. 
24. Ibid., 92. 
25. Wittgenstein gives the example of a person counting a series of numbers and another then 
realising how to continue it. Philosophical Investigations, 151. 
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am.”26) Whatever we say encounters the symbols of our surrounds and the speech 

of others—near and far, recent or long past. 

Thus, although faith would seem to benefit from finished stories, Williams 

says that the opposite is often true.27 Medi Ann Volpe observes that, for Williams, 

to make theological sense of something requires judgements that are provisional 

and take into account the ambiguities inherent in whatever is before us.28 Despite 

having argued that language is never finished, Williams says that the non-

determinate character of our speech means that all speech finds limits and comes 

to an end. Conflict may remain because we have no language with which to 

resolve it, nothing to tell us what is sensible and true and what isn’t. There 

remains the possibility of silence, which itself is a kind of language.29 It may be 

“a silence that comes at that point when you have exhausted all the words, but 

exhausted them in a good way.”30 

A crucial aspect of the later Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language has been 

termed its “sociality.”31 That is, the meanings and uses of language are worked 

out as we struggle and learn to communicate. Everyday human behaviour is the 

context, the frame of reference, in which we interpret language that we may not 

have encountered before.32 This makes theology, as language about God, into an 

activity, a shared form of life. As he read Wittgenstein, Williams came to see an 

affinity between the structure of thinking, the nature of language, and the 

structure of reality—an affinity demanding love and imagination.33 Language 

creates meaning, which has social and ethical implications. 

 
26. Exodus 3.14. 
27. Williams, The Edge of Words, 87. 
28. Medi Ann Volpe, “‘Taking Time’ and ‘Making Sense’: Rowan Williams on the Habits of 
Theological Imagination,” International Journal of Systematic Theology 15 (2013): 353, 
doi:10.1111/ijst.12004, referring to Rowan Williams, “The Suspicion of Suspicion: Wittgenstein 
and Bonhoeffer,” in Richard Bell, ed., Grammar of the Heart: New Essays in Moral Philosophy 
and Theology, San Francisco: Harper and Row, 2008), 50. 
29. Williams, The Edge of Words, 168. 
30. Rowan Williams and Catherine Coldstream, “Through the Narrow Gate [interview],” 
MONK, no. 1, (May 2019), http://monk.gallery/interviews/rowan-williams-interview/. 
31. Benjamin Myers, Christ the Stranger: The Theology of Rowan Williams (London: T & T 
Clark, 2012), 13ff. 
32. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 206. 
33. Rupert Shortt, Rowan’s Rule: The Biography of the Archbishop of Canterbury (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 100. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

112 

Excessive speech 

Williams gives a chapter of The Edge of Words to a discussion of “excessive 

speech”—what happens when we stretch the use of words to “push habitual or 

conventional speech out of shape” in metaphor, for example, and especially in 

poetry.34 The poetic and imaginative character of religious language helps us to 

discover meaning that may defy literal definition.35 Religious ritual is a familiar 

context for stretched and bent language; we can become so well acquainted with 

it that we hardly notice the horror brought to mind by images of eating flesh and 

drinking blood. It makes no literal sense to describe God as a rock, bread, living 

water, fire, or other such. Wittgenstein would categorise such usage as 

nonsensical in the particular sense in he which uses that term. Yet Williams’s 

concept of excessive speech helps us to see what the later Wittgenstein was getting 

at in settling on use as the source of a word’s meaning. We speak of consuming 

the body and blood of Christ, and that usage comes to have meaning for us. The 

language of the Eucharist is frequently beautiful and edifying but carries a 

potential for disastrous disagreement. Wars have been fought and people burnt at 

the stake over what Jesus meant when he said, “This is my body.” “Don’t believe 

for a moment that religious language is easier or vaguer than the rest of our 

language,” Williams says. “It’s more like the exact opposite.”36 

Poetic language is durable. “It takes the passage of time, the reality of loss, 

the absorption in a sharpened kind of seeing or hearing, and makes all these into 

speech that can survive.”37 Words such as the great creeds and the Book of 

Common Prayer took labour and sacrifice to create. They are deeply embedded in 

our worship and not easily changed or readily discarded. Nor should they be, 

Williams affirms. If we oversimplify language to remove every hint of difficulty, 

 
34. Ibid., 150. 
35. Rowan Williams, “Poetic and Religious Imagination,” Theology 80, no. 675 (May 1977): 
178–87, doi:10.1177/0040571X7708000305. 
36. Rowan Williams, “The Word of Life, The Words of Prayer,” in Choose Life: Christmas and 
Easter Sermons in Canterbury Cathedral (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 92–3. 
37. Rowan Williams, “Why Poetry Matters,” review of The Music of Time: Poetry in the 
Twentieth Century, by John Burnside, New Statesman, 23 October 2019, 
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/books/2019/10/why-poetry-matters. 
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every hint of poetry, we flatten out much of its challenge and depth.38 The act of 

faith that is Christian speech continually moves between clarity and 

inarticulateness, for a god who can be fully articulated is no longer God.39 

Communication struggles to survive “the perils of words.”40 There is a risk of 

failure, of disagreement and enduring conflict. And, by the Spirit’s grace, there is 

hope of oneness, unity, consolation and solidarity. 

4.3. Revelation and the Finality of Christ 

If God’s self-revelation were beyond human misunderstanding, much 

present conflict would be eliminated, rendered unnecessary, or be seen to be 

clearly sinful. If discourse about God were derived from unambiguous and 

incontestable revealed propositions, however, it would no longer be grounded in 

ordinary events that we understand in life and conversation. Theology would no 

longer be challenged to understand how it learns its language and would resolve 

into a heteronomous appeal to an elusive deity.41 

In his essay “Trinity and Revelation,”42 Williams takes his readers through 

understandings of revelation that produce differing approaches to 

“authorisation”—the means whereby we identify authority for statements about 

God. Williams detects in contemporary English-language theology an impatience 

with debate, conflict, ambivalence, polysemy, and paradox which, he says, is 

essentially an impatience with the business of learning.43 There is a danger of 

theologising what we see and know now as if it were finished and fixed, a “centre 

of achieved, privileged, non-ambiguous language and practice in the midst of 

a fragmented reality.”44 To see everything as settled and revelation as final and 

consummated undermines any claim it has of speaking into our contingent 

experience. Williams’s warning applies to a view of the Bible as abstracted from 

 
38. Rowan Williams, Christ on Trial: How the Gospel Unsettles Our Judgement (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2003), 38. 
39. Williams, Resurrection, 66. 
40. Williams, “Poetic and Religious Imagination,” 182. 
41. Rowan Williams, “Trinity and Revelation,” in OCT, 131. 
42. “Trinity and Revelation,” in OCT, 131–47. First published in Modern Theology 2, no. 3 
(1986): 197–212. doi:10.1111/j.1468-0025.1986.tb00114.x. 
43. Ibid., 132. 
44. Ibid. 
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historical processes. It also applies to a view of the ancient councils and 

formularies of the church as essentially heteronomous, determined from a dimly 

perceived and undifferentiated past.45 Divine involvement in these things does not 

eliminate ambiguous and contestable human participation. The challenge is to 

discern how texts and events embedded in history can be revelatory, for 

revelation cannot be discerned or received without human involvement.46 

Williams draws on Paul Ricœur’s proposal of revelation as a form of poetics 

that, through witness or “testimony”, restores us to participation in the reality 

embodied in the text. Poetic text is concerned not to verify truth, but to manifest 

it.47 Revelation is generative. It breaks open, extends and initiates new 

possibilities and in so doing extends the potential for ambiguity and conflict.48 

“Generative” events open up and extend our ways of being human.49 If such 

revelation is discounted, newness is lost and the experience of grace withers; we 

lose confidence in human worthwhileness and a grace-filled life.50 This 

understanding of revelation offers a stark choice: if revelation is fixed in a non-

generative propositional form, hope of newness and grace is lost.51 But if God’s 

self-revelation comes to us in generative freshness, in poetic language as it were, it 

demands interpretation. And that interpretation and its application introduce 

disagreement. Theology considers revelatory events and their interpretation 

together: “the generative point and the debate generated.”52 Consequently—and 

importantly for this study—if it is correct to take revelation to be the initiative of 

 
45. Ibid., 131. 
46. Nicolas Berdyaev argued that because revelation necessarily occurs as an activity of divine-
human cooperation, it is affected by human limitations and must be open to critique. Truth is its 
own criterion, but there is a sense of communal discernment. Only in freedom may revelation and 
truth be found. Brian McKinlay, “Revelation in Nicolas Berdyaev’s Religious Philosophy,” Open 
Theology 3 (2017): 117–33, doi:10.1515/opth-2017-0009. 
47. Williams, “Trinity and Revelation,” 133, citing Paul Ricœur, “Towards a Hermeneutic of the 
Idea of Revelation,” in L. S. Mudge, ed., Essays on Biblical Interpretation (London: SPCK, 1981), 
102. 
48. Williams, “Trinity and Revelation,” 134. 
49. Ibid., 136. 
50. Ibid., 134. 
51. Williams describes the “propositional” approach to revelation as “intellectual 
totalitarianism.” Ibid., 132. 
52. Ibid., 135. 
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God, it is difficult to avoid a sense that God’s revelatory action initiates or at least 

provokes human conflict. 

We apprehend the revelatory significance of Jesus, Williams says, as we 

realise what it means to be part of the community of faith, a community of which 

Jesus is not only the founder but the present head in active partnership. To belong 

to this community is to say certain things—about resurrection, for example. The 

early Christian communities were much puzzled about their roles and boundaries, 

reflecting their disparate memories of Jesus and his teaching. Story-telling is a way 

in which God is revealed to us as we seek to make sense of what we have seen 

and heard. As the church became aware of a new and distinctive way of life, it 

began to tell stories of Jesus to show the “generative” quality of his life.53 

Williams’s recent book, Luminaries, is a series of short reflections on the lives and 

writing of twenty diverse Christian people, from Paul of Tarsus in the first 

century to Óscar Romero in the twentieth.54 He uses their stories to make sense of 

lives that help us make sense of the world and perhaps of God.55 

In the gospels, Jesus is a storyteller, not just a proponent of general truths. 

He uses narrative. On the Emmaus road, Jesus helps the disciples to understand 

the recent events in Jerusalem by telling a story—his story and their story. 

Responding to their bewilderment, he retells the whole story and makes sense of 

it. As he breaks bread, he is made known to the disciples and they see themselves 

in a new way.56 Was this not God revealed? “The resurrection,” Williams says, 

“enables people to retell the whole story of God’s dealings with his people 

throughout the centuries as this gradually comes to its focus and climax in the 

death and resurrection of Jesus.”57 Thus Williams retells the stories of people 

whose lives communicate who Jesus is, not so much by what they said as by how 

they lived. 

 
53. Williams, “Trinity and Revelation,” 137. 
54. Rowan Williams, Luminaries: Twenty Lives that Illustrate the Christian Way (London: SPCK, 
2019). 
55. Ibid., vii. 
56. Ibid., vii–viii. 
57. Ibid., viii. 
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To claim that Jesus reveals God is to claim for him the radical creative or 

generative power that pertains to God’s self-revelation. The newness, the divine 

creativity found in Christ, calls for continual stretching and renewal of debate 

about God.58 Generative power is found in the life of Jesus but, Williams says, it 

is also attributable to events in history through which the church learns to 

interpret and reinterpret itself by means of Jesus.59 The community’s work is not 

reducible to the recollection of Jesus. It is a continuing process of participation as 

Christ is formed in believers’ individual and common life. Williams takes a 

distinctively apophatic view in saying that Jesus is the revelation of God not 

because he makes God clear to us, but because he challenges any overly clear 

sense of God.60 

If, as Williams suggests, we view revelation from the perspective of Paul 

Ricœur’s hermeneutics of testimony, revelation is not about absolute knowledge. 

Ricœur’s hermeneutic embodies a commitment to the diversity of religious 

expression, grounded in his understanding of the linguistic and temporal 

conditions of religious phenomena.61 We are interpreting a particular historical 

narrative and not waiting for another, but that does not mean an end to 

questioning and puzzlement. The Christian story’s claim to universal significance 

requires it that it work with a diverse pattern of searching for human meaning.62 

Therefore, we need discussion, debate, and, potentially, disagreement and 

conflict. If we accept that God’s self-revelation is not about absolute knowledge, 

we can find new life and liberty manifested concretely in history by the creative 

freedom of God. The Spirit’s work, evident in God’s self-revelation, leads us to 

recognise Christ-like events.63 

Williams repeatedly affirms that the revelatory (and thus generative) 

significance of Jesus is worked out in the community of faith—with difficulty but 

 
58. Williams, “Trinity and Revelation,” 138. 
59. Ibid., 141. 
60. Ibid., 138. 
61. See: Darren E. Dahl, “The Origin in Traces: Diversity and Universality in Paul Ricoeur’s 
Hermeneutic Phenomenology of Religion,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 
published online 25 April 2109, doi:10.1007/s11153-019-09714-1. 
62. Williams, “Trinity and Revelation,” 142. 
63. Ibid., 142–3. 
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nevertheless through grace in the Spirit. It is revealed, yes, but not in indisputable 

propositions declared from on high. The finality of Christ asks that we make his 

story not into theological possessions and legitimations, but into an agenda for 

the exploration of the meaning of God and the world.64 Our various debates 

recover for us the generative quality of Jesus’ divinity.65 The church is challenged 

to work out the relationship of its life to the events of Jesus’ life, death and 

resurrection.66 As the church wrestles with the meaning of its commitment to 

Christ, Williams believes the presence of disputation to be less important than 

a shared acknowledgement of the worthwhileness of the disputed questions and 

the ways in which we explore them. We speak, argue and debate from what we 

have been given. The integrity of our theology is not found in conformity to 

authoritative communication but by being grounded in the new life brought into 

being by the self-revelation of God.67 

I have mentioned Williams’s affirmation of the church as an example of 

“what humanity is meant to look like.”68 The church is challenged to think hard 

about the nature and quality of the committed community as a vision and 

foretaste of God’s purposes for humanity. To speak in such terms can seem empty 

in the face of the reality of churches that often repress the complexity of human 

concern and anxiously protect their territory and teaching. In the light of this 

reality, it seems risky to appeal to the churches’ integrity as communities called 

together by revelation. Yet Williams says, that is an essential aspect of our witness 

as to what God is about.69 

Discussing solidarity in Chapter 3, I referred to Williams’s understanding of 

the finality of Christ. It is again relevant here, for it affirms that, in Jesus, we find 

the fullness and completeness of revelation, “the way, and the truth, and the 

 
64. Williams, “The Finality of Christ,” in OCT, 95. 
65. Williams, “Trinity and Revelation,” 143. 
66. Ibid. 
67. Ibid., 147. 
68. Rowan Williams, “The Church: God’s Pilot Project” (address to the Clergy Synod at 
Chelmsford 2006), http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1779/the-church-gods-pilot-
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Place of the Church: Reflections to Honour the Bishop of Oxford (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 
221–2. 
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life.”70 As we consider Christ’s finality, Williams wonders what we may be taking 

for granted concerning Jesus’ relationship to human systems of meaning.71 He 

finds Cornelius Ernst helpful here, when Ernst says that Jesus is the “substantive 

meaning of God for human beings and human beings for God.”72 

Williams understands Ernst’s account to propose two possible responses to 

the assertion of Jesus as the universal source of meaning. The first approach 

would take the finality of Christ to point to a comprehensive account of religious 

meaning that contains all others. Christ in his finality rises above history and 

stands apart from the character of believers, their activity, and the history of 

which he is judge. A second option, which Williams prefers, is to say that the 

meaning of Jesus is not the container of all other meanings but “their test, 

judgement, and catalyst.”73 Jesus does not have to mean everything. All things are 

brought together in Christ74 but, as Ernst insists, we cannot theorise in advance as 

to what that may look like.75 Indeed, a finished account would no longer be 

eschatological.76 The finality of Christ is a claim about God’s action in Christ, the 

kind of judgment that Christ makes in history, and how judgment opens the 

possibility of connecting different schemes of meaning and value in the broadest 

possible context of community. 

Williams offers a long quotation from Jacques Pohier as a summary of much 

of his own thinking on the finality of Christ. Pohier says that Jesus’ resurrection 

and the coming of the Spirit do not mean that Jesus is the answer to everything. 

Indeed, if we try to say that Jesus is the totality of meaning, we prevent meaning 

being found in Christ and we work against God’s purposes.77 The meaning of 

Christ is in his revelation of a God who is the authentic creator precisely because 

 
70. John 14:6. 
71. Rowan Williams, “The Finality of Christ,” 93. 
72. Cornelius Ernst, “Theological Methodology,” in Fergus Kerr and Timothy Radcliffe, eds., 
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73. Ibid. 
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76. Ibid. 
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God does not wish to be everything or the meaning of everything.78 “God, does 

not, after all, live in religious meanings.”79 

4.4. Orthodoxy and History 

Orthodoxy is created in history 

Williams declares that the peace of the church will be “vacuous” unless it is 

aware of its history of events involving conflict and exclusion.80 Especially in 

Arius: Heresy and Tradition,81 Williams demonstrates through detailed, careful 

scholarship that orthodoxy has a concrete history and that it emerges in 

historically contingent debate. Orthodoxy “continues to be made.”82 From the 

earliest times, Christian communities have been embroiled in debate anchored in 

their own history, while relating to one another in mutual accountability of faith 

and practice.83 

Conflict and disagreement function in church history within unity and as 

part of unity, not against it. Such debate is the norm, Williams argues.84 The 

catholic insight is that believers’ relationship to Christ continues to be constituted 

by historical mediation, with all the ambiguities and debate that that involves. It 

comes not from a codified set of beliefs about Jesus that might be termed 

“orthodox”, but from the reality of Jesus himself. Paradoxically, the development 

of orthodoxy has worked against the absorption of Jesus into an established 

system of ideas, thereby fostering debate and self-criticism within Christianity. 

Williams agrees with Walter Bauer’s conclusion85 that there could not have been a 

single, clearly-identifiable orthodoxy from the very beginning. The authoritarian 

and centralising impulse towards an “imperial” orthodoxy emerged over several 
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centuries. But Williams also acknowledges, with Henry Chadwick,86 that even the 

earliest and most basic language about Jesus had features that distinguished 

“normative” Christianity and defined the unity of the church.87 

In an address on Origen, Williams offers a vision of orthodoxy as an open-

ended creative project. Part of what made Origen so problematic for the church 

of his day was his insistence that orthodoxy must be constructed in the witness 

and way of life of the spiritual exegete, the pneumatikos.88 Orthodoxy is a tool 

rather than an end in itself, a means of discovery, not of control.89 A community 

becomes a community through the tradition of thought, imagination and symbol 

that forms its orthodoxy. Paradoxically, Williams says, such orthodoxies, and the 

traditions they represent, are a starting point, not the conclusion, of critical 

engagement and struggle.90 Orthodoxy functions to ensure dialogue with the past 

and self-critical adaptability.91 To talk of a settled, universal, orthodoxy would be 

“the ultimate ideological sclerosis.”92 Christian orthodoxy is never complete. At 

its heart is a permanently disturbing event, the Christ event, which we interpret 

by habitually exposing orthodoxy to doubt and question. For Williams, a choice 

between faithfulness to received traditions and genuine theological creativity is 

false. Thus Jeffrey McCurry observes that Williams sees the texts of scripture, 

creed, and tradition “not as historical artefacts whose meaning is equated with 

the original authorial intention behind the texts but rather as scripts for a certain 

kind of performance.”93 

 
86. Henry Chadwick, The Circle and the Ellipse: Rival Concepts of Authority in the Early Church 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1959). 
87. Rowan Williams, “Does It Make Sense to Speak of Pre-Nicene Orthodoxy?” in Williams, The 
Making of Orthodoxy, 17–18. 
88. Rowan Williams, “Origen: Between Orthodoxy and Heresy,” in Walther Beinert and Uwe 
Khühneweg, eds., Origeniana Septima: Origenes in den Auseinandersetzungen des 4 Jahrhunderts, 
Proceedings of the Seventh International Colloquium for Origen Studies, 25–29 August 1997, 
Bibliothecum Ephemeridem Theologicarum Lovaniensum 137 (Louvain: Leuven University Press, 
1999), 9. 
89. Rowan Williams, “What is Catholic Orthodoxy?” in Rowan Williams and Kenneth Leech, 
eds., Essays Catholic and Radical: A Jubilee Group Symposium for the 150th Anniversary of the 
Beginning of the Oxford Movement 1833–1983 (London: Bowerdean Press, 1983), 13. 
90. Ibid., 12. 
91. Ibid., 14. 
92. Ibid., 16. 
93. Jeffrey M. McCurry, “Towards a Poetics of Theological Creativity: Rowan Williams Reads 
De Doctrina after Derrida,” Modern Theology 23, no. 3 (2007): 415, doi:10.1111/j.1468-
0025.2007.00390.x. McCurry attributes the concept of interpretation as performance to Nicholas 



Conflict and Change 

 

121 

The Arian example 

Williams characterises his study of the Arian crisis as “not entirely an 

archaeological enterprise.” It is somewhat of an extended case study in doctrinal 

history. Williams offers such critical recovery and appropriation of doctrinal 

history as a contribution to the proclamation of the gospel.94 The first half of the 

fourth century brought penetrating and complex change in the church’s self-

perception.95 Uncertainty about change contributed to the “anger and bitterness” 

of the period.96 There were complex social, political, theological and 

philosophical factors influencing Arius, his followers, and his opponents. The 

lines of differentiation between opposing schools of thought were blurred and 

confusing. Arius’s gift to the church was to force it to rearm itself with the 

thinking it needed to deal with theological ambiguities of its day. The challenge 

was effectively accepted; even Arius’s opponents came to agree that new thinking 

was needed. The outcome, Williams notes, was a “remarkable fusion of the 

traditional and the radical.”97 

The task was to find language that was clear and intellectually sound, as 

well as faithful to the lived-out testimony of the church. But debate was generated 

by far more than intellectual disagreement and a concern for precise language.98 

It had much to do with defining an identity for the church in a seemingly alien 

cultural and social environment. How could the church make sense of itself as 

alien to this world? What role did Christ play in this? Where did divine power 

reside? The church had to make sense of paradoxical questions in the context of 

existing practices of worship and common life.99 It found a renewed sense of 

identity in unfamiliar words such as hagioi, a holy and sacred people, paroikoi, 
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resident aliens, and ecclesiai, assemblies of God’s people. The people of the 

church were citizens of a “territory that belongs to the divine.”100 

There was no consensus as to who, if anyone, had final authority to resolve 

doctrinal questions. It was customary to resort to tradition, but this was under 

increasing strain and the church was not a homogenous entity. The “catholic” 

church and the “Arian” church were each regarded as the official church of the 

empire at different times. The struggle between the two was a struggle of identity, 

and that identity was related to questions of authority. Alexander (Bishop of 

Alexandria, 313–28) tried to consolidate the church around the bishop. On the 

other hand, Arius, a presbyter, was among those who rejected episcopal doctrinal 

authority, following a tradition of opposing bishops that went back to at least to 

the time of Origen. 

The details of the arguments within the Arian controversy are not germane 

here. More to the point is that conflict arose both from the substance of the 

questions under debate and from historically contingent questions of authority 

and tradition. Adherence to traditional archaic statements was in danger of 

undermining the faith that it sought to sustain. It became important to say new 

things with new arguments while at the same time defending the unchanging 

faith. There was a movement from loyal but formulaic repetition to exploration 

and growth as the church struggled to become more intellectually self-aware.101 

Beyond a contest of heresy and truth, the controversy was about how continuity 

could be possible in the face of essential changes of language. Both sides of the 

controversy insisted on orthodoxy and each saw itself as guardian of it. 

Following the Council of Nicaea (325 CE), the church’s new-found 

relationship with the empire caused it to question its distinctive identity and 

mission. It could not avoid difficult, continuing, and argumentative theological 

work. Nor could it avoid the conflict that went with it. The complexities of post-

Nicene attempts to formulate credal statements showed that the old language 

could not be salvaged. Thus, Williams observes, by the 360s it was necessary to 
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choose whichever innovation would best serve the integrity of the faith; to reject 

all change was impossible.102 Athanasius’s task was to show how a break in credal 

continuity was necessary to continue in the tradition. 

Orthodoxy as good history 

Arianism was rejected and left behind. Yet the debates and errors of history 

are never entirely in the past. Williams finds patterns in the life of the fourth-

century church to be reminiscent of the present day; the conflicts in Alexandria in 

particular were about “suspiciously contemporary questions.”103 We too readily 

suppose that past conflict is locked away in the past, distant from present 

orthodoxy, inexorably different from present priorities.104 We manufacture an 

idolatry if we assume our present practice to be right and true and forget its 

origins in a difficult past.105 If we take everything to have been made plain and 

settled in the past, we destroy our own agency in history. Further, if we dismiss 

the past as unintelligible, we lose much of our ability to make sense of ourselves 

and our world. Williams implies that we cannot assume that what we now hold 

to be true will forever be orthodox. The language of what we today accept as 

orthodox was forged by controversy since early Christian times. There is no place 

on which to stand above the struggle.106 

In his appendix to the revised edition of Arius, Williams says that part of his 

aim in the book was to show how a theological tradition that is unresponsive to 

wider intellectual currents can become stuck in unfruitful puzzlement.107 Williams 

professes theological loyalty to the Nicene tradition, but he accepts that there are 

questions that may not have answers favourable to that tradition. A theological 

tradition does not have an isolated life of its own, an intellectual story set apart 

from the contingencies of history. Movements in intellectual history may 

unpredictably shift the possibilities for thought.108 Theology has made “fertile and 
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suggestive mistakes, and we learn by the work of repair.”109 Doctrines are 

historical entities, which has implications for the way we respond to their truth 

claims and supposed fixity. 

Just as orthodoxy is a construction, written history is a construction formed 

by judgements that are influenced by its writers’ world views. We construct 

history to help resolve present problems.110 The New Testament writers 

constructed narratives to make sense of the discontinuity they saw between the 

history of Israel and the Christ event. Just as doctrinal work forms the identity of 

those doing it, the construction of history also forms identity. Williams says that 

doctrinal work is generated and history written when our identity is challenged 

and we can no longer take for granted that things are the same.111 Our 

understanding of our identity, our appreciation and appropriation of it, grows 

and matures. In significant part, we discover our identity through solidarity with 

others whom we find amidst the vicissitudes and conflicts of history. 

No objective vantage point 

Sometimes we err significantly in our understanding of the past. For 

example, Williams’s Arius begins with a survey of nineteenth- and twentieth-

century studies of the controversy, offering ample evidence that much of this 

work was a “travesty” that employed fourth-century analogies to support the 

authors’ social, political and religious agendas.112 John Henry Newman’s account 

comes in for particular criticism as “in large part a tract in defence of what the 

early Oxford Movement thought of as spiritual religion and spiritual 

authority.”113 Williams says that Newman’s Arians of the Fourth Century was a 

sophisticated contribution to a specific debate of its time, but deals poorly with 

the actual history.114 That said, it is important because it reads the process of 

intellectual history from the perspective of serious theology being shaped by 
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conflict.115 Newman also considered a knowledge of the shifts and adjustments of 

Christian language essential to theological understanding.116 As Newman worked 

on doctrinal history, “a crack [was] opened in the confident assertion that 

doctrine does not change.”117 

Williams is gently critical of anthropologist Johannes Fabian,118 who 

identifies an implicit “normative” time in which the scholar stands, as opposed to 

the other time in which the object of study exists, self-contained, distant and 

removed from confrontation with the observer. This diminishes the problem of 

our relationship with people of the past but, by avoiding the relativisation of 

one’s own position, also avoids change.119 Things that can be relegated to the past 

cease to be heard seriously. Fabian’s assertion is that tradition and modernity, 

past and present, are not in opposition. Such opposition as we do encounter is 

between differing groups in our own time. For Williams, however, there is no 

objective vantage point in time from which to judge the events of other time. 

By understanding how we became what we are, we understand better why we are 

what we are. By learning about the Arian controversy, for example, we discover 

what we owe, negatively and positively, to Arius.120 We have a certain solidarity 

with him and his followers, apparent heresy notwithstanding. There is a sense in 

which past doctrinal conflict is ever present. We are challenged, quite properly, to 

read and interpret history from our present perspectives, but without imposing 

a predetermined shape on it that does not fit the evidence. Such is the work of 

good history-making. 

Historicism? 

Historicism says that our knowledge of human affairs is irreducibly 

historical. It claims there to be no ahistorical perspective from which to 
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understand human nature and society.121 The central idea is that all cultures are 

shaped by history.122 From such a definition, Williams, or at least some of his 

work, might be described as historicist. He has said, for example, that “every 

truth is spoken in the terms of its own culture and its own times.”123 Williams 

would be uncomfortable, however, with some of the implications of historicism. 

Historicism appears committed to two theses. First, nothing can be understood in 

isolation from the past. Second, societies of the past differ in their values such 

that they can be understood only through intuition and empathy; whatever can be 

said about them must be determined by the historically distinctive perspective 

from which they themselves viewed life and society. A historicist view can lead to 

relativism, although whether historicism is necessarily a form of relativism is 

debatable.124 

For Williams, the response to the question of historicist relativism is that 

revelation is at the heart of truth in theology. And that revelation is of God’s self 

in Jesus Christ. The truth of the gospel events makes truthful doctrine possible. 

Relativism is avoided by connecting doctrine to the reality of the events of which 

it seeks to make sense. A concrete articulation of doctrinal truth “can be traced 

only through the detailed reworking and re-imagining of its formative conflicts. 

That, surely, is the strictly theological point of studying the history of 

doctrine.”125 

Conclusion 

I have discussed ways in which Williams sees conflict as inherent in 

language, revelation and the development of orthodoxy through history, even as 

those things work for the good of the gospel. One could also show how each 

contributes to unity and peace. Particularly important for Williams is the 
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relationship and solidarity of believers and church communities with those of the 

past. That is the subject of the next section of this chapter. 

4.5. Solidarity with the Past 

In Rowan Williams’s perception, our relationship with believers of the past 

is one of solidarity. In discussing his theology of church, I noted the importance 

he gives to the church being embedded in and living in history. This he sees as 

essential to the visibility the church requires to fulfil its mission. Recall also that 

Williams found in Hegel an insistence that it is history that makes present 

thinking and understanding possible; we understand what history makes it 

possible to understand. As Williams puts it: “Engagement with history lays bare 

for us the character of thinking as engagement, as converse, conflict, negotiation, 

judgement and self-judgement.”126 The previous section looked at disagreement 

and conflict in the historical formation of orthodox doctrine and praxis. I now 

discuss Williams’s perception of our conversation more generally with the faith 

communities of the past and its contribution to both unity and conflict. 

Conversation with the past 

For Williams, the past is both a foreign country and recognisably our past. 

There is a human continuity that is grounded in God’s activity and not just 

limited by events, creeds, and culture. History is neither self-evident nor utterly 

mysterious. It is one vast story, but within it there are oppositions, differences, 

discontinuities and changes of direction. “When people set out to prove that 

nothing has changed you can normally be sure that something quite serious 

has.”127 Reading history theologically (and reading theology historically) means 

neither to allow a theological agenda to settle historical questions nor to deny the 

human, social, and political factors that have undeniably shaped the Christian 

past. We must allow ourselves to be surprised by the past and take seriously the 

voices of those who have gone before.128 Only when we encounter the past in all 

its strangeness can we hear the voices of the past within their particular contexts 
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and circumstances. So doing, we discover a tradition of rich complexity and 

change, not an idealised and pure simplicity. “If we relate to the past as 

something that settles everything for us, something whose meaning is utterly and 

finally plain,” Williams concludes, we close off history and put “an end to our 

self-awareness as historical persons.”129 Yet Williams also argues that a clear 

“mutual recognisability” of the Church of the past and of the present is a form of 

unity, recognised most fundamentally in a continuity of sacramental action.130 

When we recall and speak of people and communities from the historical 

record, we empower them in the present—especially those who were silenced by 

others. That is not to justify the past. We retain our ability to be critical of past 

thoughts and actions for, as we empower the voices of the past, we also are 

empowered by what has been said and written. Thus, the study of history 

generates present understanding and strategy.131 In reflective thinking about the 

past we discover our own nature. Particularly in the context of solidarity, we 

discover dispossession and our definition of self-interest becomes unsettled.132 Our 

reflection on history brings recognition of misrecognition, of non-communication, 

and of self-positioning as they are constantly affected by the distribution of 

power.133 

From Rose’s reading of Walter Benjamin,134 Williams draws the implication 

that politics and metaphysics have in common the reclamation of history as a 

resource of learning.135 Williams wants to make history dangerous, provocative, 

and challenging136 so that it questions us, not the reverse.137 We risk a “totalising 

and falsely reconciling theory of historical unity” if we forget that our own work 
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of interpretation and learning from history is itself without guarantee.138 Even in 

the New Testament, we see that unity happens within a history of competing 

claims and debate.139 

We do not know the final form of God’s revelation in humanity; we 

discover little by little through dialogue and work.140 The Christian claim is 

continually evolving and being defined. It offers a direction but not a final 

conclusion to the historical construction of human meaning.141 The faith “once 

delivered” for which we “should earnestly contend”142 is also the faith being 

delivered in the struggles of the present. Our conversation with past generations is 

unfinished because we are unfinished and our situation is one of change. As the 

Christ event was disruptive and transformative, so too are truth-revealing events 

throughout the history of Christ’s body. Williams affirms a parallel between 

Christian doctrine and human relationships, observing that “conversing with the 

Christian past is . . . simply something that we do, and like other conversations, it 

has its unexpected gulfs in understanding.”143 A fixed and complacent position 

will not learn to speak authoritatively and to respond to the aspirations of church 

people who find themselves to be in disagreement.144 

Accepting the historical thereness of the church prevents us from 

emphasising only our own needs and judgements. We may reasonably discuss 

how best to hold the catholic vision, but we must do so with humility and 

recognition of the complexities of our histories.145 Our liturgy is enacted so as to 

reflect and characterise believing life in the present, yet it rightly conserves ancient 

and ambiguous language and symbol. We read scripture and tradition “to bring 

out their strangeness, their non-obvious and non-contemporary qualities, in order 
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that they may be read both freshly and truthfully from one generation to 

another.”146 This is to make scripture and tradition more difficult before we can 

accurately grasp their simplicities. An understanding that they do not instantly 

and effortlessly make sense is fundamental to theology.147 

Medi Ann Volpe identifies two principles in Williams’s conversation with 

the past. The first is irreducible ambiguity in all conversation, whether with texts 

or people. The second is provisionality; the interpretations we give at any moment 

are never final. Finality belongs to the Author and Perfecter of our faith. That 

does not mean that provisional judgments are indefensible, for they are (or should 

be) made after careful discernment and reflection.148 To interpret history better, 

we employ many disciplines, especially hermeneutics, the methodology and 

foundations of which have themselves been the subject of much controversy, 

change and conflict.149 

Openness is fundamental to Williams’s hermeneutic. Openness to what we 

may not understand makes learning possible. Williams keeps history open by 

challenging its familiarity. One learns from the unknown and strange, not from 

what is already known and familiar. We are open to the strangeness of the past 

but do not treat it as beyond our grasp.150 In his own historical writing, Williams 

seeks to show that what happened was not as simple as we might be tempted to 

think. Commending Williams’s book on Bulgakov, Joseph O’Leary says that “the 

deepest lesson of Dr Williams’s career is that freedom of thought is the surest 

defence of orthodoxy.”151 Williams has been much engaged with Russian scholars 
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who flourished at a time when a call to freedom was a powerful undercurrent in 

the Russian Orthodox church. A frontal attack on close-minded narrowness is 

counter-productive, for it is to fight on the opponent’s ground. Openness and 

freedom in one’s own thinking is preferable. O’Leary says that “Williams shows 

a more excellent way: to step outside one’s parochial rut and open up to 

understanding of the other.”152 That other may have lived centuries ago. 

Gifts for the predecessors? 

Williams’s desire for solidarity with God’s people of the past includes the 

ancient writers, readers, and hearers of scripture. We sense a solidarity with them 

in our own tumultuous encounter with God’s gift.153 The idea of solidarity with 

the community of saints, past and future, recalls reflection by other scholars on 

“anamnestic solidarity.” In 1976, Helmut Peukert examined the implications of 

the theory of communicative action for a rejuvenated and theoretically secure 

version of fundamental theology. He adopted Christian Lenhardt’s typology of 

generations—the relation between perished ancestors, an oppressed present 

generation struggling for its liberation, and a liberated future generation.154 

Starting from the a priori of solidarity as a communicative action, Peukert wrote 

of the living and the dead being joined in an “anamnestic solidarity” which is 

“universal solidarity in the horizon of all humanity and of one unified history” 

that “anticipates the completion of salvation for all.”155 In the work of Johann 

Baptist Metz,156 solidarity is one of three categories of a theology that expresses 

both the mystical and practical dimensions of Christian faith—the other two 

being memory and narrative. Solidarity is a category of help, of bringing comfort 
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to the threatened and the suffering. Metz proposes a solidarity founded in a two-

fold hope in God—concerning the living, especially the oppressed and afflicted, 

and remembering the dead, with whom we are also in solidarity.157 

Williams affirms that we should think of our identity as believers (and hence 

our solidarity) as an exchange of gifts that may be an exchange between the living 

and the dead.158 An exchange of gifts with the past seems rather curious. How can 

we give to or communicate with the dead? Alfred Schutz (1899–1959) was an 

Austrian (and later American) philosopher whose work bridged sociology and 

phenomenology; he is increasingly recognised as one of his century’s leading 

philosophers of social science. His work is interesting here because of the clarity 

of his understanding of the relationships (and non-relationships) between people 

of the past and present.159 Schutz wrote that the world of my predecessors is 

distinguished from mine precisely because there can be no contemporary 

coordination of my conscious life with that of a predecessor. The predecessor is in 

a past that has no open future, nothing undecided, and nothing to be anticipated. 

“My predecessors,” Schutz stresses therefore, “cannot be experienced as free.”160 

Schutz implicitly distinguishes two types of absence of my predecessors from 

myself. First, although they may influence me, I cannot influence them. Second, 

there are actions of my predecessors of which I lack the knowledge and context to 

understand. Perceptions of the past are changeable, but the actuality of my 

predecessors is constant and unchangeable. I may be oriented to my predecessors, 

but I cannot act upon them. I can have no impact, beneficial or otherwise, on 

people of the past. Nonetheless, Schutz says, communicative signs left by a past 

actor are manifestations of that person’s conscious life. By refining my perspective 

of their possible subjective meaning, “I achieve a kind of pseudo-contemporaneity 
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of my own conscious life with the conscious life of the communicator.”161 

Nonetheless, a predecessor’s experience differs from my own. 

I have mentioned Williams’s affirmation that, as we speak of people and 

communities from the past, we empower them in the present.162 Although 

Schutz’s argument makes solidarity with people of the past seem implausible, 

Williams’s affirmation meets the criteria I have identified for solidarity—that it is 

an identification with the other and is seen in action. 

Apology for the past? 

In introducing Williams’s idea of solidarity, I referred to his insight that the 

cost of discipleship includes the discomfort of solidarity with those with whom 

we would rather not be associated, including through our connections with the 

past. There are things in history that make us cringe at what has been done 

supposedly in Christ’s name.163 Yet our identity as Christians, our solidarity as 

members of the body of Christ, extends to people of the past, whether or not we 

may like who they were or what they did.164 It would be strange to assume that 

we need not reflect truthfully about our origins.165 

It is not easy to decide whether and when the church should repent and 

apologise for the sins of the past. We are not to blame for the faults of our 

forebears, yet our identification with them makes us feel responsible, especially if 

we continue to benefit from what we now see to have been their misdeeds. 

Present members of most churches, for example, are not guilty of imposing 

slavery but church organisations and leaders have been slaveholders. In Australia, 

churches have little choice but to meet on land once taken violently from its 

aboriginal custodians. 

 
161. Ibid., 59. 
162. Williams, “Between Politics and Metaphysics,” 67. 
163. Rowan Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship” (The Cundy Christian Unity Lecture, 
St John’s College, Durham University, 1 June 2016), audio recording downloaded from 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/st-johns.college/news/Cundy_Rowan_Williams_2016.mp3 and 
transcribed in the Appendix to this thesis, 285. Please observe n.1 on p. 280 regarding citation. 
164. Williams, Why Study the Past? 27. 
165. Rowan Williams, “Sermon for a Service to Mark the Bicentenary of the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade Act,” Westminster Abbey, 27th March 2007, https://www.westminster-
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In a book on repentance by the church, Jeremy Bergen says that the church 

cannot be morally superior about its past. It cannot presume that it is better than 

it was.166 Christ, not the church, is judge of the church’s sins. Williams says that, 

confronted by the horrors of the past, the task of the church is not judgment but 

penitent self-knowledge.167 Williams has disparagingly called mere apology “the 

world’s currency.”168 Yet he spoke in a 2006 General Synod debate to support an 

apology for slavery by the Church of England. He said an apology was both 

“necessary and costly” because the present body of Christ exists across history 

and includes the sinfulness of its own past.169 A task of theology and history is to 

make sense and find God’s coherence in the midst of human failure.170 

4.6. In Conflict, Where is the Spirit? 

The question 

In A Margin of Silence, Williams looks at Pavel Florensky’s proposal that we 

rethink the doctrine of the Holy Spirit in connection with the history of salvation. 

The Spirit’s agency completes revelation, for authority and reason are not the 

whole story.171 The Kingdom is seen in the witness of the Spirit governing us and 

shaping our lives towards Christ. The Spirit is inseparably bound up with the 

outworking in history of salvation in Christ. “In our history, the kingdom is 

always on the way, never possessed, yet constantly breaking through in holiness 

and spiritual creativity.”172 

This chapter is about the interplay of interpretation and change with conflict 

and disagreement in the church. What then of the Spirit of God in all this? The 

Spirit is proclaimed as the one who leads into all truth, as the Spirit of truth, and 
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T & T Clark, 2011), 182. 
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171. Rowan Williams, A Margin of Silence: The Holy Spirit in Russian Orthodox Theology 
(Quebec: Éditions du Lys Vert, 2008), 14. 
172. Ibid., 16. 



Conflict and Change 

 

135 

as the Spirit who is the truth.173 On the face of it, scriptural affirmation of the 

guidance of the Spirit seems at odds with disagreement and conflict. If the Spirit is 

not sleeping while the church tears itself apart, what is the Spirit doing? Is the 

Spirit the agent of change? In this section, I look briefly at sufficient of Williams’s 

pneumatology to address the question of how he understands the Holy Spirit to 

be at work in the church in situations of disagreement and conflict. It would be a 

telling criticism of Williams’s theological understanding of conflict and difference 

if it were to take no account of the presence and action of the Holy Spirit. 

Williams says that the question “Where is the Spirit?” may not be 

answerable at all.174 It is certainly not answered, he says, by pointing to particular 

phenomena and declaring them to be the work of the Spirit. Attempts to identify 

the distinctive quality or work of the Spirit produce only “the most sterile 

abstractions.”175 

The Spirit of Christlikeness 

Williams’s theology of the Holy Spirit emerges from the mystery of the 

Trinitarian life. For Williams, the centre of pneumatology is in the Holy Spirit 

manifesting or witnessing to the loving relation of the Father and Son, bringing 

creation into encounter with that relation.176 The infiniteness of this witness 

necessarily means that the Spirit is fully present and not limited by a definition of 

role. At least since Nicaea critical theology has considered the notion of the Spirit 

as a clear and dramatic communicator to be problematic. The Spirit’s role is not 

epistemic.177 To restrict the Spirit to a mediatorial or an episodically inspirational 

role is regressive and risks making the Spirit a refuge from the critical.178 

Similarly, a god who omnipotently and magically intervenes from elsewhere to 

save us from ourselves and our misguidedness is illusory and incompatible with 

what we see of God in Christ. God has decided against changing reality as a 

means to dominate the world. That is not passivity or disengagement on God’s 
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part, but a response to the hurt, the woundedness—and the beauty—of the world. 

God is with the world and does not contrive to escape from it by obliterating 

difficulty.179 

The church has come to understand that the Spirit is neither restricted to the 

extraordinary nor identifiable with a distinct part of Christian life. The Spirit 

renews and gives life to the entirety of our human life in Christ. Thus, for 

example, Williams says that probably the most important Christian belief is that 

we are given the right to speak to God in exactly the same way that Jesus did, 

because the same Spirit that filled Jesus and raised him from death is given also to 

us.180 Williams challenges the adequacy of theologies that identify the Spirit 

principally as interpreter of the Word or agent of inspiration. 

Williams says that Christlikeness is the sign of the Spirit in individuals and 

in the church. We speak of a Spirit-filled community, but the church is the sign of 

the Spirit more than the Spirit’s habitation.181 Williams reads from Sergei 

Bulgakov, who writes of the Spirit of prophecy, that prophecy does not tell us 

new things, but deepens and strengthens Christlikeness.182 The Spirit of prophecy 

gives discernment about things here and now and their potential or failure to 

move Godwards. That is not a power to enforce outcomes. Rather, the prophetic 

Spirit activates vision and witness that enables and empowers believers’ right 

actions.183 The church becomes the place where the Spirit is manifest.184 

The category of Christlikeness is not without controversy. On 31 August 

2019, for example, the Synod of the Anglican Diocese of Wangaratta approved 

diocesan regulations to allow church blessing of civil marriages, including 

marriages of same-sex couples. Addressing the Synod, Bishop John Parkes said 

that, for Christians, the ultimate test of a particular action is not whether it is 

biblical, but whether it is Christlike. He declared the best of Anglican tradition to 
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be Christocentric and not Bibliocentric.185 Kanishka Raffel, Anglican Dean of 

Sydney, responded promptly by condemning a juxtaposition of Christlikeness and 

“biblical faithfulness” as disturbingly false and misleading. Because the church 

believes that the commands of Christ are “preserved for us in scripture,” Raffel 

said, it is wrong for the church to allow anything that is “contrary to God’s Word 

written.”186 The questions at issue here are what constitutes “biblical faithfulness” 

and how that is to be decided. 

The Spirit of a diverse church 

It is fundamental to Williams’s pneumatology that the Spirit is the Spirit of 

life both for individual believers and for the church, the Body of Christ. In 

A Margin of Silence, Williams writes of Vladimir Lossky’s perception of the Holy 

Spirit as establishing a pathway between the collective life and individualism—

a pathway learned from an engagement with tradition.187 In his Tokens of Trust, 

which is subtitled An Introduction to Christian Belief, Williams arranges the 

chapters around parts of the Apostles’ Creed: the Father, Jesus, the church, and 

resurrection life. He does not offer a separate chapter on the Holy Spirit. In the 

first paragraph of the chapter on the church, Williams says: “[W]hen the Creed 

moves us on to speak about believing in the Holy Spirit, it also moves us on to 

speak about our confidence, our trust in the Church.”188 As we live together in the 

church and participate together in the Eucharist, we pray in the Holy Spirit and 

receive the Spirit’s gifts.189 Diversity within the church reflects the diversity of 

those gifts from which come diverse perspectives on the mind of God and making 

God’s work real in the community of faith.190 

Williams observes from Florensky that faith is about the new and the 

unexpected, for the Spirit reveals “the importance of discontinuity, of 
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unexpectedness: the random.”191 Yet this movement of the Spirit is always in and 

towards Christ, a movement not of abstract universals, but in the lives of people. 

The Spirit is not a vague and generalised divine presence but is seen in the 

limitless variety of Christians as each responds to Christ. 

We cannot know God and God’s gifts to us fully unless we stand in the 

place where Jesus is.192 But that place, that conformity, is diverse. The Spirit calls 

us to be ourselves and to explore our freedom.193 The unifying work of the Spirit 

who draws us into Christ is in harmony with the Spirit’s fulfilment of the unique 

identity of each member of Christ’s body.194 As the Spirit enables us to occupy the 

place of Christ, Williams says, we need not negotiate for space, for favour, or for 

privilege. They are already ours in Christ.195 

The Spirit of change and growth 

The scriptural promise is that the Spirit will lead us into all truth, will take 

us towards the truth. Our knowledge is incomplete. Williams writes of the Spirit 

as “eschatological transformer of the created world”196 who brings to reality the 

human race of which the church is presently God’s “pilot project.” The Spirit 

teaches us find God in the tension between tradition and the unforeseen 

possibilities of the future.197 The Spirit is therefore much more than an 

“epistemological safeguard for the continuing work of Christ”198 so that we get 

things right. The Spirit empowers liberation and transformation and gives 

renewal and life.199 
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Williams contends that our puzzlement about what the church is and should 

be is the revelatory operation of the Spirit.200 As we wrestle with the meaning of 

our foundational events for the church today, the Spirit invites us to a patient, 

self-critical, suspicion of “theoretical resolution and conceptual neatness.”201 

As we are hurt by our conflicts, the Spirit does not impose an imprisoning, false 

unity but makes visible our true unity as we enjoy the love and healing presence 

of Christ. At a time when the Anglican Communion was at its most blemished 

and divided, Williams emphasised that the Spirit heals the Body, not the plans or 

statements of any person or group.202 

Lee Snook provides a pneumatological approach that supports Williams’s 

perspective of the Spirit’s work when there is conflict. Snook argues against the 

suggestion of God’s intervention in ordinary human life and history, for God is 

already present and acting by the Spirit. Rather than the Spirit’s action being an 

exception to ordinary experience, Snook says that the opposite is true. Ordinary 

experience and forms of power can be re-imagined in terms of the presence and 

power of God as Spirit.203 Real conflicts are not always reconciled but we need 

not wait for a final outcome before we can speak of the power and presence of 

the Spirit. The Spirit works in the complexities and limitations of our decision 

making, empowering us to act even when there is no assurance that conflict will 

be resolved.204 Despite the cost, we are enabled to act, not forever hesitating 

between two opinions.205 The Christian vision is realistic, for it accepts that choice 

is difficult and complex. But it is also hopeful, Snook says, for it believes that the 

many voices of diversity and competition can harmonise for the benefit of all.206 

Conclusion 

We have seen Williams’s principle that God creates difference from Godself, 

characterised by diversity—including in human society and the church. Williams’s 
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pneumatology is in harmony with that principle. It would be a nonsense to 

suppose that the Spirit works to eliminate difference as such, contrary to the 

intentions of the creator. 

I have also sought to show that, in Williams’s understanding, the Spirit 

cannot be limited to defined categories of work or manifestation. The Spirit is 

present in the whole of the church’s growth, learning, and change, and not limited 

to being a trumpeter of conclusions and specifics. That said, I am not convinced 

by Williams’s disavowal of any identification of a particular phenomenon as the 

work of the Spirit. There are many New Testament examples to the contrary, 

beginning with the Pentecost event itself.207 

How then does Williams understand the Holy Spirit to be at work in the 

church in situations of disagreement and conflict? Simply, but profoundly, by 

giving to the church all that can be given to bring Christlikeness. The response to 

conflict, as Williams says repeatedly, is penitence and listening, looking for Christ 

in each other. When the church is at odds with itself, the Spirit is fully present, 

not to be a loud voice of the Spirit’s volition, but to point the church to Jesus as 

the author and finisher of its faith. The slogan “What would Jesus do?” is at 

times trite, but it is not far from the question the Spirit ceaselessly asks of the 

church. The answer to the question is not the Spirit’s to dictate, but ours to 

discover in freedom, enabled by the Spirit. 

4.7. Summation 

In this chapter, I have discussed language, revelation, and the growth of 

orthodoxy together because each is of foundational importance and understood 

by Williams to have an inherent potential for conflict and disagreement. What 

these categories have in common are interpretation and change. With conflict 

there is always the risk of sometimes-drastic hurt. Yet the argument and 

disagreement inherent in our search for truth amidst change may benefit the 

church and the proclamation of the gospel. 
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As our speech and writing create meaning, their shared and unfinished 

qualities call us to trust and depend on each other. Our response is an act of faith. 

There is a risk of failure, of disagreement and enduring conflict. But, by the 

Spirit’s mercy, there is hope of oneness, unity, solidarity and consolation. 

A god about whom we know everything is not God. Therefore it is 

axiomatic that God’s self-revelation to us is a thing of puzzlement and wonder, 

which may generate disagreement and misunderstanding as we receive it and look 

for truth. That is not a measure of God’s inability to speak but of our inability to 

hear. No one can legitimately make authoritarian claims to possess all truth. But 

it is in and through our life as church, graced by the Spirit’s gifts, that we are led 

towards understanding and truth in Christ. 

As the church argues and questions its unity, Williams affirms that the work 

of the Holy Spirit is not to dictate pre-emptive answers but ceaselessly to reveal 

Christ. The Spirit gives and teaches Christlikeness, diversity, and freedom. 

Williams shows that Christian doctrines, and the orthodoxy they inhabit, 

are contingent facts of history. They emerge both from fraternal discussion and 

from bloody conflict at particular times in history. The church works continually 

to find clear and well-reasoned words that faithfully express our shared testimony 

of life and hope in Christ—a testimony grounded in the historicity of Jesus’ 

resurrection and the reality of our shared experience. That testimony, that reality, 

we have in common with Christian people and communities of the past. Their 

lives and actions remain “over against” ours, sometimes abhorrent and disputed, 

sometimes for rejoicing and agreement, but always in solidarity. 

 



 

 

Chapter 5. CONFLICT AND FAITH IN A PLURALIST SOCIETY 

Het publieke domein is de ruimte waarin hij de vrede als religieuze opdracht 
heeft ervaren en nagevolgd. 
The public domain is the space in which Williams has experienced and 
followed peace as a religious mission. — Stephan van Erp.1 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter looks at whether and how Rowan Williams’s ideas discussed 

thus far in this study apply to society as well as the church. I have mentioned his 

depiction of the church as becoming “what humanity is meant to look like . . . 

a pilot project for the human race.”2 Williams does not want walls between 

church and society, but doors and windows, unlocked and open. A missionary 

church witnesses to the world’s destiny as God’s kingdom and offers a critique 

that exposes fears and shows a path to new freedom.3 In this, the church stands in 

the world where Christ stands.4 Thus Ryan Green observes that Williams’s 

theology is “confidently a theology of the public square and also a theology of the 

church, even as the boundaries between the two are utterly porous.”5 

Williams speaks of solidarity within the church and also in society. Faith in 

the Public Square, published in 2012,6 is Williams’s most substantial publication 

on questions of public and political theology. In it, he makes little mention of 

solidarity as such. The essential ingredients of solidarity are nonetheless widely 

evident in the book. (Recall that the two defining characteristics of solidarity that 

I identified in Chapter 3 are, first, that it is an identification with the other and, 

second, that it is seen in action.) Faith in the Public Square is intentionally limited 

to speeches and lectures Williams gave while Archbishop of Canterbury. 
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Williams’s lecture that I have identified as the genesis of more explicit proposals 

on solidarity was given in June 2012, after he left Canterbury.7 

Williams wryly admits that the theologian engaging in public debate risks 

“blundering into unseen complexities.”8 Nevertheless, theology cannot stand back 

or climb into the ivory tower. In an essay dedicated to Williams, John Milbank 

questions whether theology should be answerable to the norms and values of 

liberal democratic society, or whether it should be the church seeking 

understanding indissociable from the faith.9 I suspect that Williams might answer: 

both. 

5.2. Faith’s Political Vision 

Williams applies his positive conception of conflict to the role of the church 

in a democratic society. He proposes for the church and the churches a way of 

being in society similar to Christians’ individual participation in the community 

of faith. If it seeks the respect that will allow it to be itself, the church must affirm 

that no human group is entitled to less of God’s love or human respect, 

compassion, and service than any other.10 The church proclaims a universal social 

vision, for “the practice of mission takes it for granted that it is possible to 

imagine a community in which the good of each is inseparable from the good of 

all.”11 In contemporary Western society, Williams comments, that is a “strange 

and rather subversive thing to be doing.”12 Yet it is a principle to which he 

returns repeatedly in his speeches and writings. As in the church, society becomes 
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10. Rowan Williams, “Faith Communities in a Civil Society,” in FPS, 307. 
11. Williams, Mission and Christology, 7. 
12. Rowan Williams, Mission and Christology: The J. C. Jones Memorial Lecture (Brynmawr: 
Welsh Members’ Council, Church Missionary Society, 1994), 7. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

144 

community when people take responsibility for each other and are answerable for 

each other’s wellbeing.13 

Not the least of the ways for religion to engage in conflict for the betterment 

of society is in challenging a secularist paradigm that is dominated by 

functionalism and affirms only a utilitarian assessment of what is good.14 

Williams views society itself as a religious phenomenon and he takes faith to be 

political. Our understanding and negotiation of life together are politics and are 

essential to our identity as Christians.15 As Williams looks at politics, he searches 

out similarities between the language and the motivations of believers and 

unbelievers. For him, it is clear that religion has a part in social discussion of the 

common good. Moreover, the language of faith and theological reflection offer a 

perspective not to be found elsewhere. Yet, in public conversation, the dominant 

religious or secular belief of a country or culture should never have the last 

word.16 

The Christian disciple’s politics are shaped by a responsibility to God and 

the other, looking for a shared life that is open to God’s justice.17 The people of 

God seek not merely to make statements about God but to demonstrate that more 

and better things are possible. They want to show that self-giving, forgiveness, 

and reconciliation are at hand.18 They look for a society free of oppression, 

scapegoating, and the violence of exclusion—a society that receives every person 

as an irreplaceable gift. The church community’s role in the world is to inhabit 

the place of Jesus’ priesthood, making Jesus’ priestly ministry real and accessible 
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in the world. That is a place where competition, anxiety, and violence are 

meaningless.19 

Mike Higton says that Williams’s distinctive political vision is one, 

ultimately, of peace.20 It is a vision centred on Christ, a culture in which the 

diversity of human experience is brought together in the identity of Jesus.21 But to 

be Christlike does not mean being undifferentiated clones; Christ’s likeness is not 

borne identically by every person. Our differences are something that God seeks 

not to eliminate but to redeem and sanctify. Every life is unique; Jesus himself 

came to us as one human person and uniquely lived his own life. “God wants 

particulars, not generalities . . . . What is bestowed on each of us is particularity, 

one utterly distinctive way of being Christ-like.”22 

A reading of Faith in the Public Square supports the view that, for Williams, 

the religious and secular are not strictly separated. In the book, he gathers 

“a series of worked examples”23 that look for connections between public 

questions and an essential Christian understanding. Williams comments that for 

him as Archbishop there was “no reprieve from the task of working out how 

doctrine impacts on public life.”24 The essays are diverse in focus, yet Williams 

finds some “unifying threads” that contribute to “broader theory about faith and 

the social order.”25 Jonathan Chaplin goes further, arguing that there is greater 

systematic coherence in the essays than Williams implies, amounting to a 

sustained argument for the contribution of religious faith to public and political 

life.26 “What I am concerned to keep in view,” Williams says elsewhere, “is the 
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Institute for Critical Catholic Inquiry, St Edmund’s College, University of Cambridge, Themed 
Seminar Series 2012-13, 23 November 2012), 2, https://www.vhi.st-edmunds.cam.ac.uk 
/resources-folder/papers-files/paper chaplin. 
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danger of setting the common life of the Church too dramatically apart from the 

temporal ways in which the good is realised in a genuinely contingent world.”27 

On 11 September 1906, Mohandas Gandhi addressed a public meeting in 

Johannesburg that was to be a key event in bringing satyagraha—civil 

disobedience and non-co-operation—to bear against what was to become the 

apartheid system. (Satyagraha literally means “clinging to truth.”28) Speaking on 

the centenary of that Johannesburg gathering, Williams said that the central 

principle set out by Gandhi and his supporters was that we must witness to truth 

no matter what the cost. This resistance of oppression cannot be violent, for that 

merely echoes the oppressor’s violence.29 Gandhian satyagraha assumes that a 

pluralist culture will allow the voice of faith to be heard only when it ceases to be 

yet another set of demands for what it supposes to be its rights and privileges; 

Gandhi’s vision was of a truth that does not depend on worldly victory. 

An authentic religious community is seen because of its dependence on God. It 

secures its right to exist not by a self-preoccupied concern for its own safety but 

in the call of God and a refusal to enforce its rights by human conflict.30 Although 

we approach civil society and its institutions with due humility, we ought not let 

go that we have a gift to offer that is greater than ourselves, the gift of God’s 

calling and renewal.31 

Some say that Western society must free itself from Christianity. Others 

insist that it rediscover its Christian roots lest it lose itself in nihilism and 

relativism. As Lieven Boeve remarked in an address honouring Williams, both 

positions often give way to self-satisfied withdrawal from further discussion. 

Williams does not allow such a withdrawal. He continually formulates positions 

on matters of public concern, urging greater solidarity in society. He is inspired 

 
27. Rowan Williams, “Saving Time: Thoughts on Practice, Patience and Vision,” New Blackfriars 
73, no. 861 (1992): 323, doi:10.1111/j.1741-2005.1992.tb07249.x. 
28. Mohandas K. Gandhi, Non-Violent Resistance (Satyagraha) (New York: Schocken Books, 
1961), iii. 
29. Williams, “Faith Communities in a Civil Society,” 302. 
30. Ibid., 304–5. 
31. Ibid., 309. 
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by the conviction that we can have diversity and difference without sacrificing 

unity.32 

5.3. Pluralism, Secularism and the State 

If, as Williams argues, the state has no sacred character, it cannot be the sole 

source of common life.33 He envisages a diversity of groups forming society as a 

“community of communities.”34 Such groups play a fundamental and constitutive 

role in the lives and social identities of their members. Williams has in mind a 

broad, diverse collection of such “intermediate institutions”, including “all sorts 

of civil associations.”35 He proposes a modest but crucial role for the liberal 

democratic state in bringing these communities together to debate policy and to 

negotiate disagreement and conflict for the common good.36 In so doing, the state 

mediates between the extremes of market individualism and state control. Two 

concepts in particular are foundational for Williams’s proposals: interactive 

pluralism and procedural secularism.37 

Interactive pluralism 

Williams sees community as indispensable to human wellbeing. The 

diversity of interwoven ethnic and religious affiliations seen in community groups 

is an outworking of the relationality found in all people, people made in the 

image of God. Ignoring, disrespecting, or harming those affiliations violates 

human dignity.38 Williams proposes that community groups come together in 

 
32. Lieven Boeve, “Laudatio for His Grace Dr Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury [on 
the Conferral of an Honorary Doctorate],” Leuven, Catholic University of Leuven, 2011, 
https://www.kuleuven.be/communicatie/congresbureau/evenementen/patron-saints-
day/2011/laudatio-for-his-grace-dr.-rowan-williams-archbishop-of-canterbury.html. 
33. Rowan Williams, “Religion, Diversity and Tolerance,” in FPS, 80. 
34. Rowan Williams, “The Government Needs to Know How Afraid People Are,” New 
Statesman 140, no. 5057 (13 June 2011): 4, https://www.newstatesman.com 
/uk-politics/2011/06/long-term-government-democracy. 
35. Ibid. 
36. Rowan Williams, “Pluralism—Public and Religious,” in FPS, 126–35. 
37. Williams’s reflections on modern society are indebted to the “political pluralism” associated 
with Acton, Maitland, Laski, J. N. Figgis and, more recently, David Nicholls. For these theorists, 
people are not primarily members of a state as a single community but first belong to smaller 
groupings, in which they cooperate and find social identity. Rowan Williams, “Law, Power and 
Peace,” in FPS, 50. 
38. Chaplin, “Person, Society and State,” 7. 
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“interactive pluralism.”39 Interactive pluralism would incorporate a public 

framework in which the communities are encouraged to interact in dialogue and 

shared action. This is more dynamic than a multiculturalism that merely affirms 

the cultural diversity in society, without much by way of action or political 

participation.40 To encourage communication when communities withdraw into 

themselves or engage in conflict, there must be an entity capable of brokerage or 

mediation.41 For the present (at least in a liberal democracy) it is the state that has 

the resources to do this and, through law, to provide a stable environment and a 

means to settle disputes.42 

A pluralist model of political life may also operate internationally in the 

relationships between states and groups of states, without requiring a 

commitment to a universal sovereignty. As Christians are wary of sacred claims 

for any national polity, they also would deny any human claim to universal 

sovereignty. The only theologically grounded sovereignty is that of Christ.43 

Williams notes that the pluralist vision has been questioned by some as 

leaving the state as such without a goal, without a moral good of its own.44 He 

argues that the coexistence of moral communities in a complex state is itself a 

goal, a commonly held good of the pluralist state.45 The moral interest of the state 

is to counter absolutism and to secure the liberty of groups to pursue their own 

social goods, in co-operation with each other where necessary. The state is in a 

position to facilitate such co-operation. 

Procedural secularism 

Interactive pluralism connects with procedural secularism. Williams draws 

out the increasingly understood distinction between what he calls “procedural” 

and “programmatic” secularism, endorsing the former and condemning the 

 
39. Williams, “Law, Power and Peace,” 61; Rowan Williams, “Religion, Diversity and 
Tolerance,” in FPS, 80–1. 
40. Williams, “Law, Power and Peace,” 58. 
41. Ibid., 50. 
42. Ibid. 
43. Ibid., 57. 
44. Williams mentions J. N. Figgis and T. H. Green as proponents of pluralism. Their ideas, he 
says, became less attractive in the light of the two world wars of the twentieth century, but 
Williams does not specifically identify critics of pluralism. Ibid., 59. 
45. Ibid., 57–8. 
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latter.46 There is a befuddling history of competing and partly overlapping 

definitions related to secularism. Rajeev Bhargava, for example, identifies an 

“ultra-procedural secularism” that sets aside any appeal at all to ultimate ideals—

so much so that they cannot even be invoked to separate religion from politics.47 

In another example, Simon Glendinning distinguishes “political secularity” from 

“political theocracy”, which he opposes.48 A procedurally secular state, as 

explained by Williams, does not actively promote a secularist worldview (which 

would be programmatic secularism). It refrains from actively advancing any one 

or more of the many worldviews held by its diverse citizenry. Rather than 

appealing to a single tradition of faith as a source of legitimacy, a procedurally 

secular state sees value in religious diversity. It listens to all authentic religious 

communities and encourages open collaboration.49 Recognising that democratic 

ideals are motivated by large and visionary commitments, a procedurally secular 

state will foster debate and disputation, some of religious origin, that contribute 

to an “argumentative democracy.”50 Such debate may be vociferous, but it will be 

civil and informed by a desire to understand each other for the common good.51 

Proponents of differing perspectives will have to reckon with reasoned criticism 

and the consequent possibility of change. 

A programmatic secularism that confines people’s faith and moral 

inspirations to the level of private choices weakens public debate. History reminds 

us repeatedly that if what a government supposes to be rational cannot be 

criticised on the basis of enduring truth, there is potential for great harm and 

limited opportunity for social change.52 A state that is a community of 

communities will work with diverse people and principles for the good of all. 

 
46. See Williams, “Introduction,” 2–3, Rowan Williams, “Has Secularism Failed?” in FPS, 20–1, 
Williams, “Secularism, Faith and Freedom,” in FPS, 35. 
47. Rajeev Bhargava, “The Secular Imperative,” India International Centre Quarterly 22, no. 1 
(Spring 1995): 6. 
48. Simon Glendinning, “Japheth’s World: The Rise of Secularism and the Revival of Religion 
Today,” The European Legacy 14, no. 4 (July 2009): 441–2, doi:10.1080/10848770902999500. 
49. Rowan Williams, “Pluralism—Public and Religious,” 135. 
50. Ibid. 
51. Ibid., 128. 
52. Williams, “Introduction,” 3. 
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Despite various church involvements with absolutist regimes, a decentralised 

pluralism better matches the life of the faith community. 

Alongside Williams and other Christians, Muslim scholars in Britain have 

also been concerned to discuss secularism and the place of religion in a liberal 

democracy.53 Although they employ slightly different language, Abdullah Sahin 

and Tariq Modood, for example, are each similar to Williams in the distinction 

they make between an ideological rigidity that excludes religion from the public 

sphere and a more open politics that allows a public role for religion. Thus Sahin 

names the former “secularism” and the later “secularity.”54 Modood proposes a 

spectrum of “secularism” which may take radical or moderate forms.55 On the 

other hand, Martijn de Koning invokes Muslim scholars Talal Asad and Saba 

Mahmood to argue that Williams’s distinction between procedural and 

programmatic secularism is untenable.56 Secularism of any kind, de Koning says, 

seeks to make the state the primary object of loyalty, religious scruples 

notwithstanding. This is opposed to Williams’s idea of procedural secularism, 

which proposes loyalty to religious and other community groups and to the state 

in some form of balance. De Koning maintains that there is always a set of beliefs 

concerning what is the public good, the maintenance of which, free from religion, 

is programmatic secularism. Concerning Islam in particular, he thinks that any 

separation between procedural and programmatic secularism is redundant. 

Muslims debate whether or not it could be possible for their primary loyalty to be 

to the state in any form. Some dismiss secularism entirely in favour of a 

religiously governed community life. Whether or not de Koning’s comments are 

convincing, my point here is to illustrate that the distinction Williams makes is 

supported by some and contested by others. 

 
53. See: Yahya Bart, Dilwar Hussain and Attaullah Siddiqui, eds., British Secularism and Religion: 
Islam, Society and the State (Markfield: Kube, 2011). 
54. Abdullah Sahin, “Islam Secularity and the Culture of Critical Openness: A Muslim 
Theological Reflection,” in Bart, Hussain and Siddiqui, British Secularism and Religion, 2–24. 
55. Tariq Modood, “Civic Recognition and Respect for Religion in Britain’s Moderate 
Secularism,” in Bart, Hussain and Siddiqui, British Secularism and Religion, 55–76. 
56. Martijn de Koning, “The Limits of Faith in the Public Square,” review of Faith in the Public 
Square, by Rowan Williams, TELOSscope, 20 January 2014, https://www.telospress.com 
/the-limits-of-faith-in-the-public-square. 
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With a modest state in a complex pluralist society, space is made to tackle 

large and potentially conflicted ethical questions. The pluralist ideal by no means 

prevents conflict between communities. Nor does it prevent dispute with the 

state.57 Argument (in the proper sense) is essential, in which religious communities 

should participate while “not constantly demanding the right not to be 

offended.”58 Such argument demands of all sides an ability to hear things as 

others might hear them. What seems harmless or even beneficial to some may 

well appear sinister to others. For believers to participate well in political 

argument requires good theology that makes them less anxious about their faith 

and less willing to use violence or coercion. Christians are not disempowered by a 

realistic sense of their limitations and dependence.59 They acknowledge that there 

is more to people and things than they can understand, let alone want to 

control.60 Regrettably, even the best arguments and strongest protests are often 

ignored. At London rally on 26 June 2019 advocating action on climate change, 

Williams said, “we are living in an irrational civilisation, with the irrationality of 

someone sawing off the branch they are sitting on.”61 Williams proposes a kind of 

humility in public discussion and, perhaps, a sense of awe at the wonder and 

complexity of those we encounter. But that does not imply silence.62 

Pluralism and sovereignty 

David Horstkoetter finds that a “simplistic binary” of social justice versus 

faithfulness “structures much of the discourse about the political meaning of 

Christianity in the United States.”63 He takes the work of Gary Dorrien and 

Stanley Hauerwas as representing the two sides. Central to the differences 

between the two scholars is the relationship between human subjectivity and 

agency on the one hand and God’s sovereign agency on the other. Dorrien’s 

 
57. Williams, “Introduction,” 4. 
58. Ibid. 
59. Ibid. 
60. Ibid., 5. 
61. Ellen Teague, “Thousands Lobby for Action on Climate Change,” The Tablet, 27 June 2019, 
https://www.thetablet.co.uk/news/11818/thousands-lobby-for-action-on-climate-change. 
62. Williams, “Introduction,” 5. 
63. David Wade Horstkoetter, “Gary Dorrien, Stanley Hauerwas, Rowan Williams, and the 
Theological Transformation of Sovereignties” (PhD thesis, Marquette University, 2016), 14, 
http://epublications.marquette.edu/dissertations_mu/632. 
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“panentheistic monism” (as Horstkoetter terms it64) is integrated with the 

sovereignty of the modern state. Hauerwas opposes state sovereignty as an 

attempt to reject God’s gifts and usurp God’s sovereignty. Horstkoetter argues 

that Rowan Williams goes beyond both positions by calling for the 

transformation of the modern nation-state’s sovereignty, thus freeing Dorrien and 

Hauerwas from their shared assumption of its permanence. As we have seen, 

Williams advocates remaking the hegemonic state into one that supports a robust, 

interactive pluralism. He moves beyond an impasse about survival within a 

political structure to a change of its fundamental nature. 

Translation of Christian language into secular idiom would seem to make 

Christianity publicly invisible, forcing it back to being solely private. Horstkoetter 

says that, in interactive pluralism, Williams replaces privatisation and translation 

“with precisely what they repress: the acceptance of authoritative corporate 

bodies in public life.”65 Like Dorrien, Williams envisages a constructive role for 

the state in fostering the common good while, with Hauerwas, he rejects state 

hegemony and its mechanisms of privatisation and translation.66 

Because he does not assume the modern state’s hegemonic sovereignty to be 

permanent, Williams is able to propose procedural secularism in the context of 

interactive pluralism. He seeks to change the role and power of the state. 

Paradoxically, a greater role for the state in coordinating the political involvement 

of community groups would ameliorate its hegemony. Williams proposes that 

corporate bodies, including religious groups, have a greater and more 

authoritative role in the discussion and mutual recognition essential to public life. 

Each such grouping has particular characteristics and is recognised (to differing 

extents and in differing ways) as having legitimate authority for its members in 

their political and public life.67 An interactive pluralist society depends on 

recognition by its member groups of each other’s communication in its own 

terms, not through translation into a neutral code. 

 
64. Ibid., 129. 
65. Ibid., 306. 
66. Ibid., 307. 
67. Ibid., 308. 
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Thus in the 2008 lecture that was widely misinterpreted in the so-called 

“Shari’a law” controversy,68 Williams argued for an expansion of England’s legal 

system69 to recognise that faiths like Islam have their own juridical methods of 

reconciliation that are authoritative for their adherents. Williams employed 

Jewish scholar Ayelet Shachar’s notion of “transformative accommodation” to 

propose that people might choose the jurisdiction in which to seek resolution of 

matters falling within a defined scope.70 Such a move away from a monopolistic 

system of jurisprudence would transform the legal system, communal groups, and 

the relationships between the two, without compromising the essential loyalties 

and values of either.71 

5.4. Religion’s Gift to a Pluralist Society 

In Chapter 1, I noted Williams’s criticism of postmodernism as absolving its 

adherents from the political difficulty of engaging with another’s ideas and 

interests. He warns that postmodern pluralism brings the prospect of no real 

discussion of human goals and destiny.72 The Christian community has distinctive 

convictions about human destiny and human nature. Its task is to draw out 

assumptions made in the course of public debate and to stimulate a better 

informed and rigorous discussion.73 Christian identity offers a way of living 

together that contributes to political life as a gift. It is a way of life that is 

responsible to God, responsible to the other, and open to God’s justice. 

Williams has found an “ironic satisfaction in the way several political 

thinkers today are quarrying theological traditions for ways forward.”74 

A democracy with religious roots is one that asks of any policy whether it equips 

 
68. Rowan Williams, “Civil and Religious Law in England: A Religious Perspective,” 
Ecclesiastical Law Journal 10, no. 3 (2008): 262–82. (Lecture given at the Royal Courts of Justice, 
London, 7 February 2008.) 
69. Williams’s proposals here were in a specifically English context, not that of other countries in 
the United Kingdom or elsewhere. 
70. Williams, “Civil and Religious Law in England,” 274; Ayelet Shachar, Multicultural 
Jurisdictions: Cultural Differences and Women’s Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2001), 117–45. See also Ayelet Shachar, “State, Religion, and the Family: The New Dilemmas of 
Multicultural Accommodation,” in Rex Ahdar and Nicholas Arony, eds., Shari’a in the West 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 131–2. 
71. Williams, “Civil and Religious Law in England,” 274. 
72. Williams, Mission and Christology, 4–5. 
73. Rowan Williams, “Faith and Politics.” 
74. Williams, “The Government Needs to Know How Afraid People Are,” 5. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

154 

people and communities in society to build up each other. As throughout his 

work, Williams comes to self-dispossession, giving, and preference for the other 

as the stuff of relationship. Letting go our own needs and desires opens up the 

possibility of meaningful self-giving action. This applies to the church in society 

as much as to any other relationship. Churches are among those able to work 

with others to discuss difficult social issues with respect and understanding. Thus 

Williams describes the church’s life as “kenotic and sophianic” ethical work “in 

which self-forgetting brings joy, common, shared joy.”75 

Wendy Dackson draws from Williams the concepts of integrity and space as 

foundational for a non-parochial social theology not limited to particular issues.76 

Theology that has integrity does not conceal its true agenda. It is open to genuine 

responses, is imaginative, and does not claim a total perspective.77 Such integrity 

is valuable in public theology, as it avoids foregone conclusions and allows 

comprehensive openness. “Breathing space” is necessary for humility, integrity, 

and theological understanding. It was used by Williams concerning the last words 

of the aircraft passengers who died in the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Some of them, in 

final phone calls to loved ones, set aside their own need to speak and made room 

for the grief and terror of those they loved.78 Such is a gift of breathing space to 

the other. It is rarely created by religious language alone. Rather than uttering 

words about God, the gift of space stands aside to allow God’s presence in 

wisdom and compassion.79 For Williams, to create a space for discourse about 

uncomfortable aspects of contemporary life is a gift Christian theology offers to 

society. 

What, then, of diversity and difference between religions? Williams 

challenges what he sees as the assumption by many that differences in religious 

faith are at odds with social harmony and that declarations of absolute religious 

 
75. Rowan Williams, “Creation, Creativity, and Creatureliness: The Wisdom of Finite Existence,” 
in Brian Treanor, Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba, eds., Being-in-Creation: Human 
Responsibility in an Endangered World (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), 31. 
76. Wendy Dackson, “Anglicanism and Social Theology,” Anglican Theological Review 94, no. 4 
(2012): 633. 
77. Rowan Williams, “Theological Integrity,” in OCT, 3–15. 
78. Rowan Williams, Writing in the Dust: After September 11 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Publishing, 2002), 5–6. 
79. Dackson, “Anglicanism and Social Theology,” 633. 
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truth or loyalty are “threatening and unacceptable.”80 Their adherents believe 

that religions exist because of a more-than-human initiative. A religious 

community that is confident of its beliefs will neither need nor desire coercion or 

violence to advance its ideas. Religious violence usurps divine authority for God 

does not need to be protected by human violence. Trust in the divine nullifies any 

need for a policy of human survival at all costs.81 

The presence of competing religious claims to the truth, Williams says, 

paradoxically serves the cause of social unity by requiring a politics of negotiation 

and a struggle for mutual understanding. As in the church, Williams argues the 

benefit to society of non-violent, mutually responsible “conflict”, rather than 

apathetic acquiescence in whatever seems easiest. The presence of disagreement 

between religious communities is vital to the common wellbeing and may 

significantly help in securing certain kinds of social cohesion. The presence in 

society of multiple irreconcilable systems of religious belief demands a certain 

pragmatism in politics and everyday life.82 We find that we best defend ourselves 

by defending diversity, by defending others and their right to be seen and heard, 

by defending their right to be different from ourselves. When a religious 

community participates in public discussion, it challenges liberal secular society’s 

characterisation of religious belief as strictly personal. 

Williams argues that religious allegiance need not undermine reasonable 

political loyalty to the state. He uses the work of William Cavanaugh,83 Maleiha 

Malik,84 and Tim Winter85 to support the view that religious communities can 

loyally and positively participate in public discussions in secular liberal states 

while living by narratives not shared by the whole society.86 

 
80. Rowan Williams, “Religious Diversity and Social Unity,” in FPS, 292. 
81. Ibid., 293–6. 
82. Ibid., 297–301. 
83. William Cavanagh, Theopolitical Imagination (London: T & T Clark, 2002). 
84. Maleiha Malik, “Muslims and Participatory Democracy,” in Mohammad Siddique Seddon, 
Dilwar Hussain and Nadeem Malik, eds., British Muslims: Loyalty and Belonging (Markfield: 
Islamic Foundation, c. 2003), 69–85. 
85. Tim Winter, “Muslim Loyalty and Belonging,” in Seddon, Hussain and Malik, eds., British 
Muslims, 3–22. 
86. Rowan Williams, “Convictions, Loyalties and the Secular State,” in FPS, 37-48. 
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Religious diversity stands against state absolutism and insists that faith 

communities have a say in public decision making. It operates in a democratic 

society as a guarantor of comprehensive debate and consultation. If a society 

seeks to legislate on a controverted matter, religious bodies may properly argue 

for an outcome they prefer.87 The dialogue and intellectual conflicts that 

distinguish religious traditions from each other demonstrate the persistent variety 

of fundamental questions and responses. We are stimulated to construct a more 

inclusive history and to see that seemingly divergent thinking, imagination, and 

faith can be brought together to form society.88 Religious diversity teaches us that 

a meaningful integration of society requires taking account of human 

relationships with the sacred.89 

5.5. An Example: Economic Conflict and Solidarity 

Williams’s concerns in the public square 

Williams’s personal intentions and his work as church leader have led him 

to engage with a diversity of social and political questions. The categories he uses 

to organise the chapters of Faith in the Public Square are helpful. He begins with 

over-arching questions of secularism, law, power, the role of the state, and the 

place of religion in public affairs. The second part of the book addresses plurality, 

human rights, violence and harmony, and the challenges of living together in 

community. Much of the remainder of Faith in the Public Square focusses on 

specific issues in public and political life. There is a focus on England, but the 

essays have general application. Several broad topics emerge: care for the 

environment, economics and finance, justice and equity, and religious diversity. 

Notably absent is moral decision making, although Williams has written and 

spoken about that elsewhere. I will discuss Williams’s approach to politically 

contested moral questions in the next section. 

To illustrate Williams’s approach to conflict on public issues, I now look 

briefly at one of the above topics: his ideas on economic life, which could be seen 

 
87. Williams, “Religious Diversity and Social Unity,” 298. 
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as an interaction between theology and political economy. In thinking about our 

participation in the economy, believers look for ways for everyone to give and 

share in a humane community that fits into the divine plan of salvation. Believers 

should be accountable for their integrity in economic life so that, instead of being 

restrained only by law, they act as people called to help sustain the community. 

The Big Society 

In July 2010 the newly elected centre-right United Kingdom government 

launched a “Big Society” initiative, intended, among other things, to give local 

communities in England90 more power, to encourage volunteerism, and to deliver 

more services through charities and social enterprises rather than the public 

sector. The idea had its critics91 and was attacked by the opposition Labour Party 

as a cloak for a small state and savage spending cuts.92 Speaking at a forum on 

the Big Society shortly after the government’s launch, Williams again said that the 

New Testament vision of the society that God wants to see flourish is one of 

active dependence on one other where everyone has something to give to the 

common life. Thus the theological context for discussion of the Big Society was a 

robust concept of inter-dependence—an often-repeated and central theme in what 

Williams says about public life. The Big Society seemed “to take seriously that 

element of the irreplaceable personal relational quality that makes good 

societies.”93 

 
90. The Big Society initiative applied specifically to England. 
91. For example: George Eaton, “The ‘Big Society’: New Doubts Emerge,” New Statesman, 
19 July 2010, https://www.newstatesman.com/blogs/the-staggers/2010/07/society-bank-reserves-
cameron; Lorie Charlesworth, “England’s Early ‘Big Society’: Parish Welfare Under the Old Poor 
Law,” History & Policy, 1 November 2010, http://www.historyandpolicy.org/policy-
papers/papers/englands-early big-society-parish-welfare-under-old-poor-law; Anna Coote, 
“Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ Will Leave the Poor and Powerless Behind,” Guardian, 19 July 2010, 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/jul/19/big-society-cameron-equal-opportunity; 
Telegraph (London), “Big Society: Reactions to David Cameron’s Project” 14 February 2011, 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/david-cameron/8323095/Big-Society-reactions-to-
David-Camerons-project.html. 
92. Ed Milliband, “The Big Society: A Cloak for the Small State,” Independent, 13 February 
2011, https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/commentators/ed-miliband-the-big-society-a-cloak-
for-the-small-state-2213011.html. 
93. Rowan Williams, “How Should Churches Respond to the Big Society?” Oasis Charities 
Parliament, London, 23 July 2010, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/571/how-
should-churches-respond-to-the-big-society-rowan-williams. 
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As time passed, Williams became increasingly critical of indecisiveness and 

muddle in the implementation of the Big Society. In March 2011, he welcomed 

the serious debate opened up by the concept but criticised a lack of specifics on 

how its ideals could be realised. He proposed theology as a resource “for a society 

currently facing the likelihood of pretty high levels of anxiety and 

disorientation.”94 In June 2011, Williams described the term “Big Society” as 

having “fast become painfully stale,” and wrote of “the bafflement and 

indignation that the present government is facing over its proposals for reform.”95 

The Big Society declined as an instrument of government policy and in 2013 the 

government ceased using the term.96 

Elaine Graham argues that Williams’s interventions into England’s debate 

on the Big Society are part of a tradition of public theology in which Christian 

teaching informs fundamental principles underpinning the nature of political 

participation and societal values.97 The Church of England has a local presence 

alongside the nation’s most marginalised while, as the established church, it has 

ease of access to the corridors of power.98 Williams has been in a position to 

“speak truth to power”, a particular role of public theology.99 In a study of the 

role of the Archbishops of Canterbury in contemporary English politics, Daniel 

Gover observes that, for more than a generation, their statements have reflected 

the theological values of the common good and a concern for the wellbeing of 

society as a whole.100 Gover finds the Archbishops’ comments often to have been 

both Christian and counter-cultural, forcing politics to consider what it means to 

 
94. Rowan Williams, “Big Society—Small World?” Commemoration Oration at King’s College 
London, 21 March 2011, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/888/archbishop-big-
society-small-world. 
95. Williams, “The Government Needs to Know How Afraid People Are,” 4. 
96. In the eyes of many of its critics, the final blow to the Big Society was a damaging audit 
published by London think tank Civil Exchange in January 2015. Caroline Slocock, Ruth Hayes 
and David Harker, Whose Society? The Final Big Society Audit (London: Civil Exchange, 2015). 
97. Elaine Graham, “The Archbishop Speaks, But Who Is Listening? The Dilemmas of Public 
Theology Today,” Ecclesiology 8, no. 2 (2012): 203, doi:10.1163/174553112X630462. 
98. Elaine Graham, “Establishment, Multiculturalism and Social Cohesion,” in M. Chapman, ed., 
The Established Church: Past, Present and Future (London: T & T Clark, 2011), 124–40. 
99. Duncan B. Forrester, “Speaking Truth to Power,” in M. Halteman and A. Thomson, eds., 
Seek the Welfare of the City: Church and Society in Scotland and Northern Ireland (Belfast: 
Centre for Contemporary Christianity in Ireland, 2002), 106–16. 
100. Daniel Gover, Turbulent Priests? The Archbishop of Canterbury in Contemporary English 
Politics (London: Theos, 2011), 21–2. 



Conflict and Solidarity in a Pluralist Society 

 

159 

be human.101 Graham suggests that, if the churches in England are to continue to 

have a significant public role, the nature of public theological discourse should 

change, for “the voice of God has been marginalised.”102 In their public theology, 

the churches must not only endeavour to speak truth about public matters but 

need also need to argue for their right to speak.103 

Financial crisis 

Williams wrote and spoke several times on the 2007–09 global financial 

crisis. He blamed greed for the crisis.104 The financial sector seemed to have 

behaved in self-contradictory and destructive ways. Williams recalled Marx’s 

criticism of capitalism as a mythology that ascribes reality, power, and agency to 

entities that have no life in themselves. Similarly, to ascribe such autonomy to a 

financial system was idolatrous.105 The crisis prompted sharp questions about 

what should be valued in our economic behaviour. “Have we not begun to create 

a kind of human being whose default setting is really profoundly selfish, 

profoundly introverted? And how on earth do we build a society on that kind of 

basis?”106 What is economic growth for and to whom is it important? Such are 

the questions that Williams addressed in lectures given during the crisis.107 The 

questions can be answered sensibly only from a truthful understanding of what 

humanity is for.108 God has made a world that may reflect God’s liberty and 

generosity.109 Our salvation in Christ establishes a community of mutual service 

 
101. Ibid., 19. 
102. Graham, “The Archbishop Speaks,” 219. 
103. Ibid. 
104. Martin Beckford, “Archbishop of Canterbury: Greed has Caused Global Financial Crisis,” 
Telegraph (London), 15 Oct 2008, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/3204026/Archbishop-of-
Canterbury-Greed-has-caused-global-financial-crisis.html. 
105. Rowan Williams, “Face It: Marx Was Partly Right About Capitalism,” Spectator, 
27 September 2008, republished in Chesterton Review 34, no. 3/4 (2008): 702–4. 
106. Rowan Williams, “Crisis and Recovery: the Cultural Roots of the Financial Collapse,” 
Guardian, 28 Sep 2010, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/sep/28/crisis-and-
recovery. 
107. Rowan Williams, “Ethics, Economics and Global Justice,” in FPS, 211–24; Rowan Williams, 
“Theology and Economics: Two Different Worlds,” in FPS, 225–32. 
108. Williams, “Theology and Economics,” 227. The obvious nihilist response is that life is 
meaningless and humanity has no purpose. 
109. Williams, “Ethics, Economics and Global Justice,” 222. 
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and attention, in which God is seen.110 Our economic relations reflect our 

understanding of our humanity and our relation to God.111 

Again and again, Williams uses the language of sharing, mutuality, 

community, generosity, and justice. For him, such things characterise the purpose 

and life of humanity. What brings economics and theology together is the 

wellbeing of humankind and the created order in which it lives. Theology does 

not solve specific economic questions, but it does give a rationale for human life 

well-lived in common.112 

5.6. Moral Decision Making in the Public Domain 

Williams has often intervened in debates on contested moral questions such 

as abortion113 and euthanasia.114 He has also highlighted the moral dimensions of 

many questions of public policy. When debating a “moral” question in the 

church, homosexuality for instance, Williams feels free to appeal to detailed 

scriptural and theological arguments and to encourage negotiation, listening to 

the other, and Christ-centred solidarity. But in his contributions to public debate, 

Williams rarely invokes biblical and theological detail. Instead, he refers to a 

consistent pattern of general Christian principles. 

Williams does not expect governments to talk about religion but does insist 

that they allow room for moral discussion informed by religion as much as by 

other strands of thought.115 There can be sharp disagreement, but civility and 

respect remain. Speaking in 2007 about the Iraq war, Williams “fully respected” 

Prime Minister Blair’s “conviction and sincerity” in declaring the war to be 

 
110. Ibid., 222–3. 
111. Ibid., 225. 
112. Ibid., 228. 
113. Rowan Williams, “Britain’s Abortion Debate Lacks a Moral Dimension,” Guardian, 
21 October 2007, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2007/oct/21/comment.religion. 
114. BBC News, “Clergy Opposed to Euthanasia bill,” 9 October 2005, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2 
/hi/uk_news/4323586.stm; “Assisted Dying—The Today Programme,” Friday 12th May 2006, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/753/assisted-dying-the-today-programme. 
115. Rowan Williams and Gavin Easler, “Politics, Morality and Leadership,” transcript of an 
interview on BBC2 Newsnight, 24 April 2007, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php 
/730/politics-morality-and-leadership-newsnight-with-gavin-esler. 
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moral. At the same time, Williams disagreed with Blair and condemned the 

government’s policy in strong terms.116 

Williams observes that seemingly established principles connected with 

public questions can become uncertain or changeable. When, in 2007, England 

debated change to abortion laws, public perception of what was at stake had 

subtly but importantly changed since the abortion law reforms of 1997—so much 

so that there was a risk of losing sight of the sanctity of life and the 

compassionate intentions of the 1997 reformers. “When do we get to the point 

where accepting the inevitability of tough decisions that may hurt the conscience 

has become so routine that we stop noticing that there ever was a strain on the 

conscience, let alone why that strain should be there at all?”117 If we fail to bring 

our convictions to light, Williams argues, they can weaken or shift unnoticed. 

Williams addressed religious leaders meeting in the margins of the 2007 

United Nations Climate Change Conference. In this case, it was perhaps because 

his hearers were religious leaders that Williams felt free to go into some detail 

about explicitly Christian commitments. Thus, he began by outlining the 

character of Christian ethics and morality. For Christians, he said, good action is 

that which allows “the style and nature of God’s own being, God’s own activity, 

to come through.” God sees the world as good, not as something to be used, but 

to be something to rejoice in, a place where we may relate to the natural 

environment in ways that reflect God’s self-giving joy in creation. Williams then 

spoke of Christian ethics as fundamentally about justice grounded in the love, 

mercy, and generosity of God. Applying these principles to conflict relating to 

climate change, Williams advocated a moral vision that insists that we do justice 

to future generations and to all the Earth’s present inhabitants. That would 

require sacrifice, but Christianity talks about letting go of our lives in order to 

save them and save others.118 

 
116. Rowan Williams, “Weaknesses and Moral Inconsistency Led us to War,” Times (London), 
25th March 2003, retrieved from http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/655 
/weaknesses-and-moral-inconsistency-led-us-to-war. 
117. Williams, “Britain’s Abortion Debate Lacks a Moral Dimension.” 
118. Rowan Williams, “Climate Change Action a Moral Imperative for Justice” (transcript of a 
YouTube video message to religious leaders meeting in the margins of the United Nations Bali 
Climate Change conference, 19 December 2007), http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php 
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In a major essay on making moral decisions, Williams says that Christians 

make moral decisions the same way as other people. What is different for 

Christians, he says, is their relationships, which shape their response to their 

environment and each other. It is only in their involvement with other people and 

a larger reality that Christians’ decision making can be said to be better informed. 

They do not have “an extra set of instructions.”119 Christians are guided in their 

moral choices by a need to show that their God is equally concerned for all and 

that Christian community looks to build selfless engagement with each other’s 

interests. Both testify to God’s costly self-gift in Christ. Moral action contributes 

to the life of the community and manifests the glory of God’s beauty in the 

world.120 

Williams notes liberal concerns to safeguard robust and morally grounded 

civil institutions while avoiding supposedly irrational convictions and allegiances 

(such as religion). He says that such concerns threaten to motivate an over-

moralised society, one in which the sectarian activism of some groups will distort 

the balance of society and bring ideological conflict. A cynical response to politics 

corrodes expectations of integrity in oneself and others, engendering 

powerlessness and despair of morally serious discourse. Lively social and political 

speech and action depend on the hard work of taking moral concerns seriously in 

a cynical environment. Self-respect is fundamental. Morally robust society 

happens through a “radical respect” for oneself and others as people competent 

to witness to values and vision. That involves action in faith and “some faint echo 

at least of that reverence which the believer feels is due to another person as 

God’s work and God’s image.”121 That, again, is solidarity. 

 
/1706/climate-change-action-a-moral-imperative-for-justice. See: “Climate Change: A Message 
from the Archbishop of Canterbury,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tQN77_m5cMs. 
119. Rowan Williams, “Making Moral Decisions,” in Robin Gill, ed., Cambridge Companion to 
Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 6. 
120. Ibid., 7. 
121. Rowan Williams, The Nicholas Hinton Lecture. National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations, London, 17 November 2004, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1848 
/the-nicholas-hinton-lecture-national-council-for-voluntary-organisations. Also published in 
Hinton Lectures 1998–2007 (London: National Council of Volunteer Organisations, 2007). 
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5.7. Summation 

For Rowan Williams, the metaphysics, philosophy, and practicalities of 

conflict and difference are the same in general terms within the church as they are 

more widely. So too, the essential attributes of solidarity are the same for society 

as they are within the church. Yet there are differences. In church debates, 

Williams appeals to protagonists to look to Christ in each other, to look to God 

for guidance and wisdom. He cannot do quite the same in secular society. 

Nevertheless, Williams is determined to propose theologically based ideas for the 

negotiation of public questions. Properly, public theology is offered to its 

audience as a gift, but it is not free of demands—theology in the public space 

necessarily “involves passing of judgement.”122 The significance of the church and 

its theology for civil society is in honouring and arguing for “the absolute and 

non-negotiable character of the human vision of responsibility and justice.” It is 

about “connecting the life of civil society with its deepest roots, acknowledged or 

not.”123 Society’s deepest roots are in the shared creatureliness, the sheer 

humanity, of all people, which is ground enough for solidarity. Christians find 

this ground in Christ, in whom “all things in heaven and on earth were 

created.”124 

 

 
122. Rowan Williams, “The Judgement of the World,” in OCT, 37. 
123. Williams, “Faith Communities in a Civil Society,” 307 
124. Colossians 1.16. 



 

 

Chapter 6. A THEOLOGY PUT TO WORK 

Rowan Williams . . . has that Welsh gift of being able to see two, if not three, 
sides of every question, and . . . defend each of them with dazzling conviction 
and eloquence. — Cormac Murphy-O’Connor.1 

 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter studies situations in which Rowan Williams translated his 

theological ideas on disagreement, unity, and solidarity into words and action 

during his ten years as Archbishop of Canterbury. My purpose is to study 

Williams’s theology, not to evaluate his effectiveness as a leader. Still less is it my 

intention to debate the merits or otherwise of his actions. I do seek, however, to 

observe whether and how Williams’s theology has informed and supported his 

purposes in situations of actual and potential conflict. 

I have chosen, first, an example of a significant dispute within Williams’s 

own “local” church—the question of whether women ought to be bishops of the 

Church of England. Second, I look at Williams’s ecumenical work generally and 

then more specifically in discussions with the Roman Catholic Church. Third, 

I consider Williams’s leadership in dialogue with Muslims, where his theology has 

supported enriching conversation in a situation of both difference and harmony. 

6.2. Women in the Church of England Episcopate 

Even before taking up his appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury and 

Primate of All England, Rowan Williams had been confronted by the morass of 

Anglican disputation concerning homosexuality. The arguments about 

homosexuality and about the ministry of women were distinct, but there were 

background questions common to the two debates: the interpretation of scripture, 

adherence to tradition, sources of authority, issues about the proper and 

responsible use of the gifts of every person, and the challenge confronting the 

Church of England’s “own capacity to model for the world around ways of doing 

 
1. An English Spring: Memoirs (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 133. 



A Theology Put to Work 

 

165 

our business responsibly, lovingly, and at the same time creatively and 

courageously.”2 

In July 2003, Williams addressed the General Synod of the Church of 

England for the first time as its President.3 He began by observing that the Church 

of England was in a sense several different churches that did not communicate 

with each other effectively. They needed to do that better if they were to fulfil 

their task of witness. That necessitated discovering what made those diverse 

“churches” one. When we hear only those who agree with us, we too readily 

believe ourselves to be in a persecuted minority. We become unable to talk with 

those whose way of being church seem to us incomprehensible or obviously 

wrong. The result is that different groupings, despite serious theology and 

spiritual integrity, relate to each other only in destructive bewilderment and 

opposition. Although he did not mention the term in his Synod address, one can 

see here the “misrecognition” central to Williams’s understanding of conflict. 

How then, Williams went on to ask the Synod members, can we find a way 

to get around this? What matters first, what makes us church, is the call of Jesus 

Christ and that we all recognise his call. We look for ministry that is recognisable 

more than locally. We have the same adherence to scripture and sacraments. 

“And then? Well, then, I suspect, it’s a lot more chaotic than we have usually 

assumed.”4 A diversity of patterns in worship and witness is supported by steady, 

faithful, everyday church life. A well-grounded church, Williams said, gets on 

with the everyday and the prosaic, yet is grateful for new things. Its solidarity 

comes not from culture or a humanly agreed program, but from its existence in 

Christ. 

In this address, there are themes already seen in this study, themes Williams 

was to repeat more than once. He called for participants on all sides of a 

 
2. Rowan Williams, Contribution to Take Note debate on Women Bishops in the Church of 
England? . . . (GS 1557) 16 February 2005, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1804 
/general-synod-speech-in-take-note-debate-on-the-theology-of-women-in-the-episcopate. See also: 
General Synod Report of Proceedings (February 2005): 157–98. 
3. Rowan Williams, Presidential Address to the General Synod, York, 14 July 2003. General 
Synod. Reports of Proceedings (July 2003): 235–40. See also: http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com 
/articles.php/1826/archbishops-presidential-address-general-synod-york-july 2003. 
4. Ibid. 
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disagreement to acknowledge the others’ pain in disagreement, and with “grief 

and repentance” to acknowledge what they may be doing to each other. He called 

for recognition of Christ in the other, and for the clarity of vision that avoids 

misrecognition. He called on participants in a difficult dispute to embrace 

difference and diversity, and to be in solidarity even with whose presence is 

discomforting. 

A change of mind 

Early in his career, Rowan Williams had taken the view that only men could 

be priests. During 1976–7, however, while a teacher at Mirfield, he changed his 

view and became a strong advocate of the priestly ordination of women. Williams 

came to believe that to oppose the ordination of women was like opposing other 

ethically determined change, such as the abolition of slavery or the ordination of 

black people.5 Yet as early as 1984, writing in support of women’s ministry, he 

noted the anxiety of some that to set aside sexual differentiation would be “some 

sort of disregard for God’s purposes as expressed in history and the flesh.”6 He 

came to acknowledge that the ordination of women is “perhaps the most obvious 

area where independence and accountability have been in tension.”7 Neither side 

had a “knock down” argument in support of its position; each appealed to a lack 

of evidence for the opposing position. Some Anglo-Catholics also worried that the 

consecration of women as bishops would be an unwarranted and sinful breach of 

unity with the wider church, especially Rome. (In 1976 the Roman Catholic 

Church had expressly restated long-held doctrine that ordination of women to the 

 
5. Rupert Shortt, Rowan’s Rule: The Biography of the Archbishop of Canterbury (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008), 93. 
6. Rowan Williams, “Women and the Ministry: A Case for Theological Seriousness,” in Monica 
Furlong, ed., Feminine in the Church (London: SPCK, 1984), 24. 
7. Rowan Williams, “Unity and Universality, Locality and Diversity in Anglicanism” (address to 
“Receptive Ecumenism and Ecclesial Learning: Learning to Be Church Together,” the Second 
Receptive Ecumenism Conference, 11–14 January 2009, Ushaw College, Durham 2009), 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2287/unity-and-universality-locality-and-diversity-
in-anglicanism. 
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priesthood was impossible.8 Pope John Paul II reaffirmed that decision in 1994.9) 

For Williams, however, it is not disharmony on matters such as women’s ministry 

that prevents unity with Rome but the imposition of magisterial and papal 

authority by the Bishop of Rome.10 

Unending debate 

Williams’s arguments in favour of women in the episcopate had been well-

rehearsed before he came to Canterbury, notably through the back-and-forth of 

debate in the Church in Wales.11 The first ordination of women as priests in the 

Church of England had been in 1994 and had received what Emma Percy has 

described as an “ambiguous welcome.”12 Particularly because the Church of 

England is an established church, revision of its laws is a complex process,13 with 

much opportunity for disagreement to be fought out in protracted conflict. 

Almost nine years into his ten years as Archbishop, when asked what he would 

choose if there were one thing he could change about the Church of England, 

Williams replied: “Rethink the General Synod.”14 

 
8. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Declaration Inter Insignores: On the Question of 
Admission of Women to the Ministerial Priesthood, 15 October 1976, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_1976101
5_inter-insigniores_en.html). 
9. In 1994 Pope John Paul II was to declare formally “that the Church has no authority 
whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women and that this judgment is to be definitively 
held by all the Church’s faithful.” John Paul II. Apostolic Letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis (Vatican 
City, 1994), 4, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1994/documents 
/hf_jp-ii_apl_19940522_ordinatio-sacerdotalis.html). 
10. Rowan Williams, The Future of the Papacy: An Anglican View: Michael Richards Memorial 
Lecture, Oxford, 1997. Catholics for a Changing Church, Pamphlet 12, 2000 (London: 
Blackfriars Publications, 1997), 9–10. 
11. In 2008, the Governing Body of the Church in Wales considered, but did not pass, a bill to 
enable women to be ordained as bishops. A new bill was passed in September 2013. 
12. Emma Percy, “Women, Ordination and the Church of England: An Ambiguous Welcome,” 
Feminist Theology 26, no. 1 (2017): 90–100, doi:10.1177/0966735017714405. For a narrative of 
the events leading up to the decision to ordain women in the Church of England, see: Susan 
Dowell and Jane Williams, Bread, Wine and Women: The Ordination Debate in the Church of 
England (London: Virago Press, 1994). 
13. See Church of England. Legal Office. “The Synodical Legislative Process,” at 
https://www.churchofengland.org/about-us/structure/churchlawlegis/legislation/process.aspx. 
There is a concise outline of the deliberative process, with copies of some key documents and 
citations of others, in: United Kingdom. Parliament. Ecclesiastical Committee. 233rd Report, 26 
September 2014: Bishops and Priests (Consecration and Ordination of Women) Measure (House 
of Lords paper 45, House of Commons paper 622, 2014), 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/jt201415/jtselect/jtecc/45/45.pdf. 
14. David Hare, “Rowan Williams: God’s Boxer: The Archbishop of Canterbury Talks to David 
Hare About Taking on the Coalition, the Atheists—And Why Life Isn’t Like a Woody Allen 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

168 

Williams supported change, but he was preoccupied by a desire to 

accommodate the pastoral and theological needs of opponents. He sought to 

avoid them leaving the Church or derailing the process of change. He was also 

concerned to stay in conversation within the Anglican Communion and beyond. 

The unique place of the Church of England within its surrounding society also 

makes equity and equality in the Church a matter of public debate, even among 

nominal adherents and non-Anglicans. In July 2000, the General Synod of the 

Church of England had initiated a two-year study into the possibility of 

consecrating women as bishops. In the years of tortuous process that followed, at 

every opportunity Williams opposed delay (with one exception) and supported 

action to progress the question. 

In response to the July 2000 request, a scholarly 300-page report (the 

“Rochester report”) was completed in November 2004.15 It made no 

recommendation but outlined various paths that the Church could take. In 

February 2005, speaking for the first time in Synod on women in the episcopate, 

Williams outlined his theological approach to the debate. Discernment was not 

found once disagreement ended, but within the process of debate. We must “trust 

something in the process and something of the work of the Holy Spirit in that. 

The idea that we should be modelling working with difference is I think precisely 

what this whole debate should oblige us to reflect on and work at.”16 Williams 

warned against “the tyranny of the majority.” He accepted that many on each 

side of the debate considered their views to be self-evidently correct and would 

prefer to conclude the debate and go on to other matters. But he responded that 

the task of listening carefully to one another remained unfinished. Williams 

commended patience, mutual prayer and understanding, constructive work, 

 
Movie,” Guardian (9 July 2011), https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/jul/08/rowan-williams-
interview-david-hare. 
15. [GS 1557]. Women Bishops in the Church of England? A Report of the House of Bishops’ 
Working Party on Women in the Episcopate (London: Church House Publishing 2004), 
https://www.churchofengland.org/media/39784/gs1557.pdf. 
16. Williams, Contribution to Take Note Debate on Women Bishops in the Church of England? 
. . . (GS 1557). 
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conversation and listening. The options facing the Synod were about balancing 

visibly manifest catholicity with what it saw as fidelity to the gospel.17 

Resisting pressure from opponents,18 in July 2005 the Synod determined to 

act to allow the consecration of women as bishops and sought advice on ways to 

achieve this, together with draft legislation. The advice subsequently offered by 

the House of Bishops (the “Guilford report”19) was fully debated by the Synod in 

February 2006. By far the greatest challenge was to define ways to accommodate 

those who could not accept women’s episcopal oversight, especially as the 

arrangements also had to be acceptable to those supporting equal recognition of 

women’s ministry. The design of such procedures was to prove exceptionally 

difficult. Williams insisted on preserving the highest possible degree of unity. Even 

after years of often-repetitious argument, he was to maintain a need for prayerful 

reflection, so that there might not be separation, but thoughtful progress towards 

a resolution.20 Rather than being what Andrew Brown and Linda Woodhead 

characterised as “a failure of moral and theological nerve,”21 Williams said the 

process was “beginning to model something for the Church Catholic and the 

world at large. Integrity need not mean absolute division; it can mean a process of 

admittedly painful, often untidy, but finally deeply evangelical self-discovery, the 

discovery of what God purposes for us.”22 

To some, perhaps, it was as if Williams was suggesting that the Church was 

doing well in failing to agree on a question of basic equality long settled in British 

society generally. At stake, among other things, was the fundamental principle in 

 
17. Ibid. 
18. For example: Church Times, “Delay vote on Women, Say Bishops,” 1 July 2006, 
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2005/1-july/news/uk/delay-vote-on-women-say-bishops. 
19. [GS 1605]. House of Bishops’ Women Bishops Group. Report to the General Synod from 
a Working Group Chaired by the Bishop of Guildford (London: General Synod of the Church of 
England, 2006). 
20. Rowan Williams, Contributions to a Debate on a Report of the House of Bishops Working 
Party on Women in the Episcopate [The Guildford Report], 9 February 2006, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1782/speeches-to-general-synod-on-women-
bishops. See also: General Synod, Report of Proceedings (February, 2006): 13–28. 
21. Andrew Brown and Linda Woodhead, That Was the Church that Was: How the Church of 
England Lost the English People (London: Bloomsbury 2016), 202. 
22. Rowan Williams, Contributions to a Debate on . . . [The Guilford Report], 9 February 2006, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1782/speeches-to-general-synod-on-women-
bishops. 
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an episcopal church that the bishop is a symbol of unity. Brown and Woodhead 

concluded that, although Williams was supportive of women bishops in principle, 

“his desire to achieve that end was dwarfed by his desire to get there through 

widespread agreement, with no clergyman (sic) left behind.”23 In his biography of 

Williams, Andrew Goddard says the same—that Williams said too little to 

advance his own convictions and more often acted in response to opponents’ 

concerns, leaving some to feel that his support for change could have been more 

forceful.24 

The process was tedious and exhausting, testing the endurance and patience 

of Synod members. The hope had been that by its July 2006 meeting the Synod 

may have been able to make final decisions. “Women bishops or not?” seemed a 

simple enough “yes” or “no” question, Williams mused, but “it’s usually the 

apparently simple questions that are hardest to answer.”25 Although a clear 

majority wanted women in the episcopate, the majority itself was fragmenting on 

questions of practical detail—questions that were to prolong debate for a further 

eight years. Despite painstaking work, there was no workable solution on the 

details. 

The questions, Williams said, could not be answered in the abstract. The 

task was “to create a process that will continue to facilitate real engagement 

between contending voices, rather than a bare exchange of claims.”26 The July 

2006 Synod meeting was persuaded to commission a drafting body charged with 

consideration of options in detail and with a wide remit for consultation and 

collegial work. Williams prayed that this would offer “a way of walking steadily 

forwards without too much anxiety and with a sensible biblical awareness of each 

other’s pace and capacity within the life of the Body of Christ.”27 He cautioned 

Synod against short-circuiting the process in ways that could be presented as 

 
23. Brown and Woodhead, That Was the Church that Was, 201. 
24. Andrew Goddard, Rowan Williams: His Legacy (Oxford: Lion, 2013), 114–5. 
25. Rowan Williams, General Synod Debate: Opening Speech Moving Item 14 [Appointment of 
a drafting group], 10 July 2006, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/1775/women-in-
the-episcopate-general-synod-debate-july 2006. 
26. Ibid. 
27. Ibid. 
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victory for a single group. He wanted people not to leave the Synod meetings 

“feeling that they had taken part in a ‘zero-sum’ transaction.”28 

Williams repeatedly reflected on the ecclesiological context of the discussion. 

The 1998 Lambeth Conference had affirmed that “those who dissent from, as 

well as those who assent to, the ordination of women to the priesthood and 

episcopate are both loyal Anglicans.”29 Thus, Williams stressed, “we have to find 

a way of expressing it practically and of making sense of it theologically.”30 He 

saw that this was to attempt squaring the circle, for to “claim to be a catholic 

Church and yet to allow for dissent and for divergence on a basic matter of order 

is not an easy or obvious position.”31 The church was challenged to embody in 

legally binding language what “loyalty, allegiance, mutual obligations and mutual 

recognition are about, spiritually and imaginatively.”32 The work of squaring 

circles, Williams supposed, did not need to be inevitably frustrating if a spirit of 

gratitude for being called together were sustained and God’s gifts in each other 

were recognised.33 

After two years of consultation, the report of the Women Bishops 

Legislative Drafting Group (the “Manchester report”)34 was presented to the 

Synod and debated in July 2008 in the face of continued robust lobbying.35 Ruth 

Gledhill, religion correspondent for The Times, described the proposals as one of 

the “most complex recipes for an Anglican fudge that has ever been created.”36 

Williams worried that the complexity of the proposals was good news neither for 

 
28. Ibid. 
29. Lambeth Conference 1998, Resolution III.2 (c), in Lambeth Conference Resolutions Archive 
from 1998 (London: Anglican Communion Office, 2005), 19, 
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/76650/1998.pdf. 
30. Williams, General Synod Debate: Opening Speech Moving Item 14. 
31. Ibid. 
32. Rowan Williams, General Synod Debate: Closing Remarks in Debate on Item 14 
[Appointment of a Drafting Group], 10 July 2006, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com 
/articles.php/1775/women-in-the-episcopate-general-synod-debate-july 2006. 
33. Ibid. 
34. [GS 1685]. Report of the Women Bishops Legislative Drafting Group, April 2008, 
https://www.churchofengland.org/media/1254839/gs1685.pdf. 
35. On 7 July 2008, for example, a letter from over 1,300 male clergy to the archbishops had 
declared that they would leave the Church of England if women were consecrated bishops. 
36. Ruth Gledhill, “Women Reach for Bishops’ chairs in Church of England as Last Barriers Fall,” 
Times (London), 30 December 2008, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/women-reach-for-
bishops-chairs-in-church-of-england-as-last-barriers-fall-hs2j23cgmfn. 
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women nor for those opposing them as bishops. It seemed to him that the core of 

disagreement was over whether or not the church had the liberty in God to decide 

to consecrate women bishops. He argued that it had been Anglican heritage to 

embody such disagreement through the centuries and that it would be unhealthy 

for the church to summarily legislate away unsettling questions.37 Williams 

differentiated between mere tolerance of an uncomfortable minority and 

authentic recognition of its presence. He was unhappy with any solution that 

either “structurally humiliated” women or excluded the opponents, whose 

presence kept the Church’s theology vigorous and independent. This brought 

Williams to the uncomfortable and unexpected conclusion that for an Anglican 

identity that allowed conversation and accountability, there should be more 

rather than less provision for those unhappy with the consecration of women as 

bishops.38 He was unwilling to exclude the other by forcing closure on a disputed 

binary question. One could say that he felt obliged to dwell in a Roseian broken 

middle. The Synod again voted to state its desire that women be admitted to the 

episcopate and that there should be special arrangements for those who could not 

accept women’s pastoral oversight. It returned the legislation to the Legislative 

Drafting Group to draft a code of practice to that end. Finding himself in “a very 

difficult and unsatisfactory situation,” Williams was one of the few who 

abstained from the vote.39 

In his Presidential address to the Synod’s subsequent gathering in February 

2009, Williams again spoke on the challenge of being with others with whom we 

disagree but who would not “go away” in defeat and silence. They would 

continue to be recognisable as somewhat the same as us. We might prefer the 

 
37. Rowan Williams, Contribution to Debate on the Report of the Women Bishops Legislative 
Drafting Group (GS 1685), 7 July 2008, Church of England General Synod, Report of 
Proceedings 439, no. 2 (2008): 314, 
https://www.churchofengland.org/media/40991/ropjuly2008.pdf. 
38. Ibid., 314–5. 
39. As explained later in Rowan Williams, Contribution to Debate on Draft Bishops and Priests 
(Consecration and Ordination of Women) Measure, 11 February 2009. Church of England 
General Synod. Report of Proceedings 439, no. 3 (2009): 176, 
https:/www.churchofengland.org/media/1636352/february 2009.zip. See also 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/830/draft-bishops-and-priests-consecration-and-
ordination-of-women-measure. 
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united face of agreement and be embarrassed by bearing the same label as some 

whose views we abhor. But it is Jesus whom we name and present, not ourselves. 

Dreams of purity and clarity would be unfulfilled; both sides of the debate had 

“to some extent turned their backs on the fantasy of a Church that is ‘pure’ in 

their own terms, in favour of a Church that is honest about its diversity—even 

when that diversity seems at first embarrassing and unwelcome.”40 

After another long debate, the Synod accepted the draft legislation reported 

by the Women Bishops Legislative Drafting Group. It was then automatically 

committed to the Revision Committee of the Synod. Beset by what it called an 

“avalanche” of complex proposals, the Revision Committee was unable to 

conclude its work by the expected date of February 2010 and Synod’s further 

consideration was postponed until July that year. It was reported that the 

discussions of the evenly divided Committee, conducted behind closed doors, 

were fraught with argument.41 

In the meantime, as Williams gave his next Presidential address to Synod in 

February 2010,42 other controversies were uppermost in members’ minds, notably 

recent public debate about equality for homosexual people and about assisted 

suicide. In debating difficult matters, Williams said, we need a sense of the 

balance of liberties and the reality of conflict between real but opposing goods; a 

“tragic” awareness is unavoidable when we confront some decisions. The task is 

not purity, but to find answers that do not diminish others and their moral 

claims. For many women, and most traditionalists as well, there was a sense that 

the church was not listening to them, that it was not concerned about the things 

to which they felt accountable. Each side heard not only the other side but the 

church as a whole to be saying: “Of course we want you—but exclusively on our 

terms, not yours.” Many would hear that as “We don’t actually want you at all.” 

The “purity” of the body of Christ is not found in unity above integrity. Rather, 

 
40. Rowan Williams, Presidential Address to General Synod, London, 10 February 2009. 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/831/the-archbishops-presidential-address-general-
synod-february-2009. 
41. Christian Today. “CofE: Consecration of Women Bishops Faces Setback,” (undated), 
http://christiantoday.com.au/news/consecration-of-women-bishops-faces-setback.html. 
42. The Presidential address in July 2009 was given by the Archbishop of York, John Sentamu. 
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an active and critically thoughtful unity fosters integrity. Therefore church 

decision-making must never be the sacrifice of the minority to the majority; it 

must ask how the liberty given to some may serve the sanctification of the others. 

People’s liberty and ability to be heard has to be in their own terms and seen by 

them as good. The other is who he or she is, not a fantasy of our creation. Taking 

time truly to see all sides brings an openness that saves us from a betrayal of what 

God has given. We discover our own blessedness in patiently receiving from each 

other, seeing others for who they truly are.43 

In the lead-up to the Revision Committee’s expected report to Synod in July 

2010, Williams was interviewed by Jane Kramer of The New Yorker. Asked by 

Kramer how he could hold the Church together, Williams replied: “I suppose it’s 

by using as best I can the existing consultative mechanisms to create a climate—

and I think that’s often the best, to create a climate . . . You can actually ruin 

a good cause by pushing it at the wrong moment and not allowing the process of 

discernment and consent to go on.” Kramer reported in her long article that 

Williams’s friends called this his “Obama syndrome”—an admirable but 

unrealistic belief in the power of reason to turn enemies into allies. Although he 

was not troubled by threats of a mass exodus of Anglo-Catholics, Williams was 

loath to lose valuable people whom he respected. 

Williams told Kramer that the “most fundamental reason” for his patience 

in the Archbishop’s role remained a reluctance to rule, an unwillingness to invent 

powers he didn’t have. That was not the role of a bishop or an archbishop. 

“‘Agonising’ is a strong word and a melodramatic word. But it’s real for a lot of 

people, and the agonising question is how long you can go without compromising 

the dignity of women in the Church.” For Williams, a historical perspective was 

valuable. He spoke of the church conflicts of the fourth century. “You have 

basically half a century of really bitter and sometimes violent confrontation 

around the words of the Creed, and what you learn from that, apart from quite 

a bit about human sinfulness, is don’t expect Christian conflicts to resolve 

 
43. Rowan Williams, Presidential Address to General Synod, London, 9 February 2010, Church 
of England General Synod, Report of Proceedings 41, no. 1 (February 2010): 98-104, 
https://www.churchofengland.org/media/40958/feb2010.pdf. 
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themselves quite cleanly. Take a deep breath!” Yet Williams acknowledged that 

the lessons of fourth-century Christian conflicts were little comfort to women and 

others fighting for equality today. Kramer wrote that it seemed that Williams 

“had exhausted himself resisting conflict.”44 

The Revision Committee reported draft legislation to the Synod in July 

2010.45 It was debated clause-by-clause and then referred to each of the forty-four 

dioceses for consideration.46 In the meantime, the House of Bishops was to begin 

work on a draft Code of Practice for discussion when the legislation returned 

from the dioceses. Thinking out loud yet again on the process of debate, Williams 

said he found it “hard to see the clear connection between the agreed, grand 

outlines of our Catholic and Reformed faith and this particular issue.”47 Yet to 

exclude supposedly divisive theological positions might worsen division, not 

lessen it.48 The Synod was still searching for a way for there to be women in the 

episcopacy “for the health and flourishing of the work of the Kingdom of God,” 

with “maximum generosity that can be consistently and coherently exercised 

towards the consciences of minorities.” Holding the two goals together remained 

“desperately difficult.” The Church of England, Williams said, was in the midst 

of a process not only of legislation and discernment but of service to one another. 

That meant “working for the interests of those who will be taking different 

 
44. Jane Kramer, “A Canterbury Tale: The Battle Within the Church of England to Allow Women 
to be Bishops,” New Yorker 86, no. 10 (26 April 2010): 40–51. 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/04/26/a-canterbury-tale. 
45. [GS 1708-09Y]. Women in the Episcopate: Draft Bishops and Priests (Consecration and 
Ordination of Women) Measure and Draft Amending Canon No 30: Report by the Revision 
Committee, 11, https://www.churchofengland.org/media/39755/gs1708-09y.pdf. 
46. Not fully satisfied with the Revision Committee’s proposals, the two Archbishops (Williams 
and Sentamu) proposed yet more changes designed “to create a climate in which mutual trust and 
common flourishing” could be nourished, but their proposals were rejected. See: Rowan Williams 
and John Sentamu. Draft Legislation on Women in the Episcopate: Amendments to be Proposed 
by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York, 21 June 2010, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com 
/articles.php/993/general-synod-draft-legislation-women-in-the-episcopate. 
47. Rowan Williams, Contribution to a Debate on a Motion to Take Note of the Report by the 
Revision Committee (GS 1708-09Y) on the Draft Bishops and Priests (Consecration and 
Ordination of Women) Measure (GS 1708a), 10 July 2010. Church of England General Synod. 
Report of Proceedings 41, no. 2 (2010): 101–2, https://www.churchofengland.org/media/1155179 
/july 2010 consolidated with index (with full bookmarks).pdf. 
48. Rowan Williams, Contribution to the “Revision Debate” on the Draft Bishops and Priests 
(Consecration and Ordination of Women) Measure (GS 1708a), 10 July 2010. Church of England 
General Synod. Report of Proceedings 41, no. 2 (2010): 155–6, https://www.churchofengland.org 
/media/1155179/july 2010 consolidated with index (with full bookmarks).pdf. 
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decisions from our own, different paths from our own, so that all may grow up 

into Christ as best they can.” Williams urged his hearers to recommit themselves 

to this work “in love, in hopefulness and in awareness of the extremely difficult 

decisions that face many, without minimising them, and in the belief that in 

serving one another here we are serving the God who calls us.”49 Such public 

theological agonising by Williams was not always well received.50 

Nineteenth months elapsed before in February 2012 the Synod learned that 

all but two of the forty-four dioceses had approved the legislation.51 Meanwhile, 

in their foreword to the draft Code of Practice, completed in January 2012, the 

Archbishops (Williams and Sentamu) yet again acknowledged that, for most, 

what was in view was “a deeply positive change, a great gift to the church and its 

ministry in the twenty-first century,” while for others, “who are no less valued 

and beloved brothers and sisters in the Body of Christ, there are deep concerns 

and uncertainties about the future.” The Archbishops’ prayer, quoting Philippians 

4.6–7, was “that we can help one another forward, refusing to be imprisoned by 

a sense of burden and anxiety.”52 

In the February 2012 Synod discussion, Williams’s remained determined to 

provide for the minority in a way that respected its need for theological, ecclesial, 

and sacramental integrity and for pastoral continuity. He was at pains to untangle 

 
49. Rowan Williams, Presidential Address, 12 July 2010. Church of England General Synod. 
Report of Proceedings 41, no. 2 (2010): 267–8, https://www.churchofengland.org/media/1155179 
/july 2010 consolidated with index (with full bookmarks).pdf. 
50. The Telegraph opined, for example, that what was “extraordinary” in the Synod discussion 
was the largely “self-inflicted” damage done to Williams’s authority. The “main problem” for 
Williams, it said, was not whether his compromise proposals were rejected but that he had 
allowed too much of his authority to be invested in them, especially as “history suggests” that 
women bishops would be readily accepted by regular worshippers. “They would welcome a little 
less agonising from Dr Williams and a more self-confident proclamation of the gospel.” 
“Dr Rowan Williams Weakened by Debate on Women Bishops,” Telegraph (London), 12 July 
2010, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/7884708 
/Dr-Rowan-Williams-weakened-by-debate-on-women-bishops.html. 
51. [GS 1847]. General Synod. Draft Bishops and Priests (Consecration and Ordination of 
Women) Measure . . . Report by the Business Committee on the Reference to the Dioceses 
(London: General Synod of the Church of England, 2011), https://www.churchofengland.org/ 
media/1385911/gs%201847%20-%20report by the business committee on the article 8 
reference.pdf. 
52. Rowan Williams and John Sentamu, “Foreword,” in [GS Misc 1007] Draft Bishops and 
Priests (Consecration and Ordination of Women) Measure: Draft Code of Practice (London: 
General Synod of the Church of England, 2012), 2–3, https://churchofengland.org/media 
/1386190/gs misc 1007 - draft code of practice.pdf. 
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theological questions some Synod members had with the legislation and thought 

it “rather remarkable” that, despite disagreements, Synod members had reached 

a point where they could say “this is the kind of Church we could, with 

celebration, with affirmation, live in.”53 All seemed ready for a final decision at 

the scheduled July 2012 gathering of the Synod, although some aspects of the 

Code of Practice were still contested. 

In May 2012, however, while giving its final approval, the House of Bishops 

(which had the power to amend draft legislation as it thought fit) hit a snag. 

It detected an imprecision in a critical clause of the legislation and inserted an 

amendment that was to be nearly fatal.54 The proposed correction was acceptable 

to no one and Williams agreed that the Bishops had made a mistake. There was 

little choice but to send the legislation back to the House of Bishops for a rethink. 

(This was the only occasion on which Williams directly supported delay.) 

Williams acknowledged profound frustration. Instead of allowing that to turn 

inwards into anger and unhappiness, he encouraged himself and his hearers to 

quieten themselves and sit still.55 The hopefully final redraft of the Measure 

emerged in September 2012, with the offending words changed. Nonetheless, 

statements from both sides of the debate made it clear that neither was satisfied.56 

There was a risk of the legislation failing because of opposition from both sides. 

A change of tactic 

In the few months before the final and decisive vote, Williams showed 

a renewed determination to resolve the question. It was plain that he had had 

enough of discussion and that it was time for decision. Concluding that little 

more could be added to the conversation, he began a forthright campaign.57 

 
53. Ibid. 
54. Church of England. Communications Office. “House of Bishops approves Women Bishops 
Legislation, 21 May 2012,” https://www.churchofengland.org/media-centre/news/2012/05/house-
of-bishops-approves-women-bishops-legislation.aspx. 
55. Rowan Williams, Sermon at the York Minster Sunday Eucharist Attended by Members of the 
General Synod, 8 July 2012, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2558/archbishops-
sermon-at-york-minster. 
56. Trevor Timson, “Women bishops: Anglicans still unsure over new wording,” BBC News, 17 
September 2012, http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-19611998. 
57. Rowan Williams, “Women Bishops: Enough Waiting,” http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com 
/articles.php/2654/women-bishops-enough-waiting. 
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Between 23 October and 19 November 2012, nine video messages from church 

leaders, men and women, lay and ordained, were released on the Archbishop of 

Canterbury’s website and YouTube, to persuade Synod members to vote for 

women bishops. Williams wrote in the Church Times, a month before the Synod 

was to vote, rehearsing arguments that he was soon to restate in the Synod.58 

Nonetheless, he continued to acknowledge those who had conscientious doubts 

and to resist “unfair pressure on clear consciences.” The task was not one of 

dealing and horse-trading, but of finding ways to express the mutual patience and 

gratitude that are part of the life of Christ’s body. 

In a homily on 20 November 2012, the day of the final Synod vote and just 

six weeks before his already-announced retirement from Canterbury, Williams 

spoke briefly on Romans 8.14: “All who are led by the Spirit of God are children 

of God.” The prayer the members of Synod had to be making, Williams said, was 

that the world might look at them together and say, “that looks like Jesus 

Christ.” There was no other prayer worth praying “for the life of any church, any 

community, any disciple.”59 Addressing the Synod later that day, Williams voiced 

a desire for finality for the sake of the Church’s mission. There was “the deeply 

troubling question of how much energy we want to spend on this in the next 

decade.” The Church had fought and prayed and argued for years and, for those 

who remained uncertain, “no blindingly fresh argument” was likely to appear. He 

urged all sides of the argument to “go on to a next stage,” difficult though that 

might be. It would include “ways of supporting, consoling and affirming those 

who are feeling lost or hurt.” It was, he concluded, “a potentially liberating 

moment for us all.”60 

 
58. Rowan Williams, “What is at Stake in the Synod Vote,” Church Times (19 October 2012), 
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2012/19-october/comment/opinion/what-is-at-stake-in-the-
synod-vote. 
59. Rowan Williams, “Let Heart Speak to Heart,” sermon at Synod Eucharist, London, 20 
November 2012, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2711/general-synod-
archbishops-sermon-at-eucharist-let-heart-speak-to-heart. 
60. Rowan Williams, Contribution to Debate on Draft Bishops and Priests (Consecration and 
Ordination of Women) Measure (GS 1708D), 20 November 2012, in Church of England General 
Synod, Report of Proceedings 43, no. 3 (2012): 117–19, 
https://www.churchofengland.org/media/1634223/report%20of%20proceedings%20nov%2012.
pdf. 



A Theology Put to Work 

 

179 

At the final “make or break” vote, on 20 November 2012, the measure 

passed in the House of Bishops (44 ayes, 3 noes) and in the House of Clergy (148 

ayes, 45 noes), but failed in the House of Laity (123 ayes, 74 noes, six votes short 

of the required two-thirds). Consequently, the legislation was entirely defeated 

and no further consideration of it was permissible. Williams grieved openly, 

speaking of “a deep personal sadness.”61 Responding to public outcry, the House 

of Bishops promptly initiated a fresh legislative process, which resulted in 

unqualified approval of women as bishops less than two years later.62 Williams 

retired from Canterbury on 31 December 2012 to become the Master of 

Magdalene College, Cambridge, the next day. There had been debate on women 

in the episcopacy for the whole of his ten-year tenure as Archbishop. 

Conclusion 

The views Williams expressed in the course of the long debate on women in 

the English episcopate were in harmony with his theology of conflict and 

difference. But it was difficult to square them with a pressing need to decide, to 

make a decision that Williams himself wished to have made. I will discuss this 

further in Chapter 7. 

Williams attempted to accommodate all sides of the dispute and to make no 

side the “loser” when evidently that was not possible. This begins to show a 

difficulty in his approach, particularly when one is faced with a binary decision: 

either women bishops were to be allowed or they were not. Rather than a 

 
61. “Thou Shalt Not: Women are Rebuffed from the Episcopate, For Now,” The Economist 
(24 November 2012), https://www.economist.com/britain/2012/11/24/thou-shalt-not. 
62. The new process proposed drastically simplified legislation to state simply that both women 
and men could be ordained. In so doing, the Church of England altered its doctrine and practice 
to recognise women and men as equally capable of spiritual leadership. Rather than “fence-
sitting” this change identified the Church of England with a view held in some parts of the 
Anglican Communion and directly opposed the views of other parts. See: Peter Sherlock, “Female 
Bishops in the C of E: How Theology Has Changed the Church,” The Conversation (26 January 
2015), https://theconversation.com/female-bishops-in-the-c-of-e-how-theology-has-changed-the-
church-36708. To expedite the legislation, Justin Welby, Williams’s successor as Archbishop of 
Canterbury, engaged specialists in conflict resolution to facilitate structured conversations by 
Synod members. In July 2014, a remarkably short nineteen months after its introduction, the new 
legislation received overwhelming Synod support. Some Anglo-Catholic members in particular 
now voted in favour, despite theological convictions to the contrary. Following Parliamentary 
approval and Royal assent, the measure came into final effect when promulgated by the Synod in 
November 2014. The first consecration of a woman as bishop in the Church of England was that 
of the Right Reverend Libby Lane on 3 July 2015. 
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“broken middle”, perhaps on some occasions there can be no middle at all. But 

when? In some conflicts, one side may simply be wrong and the other right. In 

other cases, it may be clear to all that neither side is unilaterally right, yet that a 

decision of some kind is unavoidable. The debate on women bishops was 

particularly vexatious because each side thought the other to be clearly wrong 

and deaf to others, to scripture, to tradition and, ultimately, to God. Williams 

was exhausted by a contradiction between what he saw theologically and what 

was achievable in practice. 

6.3. Ecumenism 

Ecumenical discussions are particularly concerned with the identity of the 

church. As Williams discusses in Arius, the church from its beginnings has been 

disturbed by disputes in which the identity of the church has been seen to be at 

stake. A ”church-dividing” difference is thus a dispute in which at least one side 

considers the identity of the church to be in question. The ecumenical movement 

is motivated by a sense that what has been church-dividing need be so no longer. 

No single Christian tradition can say all there is to say about Christ. 

Contemporary ecumenism is not about negotiating acceptable formulae, but 

about inviting each other to say about Christ what we do not know ourselves. 

Unedifying conflicts between churches are about “don’t listen to him, listen to 

me.” The vision of unity, on the other hand, is to say “don’t listen to me; listen to 

Christ—and listen to Christ there, as well as here.”63 Unity and faith require 

a self-forgetting, a self-abandoning, that is enabled by confidence in the life of 

Christ.64 If the churches have one Lord, if they confess one faith, and if they 

celebrate one baptism, then they are one church theologically. And Williams 

insists that inter-church conflict requires theology, not merely an administrative 

 
63. Rowan Williams, “‘May They All be One’ . . . but How?” (Keynote Address at a conference 
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/0305williamsfull.htm on 2 February 2019). 
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or institutional response. Ecumenical unity will be advanced by “thinking about 

the very notion of unity as a theological concept.”65 

How, then, do we determine that some doctrinal differences are church-

dividing and others not? That is a question that George Lindbeck tackled in The 

Nature of Doctrine.66 The problem concerns criteria of identity: how can we 

decide whether a potential change would irreparably alter the identity of the faith 

we profess? Conversely, when may we say that, despite differences, we and some 

other group are witnessing to the same gospel and worshipping the same Lord? 

Williams respects Lindbeck’s contribution to theology67 but has not written much 

on him. Yet it is not difficult to discern a relationship between Lindbeck’s view of 

doctrinal history and that of Williams. 

In decades of ecumenical work, Lindbeck saw a “doctrinal reconciliation 

without capitulation” that can be explained neither by understanding doctrines as 

informative truth claims nor by seeing them as expressions of inner experience.68 

He proposed a cultural-linguistic or “rule” model of how doctrines work: “The 

function of church doctrines that becomes most prominent . . . is their use, not as 

expressive symbols or as truth claims, but as communally authoritative rules of 

discourse, attitude, and action.” (Echoes of Wittgenstein are clear.) Williams finds 

this approach to have “no difficulty” in explaining the possibility of 

reconciliation without capitulation.69 On the one hand, the normativity of rules 

allows Lindbeck’s regulative theory to affirm the communally binding character 

of church doctrines. On the other, the requirement for certain conditions to be in 

place for rules to be binding allows his theory to avoid the rigidity of ontological 

truth claims.70 A doctrinal system is somewhat like a language, which of itself 

cannot be adjudged “true” or “false.” In principle, Lindbeck argued, “there is no 

 
65. Ibid. 
66. George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age 
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69. Ibid., 18. 
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logical problem in understanding how historically opposed positions can in some, 

even if not all, cases be reconciled while remaining in themselves unchanged.”71 

Drawing on Lindbeck’s concept of doctrines as rules governing a pattern of 

life, Michael Root describes a “potentially church-dividing difference” as one 

concerning an action that some think would compromise the identity of the 

church as church.72 “Action” is crucial here, for a doctrinal consensus is 

“consensus on the characteristics a specific action must display to be compatible 

with the identity of the church.”73 Thus, for example, can we regularly perform 

together the actions related to the Holy Communion without violating our 

perceptions of the identity of the church?74 The question is not whether there is a 

fully agreed understanding of an activity, but whether the way in which it is 

actually performed violates one’s belief.75 Any remaining differences are not 

church-dividing and insistence on a wider agreement is an undesirable 

suppression of legitimate diversity.76 Thus an adequate ecumenical consensus is 

one that is sufficient in church life.77 

Williams’s ideas are similar. He sees ecumenical unity not as a great labour 

to agree on everything but as shared sacramental action. It is not about plans and 

forms of words, necessary though those may be, but “a sacramental, visible, 

historical and material set of relationships.” Unity is and must be visible. It 

happens when we share the same table and the same actual fellowship. “The Holy 

Spirit is mysteriously much more interested than we often are in bodies and 

history . . . . That is how and where we encounter the Holy Spirit—not in the 

privacy of our own skulls, let alone our own feelings.”78 

 
71. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 18. 
72. Michael Root, “Identity and Difference: The Ecumenical Problem,” in Bruce D. Marshall, ed., 
Theology and Difference: Essays in Conversation with George Lindbeck (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 176. 
73. Ibid., 177. 
74. Ibid., 181. 
75. Ibid., 180. 
76. Ibid., 181. 
77. Ibid., 183. 
78. Walter Kasper and Rowan Williams, “Presentations made by Cardinal Walter Kasper and 
Archbishop Rowan Williams at ‘Mary and the Unity of the Church’ Ecumenical Conference 
Wednesday 24th September 2008,” http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/ 

1349/presentations-made-by-cardinal-walter-kasper-and-archbishop-rowan-williams-at-mary-and-
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For a commonality that goes beyond the “privacy of our own skulls”, we 

must communicate. Williams is at pains to stress a need for common theological 

methods, rhythms of argument and language, without which encounter is lost and 

we isolate ourselves from each other.79 Our task is to find a “grammar” (a system 

of rules) which will enable us to “discern that even wildly divergent utterances are 

being made in one and the same language”80—a grammar that helps us see that 

what we say is ultimately about the same thing. Such a suite of “rules” helps us 

determine what it means to live the Christian life as united believers, but it will 

not bring us to precise and all-embracing formularies. Williams describes 

doctrinal formulations not as sets of definitions but “words that tell us enough 

truth to bring us to the edge of speech, and words that sustain enough common 

life to hold us there together in worship and mutual love.”81 

Shared language and doctrine do not imply a bland uniformity—quite the 

contrary. Williams attended the Fifth World Faith and Order Conference in 

Santiago de Compostela in 1993 and contributed some “subversive and 

unsystematic thoughts” on “visible unity”82 to the subsequent report of the 

British and Irish contingent. For him, some of the shared worship at the 

Conference was often “restless and ‘homeless’” for it contained a mixture of 

materials separated from the original contexts that gave them meaning. This 

contrasted with liturgies in which particular traditions, each with its own forms, 

invited listening and one’s own prayer. Visible unity happened as assembled 

worshipers were obedient for a while to another’s way of doing things.83 We are 

called to give others the dignity of being valued for being themselves. Our 

diversity is limited only by who we agree God is and what we believe God does.84 

 
79. Ibid. 
80. Rowan Williams, “What is Catholic Orthodoxy?” in Kenneth Leech and Rowan Williams, 
eds., Essays Catholic and Radical: A Jubilee Group Symposium for the 150th Anniversary of the 
Beginning of the Oxford Movement 1833–1983 (London: Bowerdean Press, 1983), 17. 
81. Rowan Williams, “Author’s Introduction,” in WWA, xiv. 
82. Rowan Williams, “Visible Unity,” in Rowan Williams, Colin Davey and Flora Infield, eds., 
Returning Pilgrims: Insights from British and Irish Participants in the Fifth World Faith and 
Order Conference, Santiago de Compostela, 3–14 August 1993 (London: Council of Churches for 
Britain and Ireland, 1993), 12–14. 
83. Ibid., 13 
84. Ibid. 
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Responding to an essay by Richard Southern on Anselm,85 Williams 

observed that in the centuries before and after the Norman conquest, the church 

contributed to a common identity that held together the people of England. Thus 

Anselm believed that he was serving the wellbeing of the church by respecting 

traditions that were initially strange to him. Williams says that Anselm offers 

a way to recognise when unity is happening. The one church is being seen and 

realised as we see and acknowledge the diverse life of the church through the ages 

as being our own story, held together in the one Christ.86 A unified church is not 

one in which some part of the church conquers over all others. Unity does not 

expunge the diverse histories of Christian communities. It makes a story from the 

diverse and conflicting narratives, as contributing communities recognise in 

themselves and each other a common story that enables them to look critically 

but thankfully at the past. There is a principle, then, of doing justice to the 

stranger by a respect for the stranger’s story and tradition, beyond winning and 

losing, beyond the victors being the ones who write and tell the history.87 

“Doing justice to the stranger” was much on Williams’s mind in his 2014 

Óscar Romero lecture. He recalled that Romero challenges us to recognise that 

a united Church is necessarily a church that promises life-giving good news for 

all.88 Drastic inequality is hostile to the wellbeing of rich and poor alike. The ideal 

relationship in society is one in which each takes responsibility for all, and all 

take responsibility for each. Williams says that, for Romero, the sacramental 

unity of the church was a sign of this mutual responsibility and a source of 

strength to pursue it. We all come to the Eucharist as hungry and needy people, 

and our need is met together. It becomes the sign of unity and symbol of hope as 

well as the source of strength by which we grow into them.89 The ecumenical 

 
85. Richard W. Southern, “St Anselm at Canterbury: His Mission of Reconciliation,” One in 
Christ 43, no. 1 (2009): 52–5. 
86. Rowan Williams, “Response to Richard Southern’s ‘St Anselm of Canterbury and His Mission 
of Reconciliation’,” One in Christ 43, no. 1 (2009): 59. 
87. Ibid., 57. 
88. Rowan Williams, “A Saint for the Whole People of God: Óscar Romero and the Ecumenical 
Future” (Archbishop Romero Lecture 2014, St Chad’s Roman Catholic Cathedral, Birmingham, 
12 December 2014), 3, http://www.romerotrust.org.uk/documents/romero lectures/ART lecture 
2014.pdf. 
89. Ibid., 4. 
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vision is transformed if our desire is for unity with Jesus Christ and one another, 

rather than just institutional amalgamation. In ecumenical discussion of doctrines 

and all that goes with them, the purpose must be unity with Christ, being where 

Christ is, and saying what Christ says.90 We discover what unity is in practice as 

we discover the Christ who is the voice of the voiceless.91 A concern for the other 

does not, however, suggest an abandonment of doctrine, sacrament, and 

discipline to look for good causes. Without faith in the divinity and story of Jesus, 

a vision of unity in him would be meaningless.92 

Williams led the Anglican delegation that attended the canonisation of 

Óscar Romero as a martyr on 14 October 2018. Many of those we now 

acknowledge as martyrs suffered terribly at the hands of others who purported to 

be Christian. Somehow both those who inflicted suffering and those who endured 

it believed that their actions honoured Christ. How then, Williams once asked an 

ecumenical symposium, do we approach this theologically, in our understanding 

of the Body of Christ?93 We begin with the recognition that the Christ whom we 

see in each other also suffered at the hands of human agents like ourselves. Jesus 

stands with every victim of human aggression and violence. Thus, our 

identification with him demands solidarity with those in whose suffering we are 

complicit. To stand where Jesus stands exposes us to his judgement, a judgement 

that must bring change. To take the name of Christ is to acknowledge that we are 

sinful victimisers as well as victims.94 In penitence, we are faced with the reality of 

how we ignore or reject God’s gift of the other when it comes in an unfamiliar 

form.95 

To recognise holiness in another Christian, past or present, is to 

acknowledge them as participating in the life of the Body of Christ, whatever 

their tradition’s supposed deficiencies. When we celebrate saints associated with 

 
90. Ibid. 
91. Ibid., 5. 
92. Ibid., 6. 
93. Rowan Williams, “On Witness and Holiness,” in Tamara Grdzelidze and Guido Dotti, eds., 
A Cloud of Witnesses: Opportunities for Ecumenical Commemoration: Proceedings of the 
International Ecumenical Symposium Monastery of Bose, 29 October – 2 November 2008, Faith 
and Order Paper No. 209 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2009), 23. 
94. Ibid. 
95. Ibid., 25. 
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another tradition, we are celebrating the church yet to come—the eschatological 

Body of Christ. “The Spirit of the age to come, the Spirit who is a pledge, an 

arrabon [foretaste] of God’s future, works in us through relationships we cannot 

see or grasp at the moment, acting through the stranger, the victim, the one we 

cannot now recognise as brother or sister.”96 

Speaking to a conference on “Monasticism and Ecumenism” in Italy in 

2012, Williams suggested that there are aspects of monasticism that enable us to 

understand ecumenism more fully. As there is no solitary self-definition for the 

Christian, neither can there be an isolated self-definition by a Christian 

confessional group. If we are in self-imposed “solitude” and separation, we must 

ask what gifts God has given in that solitude that we may share afresh with each 

other. A monastic community testifies that what makes the church is neither 

contingent nor planned but the single fact of the Word, continually heard and 

echoed in worship, in simplicity of life, and hospitality.97 Williams acknowledges 

that this is a somewhat-idealised conception of monasticism. Through the 

centuries there have been reform movements that have sought to restore monastic 

communities to a simpler and more ascetic life. In its continuous self-questioning 

struggle for fidelity to its vision, the monastic movement constantly calls the 

wider church to reform. Such re-formation asks that the various confessions 

rediscover each other and how they may serve each other freely.98 

In similar vein, Williams has spoken of “the basic imperative” in the 

spirituality of Chiara Lubich, founder of the Foculare movement, which is to 

make ourselves one. Unity comes as we allow ourselves to be closer to God, 

which makes us closer to each other.99 Ecumenism must be theological, but it is 

also spiritual. 

 
96. Ibid., 24. 
97. Rowan Williams, “Monastic Virtues and Ecumenical Hopes: Archbishop of Canterbury’s 
Address at San Gregorio Magno al Celio 11 March 2012,” One in Christ 46, no. 2 (December 
2012): 312. 
98. Ibid. 
99. Rowan Williams, “Contemplation and Mission,” in Holy Living: The Christian Tradition for 
Today (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 100, quoting Chiara Lubich, Essential Writings: Spirituality, 
Dialogue, Culture (London: New City, 2007), 37. 
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In Chapter 3, I referred to an address by Mary Tanner in which she spoke of 

Williams’s understanding of oneness in Christ as the fellowship of the baptised. 

Tanner commended Williams’s theology as bringing a profound spiritual depth to 

the ecumenical endeavour, making it less a negotiation and more a grace-filled 

conversation.100 On the same occasion, Oliver Rafferty discerned a quest for 

Christian unity in Williams’s theology as a whole which, if followed, could 

change current thinking about Roman Catholic and Anglican reunion. To be 

united with each other in baptism will mean diversity without simple reduction to 

“a pattern of tidily unified correlations.”101 

Ephraim Radner argues that conflict and division have come not from 

doctrine, but from a failure of love, a deliberate refusal to be a single eucharistic 

community. Radner declares that a divided church cannot disclose the gospel, but 

instead veils it—not only from the world but from the church itself, which is 

consequently perishing.102 Therefore the challenge of division is an urgent 

theological imperative, but Radner criticises modern ecumenism as an 

authoritarian and illiberal failure. He advocates instead a relationship between 

Christian ecumenical theology and liberal democracy.103 Williams might not be so 

harshly critical, but he would certainly agree that oneness in Christ is more a 

matter of doing things together in faith and love than agreeing on everything. 

I conclude this section with an Anglican footnote. In a sense, there is now a 

task of ecumenism within the Anglican Communion as well as between it and 

other traditions. The Elizabethan settlement established the Church of England 

with the intention that there be one church for the whole nation. Yet the Church 

embraced competing theological, ecclesiological, and political visions and the 

tensions that accompanied them. In time, some of those tensions became part of 

the Anglican communities created throughout Britain’s colonial empire—added to 
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(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 
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University Press, 2012). 
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the complexities of local cultures and perceptions. Much vibrancy is engendered 

by differing, sometimes conflicting, traditions, but it is questionable whether there 

exists such a thing as an Anglican church as a single entity. Perhaps, as Daniel 

Inman suggests, Anglicanism’s hope (and its gift to the wider church) is to be 

found precisely in its conflicted quest for truth and unity.104 

6.4. Conversations with Rome 

Beyond Anglicanism, the Christian tradition that has most engaged Rowan 

Williams personally and as a scholar is Orthodoxy, particularly Russian 

Orthodoxy, which he studied for his doctorate.105 As Archbishop, however, his 

conversations with the Roman Catholic Church were a more significant part of 

his ecumenical work. The Church of England is autonomous; no external ecclesial 

authority can be invoked against it in England.106 Williams says that that does not 

imply that the Church’s doctrine and discipline are solely its own business. 

Anglicans deny the existence of a central executive authority in the church, while 

sharing a concern for a Christian identity that is not based in a geographic region 

or a set of ideas alone. The New Testament church was not a single structure, nor 

was it a collection of mutually indifferent local groups. In 2 Corinthians, Paul is 

clear that the wellbeing of one community is bound up with that of others. His 

apostolic authority shaped and directed the local churches into mutual service and 

common witness. Accountability to each other is a significant spiritual question, 

not merely an administrative matter. 

Theological ecumenism 

One of Williams’s premises is that there is no fundamental disagreement 

between Roman Catholics and Protestants on the Nicene faith that expresses a 

filial relation with the Triune God and the communion established with other 

believers. The work of the Anglican/Roman Catholic International Commission 
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(ARCIC) has done much to establish this. As the Roman Catholic Church and 

other churches agree on the essentials of the Trinitarian faith and the gospel 

mission of the church, is there not ample space for legitimate diverse expression 

of issues such as authority, primacy, and the universal church? If the Roman 

church demands that all other churches express authority in exactly the same 

way, further dialogue is frustrated. Dialogue is only possible when difference is 

present, just as unity is only possible with diversity. 

In its 1973 agreed statement on ministry, ARCIC had declared that it had 

achieved “consensus, on questions where agreement is indispensable for unity.”107 

The co-chairmen wrote that “even though there may be differences of emphasis 

within our two traditions, yet we believe that in what we have said here both 

Anglican and Roman Catholic will recognise their own faith.”108 (Notably, the 

ordination of women was not included among the matters on which no 

divergence was permissible.) In a 1979 report on the Eucharist, ARCIC found 

Anglican-Roman Catholic consensus on the essentials of the faith to be possible 

despite differences of theology and practice.109 For Williams, the Eucharist is an 

especially painful point of church conflict and division.110 “It is a tragedy that we 

cannot be together for the Eucharist,” he has said.111 To share eucharistic 

fellowship is at the crux of ecumenical endeavour. It will become less a matter of 

conflict and more a matter of unified celebration, Williams argues, if we realise 

that it requires neither doctrinal agreement nor organisational cohesion.112 

Catherine Pepinster records astonishment during Williams’s visit to Rome in 

March 2012 when he requested that he and the Pope pray together before the 

Blessed Sacrament. Vatican officials had supposed that Anglicans did not believe 

in the Real Presence.113 It would be more accurate to say that Anglicans do not 
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describe the Real Presence in precisely the words preferred by Roman Catholics. 

Brian Douglas shows that the Anglican Communion has generally found the 

ARCIC statement on the Eucharist to be in agreement with and sufficient 

expression of Anglican understanding of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist.114 The 

official response from the Vatican, however, indicated that certain traditional 

theological and philosophical interpretations of transubstantiation were 

obligatory and “that the substantial agreement which ARCIC so carefully 

intended to present should receive even further clarification.”115 Douglas cites 

authorities, especially Pope Paul VI, that suggest that the Roman Catholic church 

may nonetheless be in a position to rethink its formulations without compromise 

to essential doctrine.116 

In 2009, Williams addressed an international symposium commemorating 

the centenary of the birth of Cardinal Johannes Willebrands. Williams again 

emphasised that conflicted questions in the church require a theological response, 

more than one based in administrative or institutional tradition.117 Thus a striking 

feature in the recent work of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian 

Unity118 had been its connection of the nature of God with the theology of the 

church, its mission and its ministry. Numerous ecumenical discussions since 

Vatican II had shown a clear connection between fundamental creedal doctrine 

and questions about the church. Williams was thus emboldened to observe that 

practices such as priestly celibacy and the non-ordination of women may be 

questioned by asking whether they so reinforce the essential character of scripture 

and tradition that their removal would compromise the purposes of the church. 

He asked “how far continuing disunion and non-recognition are justified, 
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theologically justified, in the context of the overall ecclesial vision, when there are 

signs that some degree of diversity in practice need not, after all, prescribe an 

indefinite separation.”119 

A key reason why Williams had rejected Roman Catholicism personally is 

the role and character of the papacy. “I don’t believe the essential theological 

structure of the Church is pyramidal, that it has one absolute touchstone 

embodied in a single office. And the thing that always held me back from 

becoming a Roman Catholic at the points when I thought about it is that I can’t 

quite swallow papal infallibility.”120 On this question, Williams similarly calls for 

theological study beyond tradition and polity alone. In his 2010 address to the 

Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, he asked what might be 

expected from a petrine ministry extended to confessions beyond those it 

presently serves. He questioned whether that is of importance to living and 

communicating unity. Williams saw a role for the Pontifical Council in leading 

discussions directed beyond a “reconciled diversity” towards a realisation of the 

unity sought by Christ himself.121 

Spiritual ecumenism 

Alongside the occasionally robust theological discussion, Williams has been 

supportive of movements and proposals that have worked to bring Anglicans, 

Roman Catholics, and others together in prayer and shared learning. These have 

included “spiritual ecumenism”, “receptive ecumenism”, and “reconciled 

diversity.” The ideal and practice of “spiritual ecumenism” is strongly upheld by 

the Roman Catholic Church. The Second Vatican Council affirmed its importance 

in Unitatis Redintegratio, the decree on ecumenism. Church unity, the Council 

said, is furthered by change of heart, holiness of life, and prayer for unity—a 
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spiritual ecumenism.122 The Council drew in part on Paul Couturier (1881–1953) 

whose own work towards unity had called for shared prayer and growing 

holiness as “spiritual ecumenism.”123 More recently, Pope John Paul II said that 

“spiritual ecumenism takes place above all through prayer raised up to God, in 

common whenever possible. . . . It is important that we continue to come together 

and call untiringly upon the Holy Spirit. . . . There can be no ecumenical 

rapprochement without conversion of heart, personal sanctification and renewal 

of ecclesial life.”124 Popes Benedict XVI and Francis have spoken similarly of the 

characteristics and value of spiritual ecumenism125 and, as presidents of the 

Pontifical Council for Christian Unity, Cardinals Walter Kasper (2001–2010) and 

Kurt Koch (2010– ) have also consistently promoted it.126 Kasper has described 

spiritual ecumenism as “an exchange of spiritual experiences, of sharing how we 

live our faith every day,” an exchange of gifts and ideas, a sharing of our “joys 

and hopes and our sorrows and fears.” Spiritual ecumenism is also collaboration 

to help those who are suffering and in need. “Through this tangible way of 

practising our faith together, we can also grow together and find each other 

together.”127 In spiritual ecumenism there is “unity in pluriformity”, a space to 

where God’s gift to one is a gift to all.128 Koch has said to the Council that, as the 
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unity we seek is God’s work, God’s gift, and God’s grace, the core of ecumenism 

is spiritual. It is God’s project of which are not the masters.129 

Williams is much in agreement with these principles although, as I shall 

describe shortly, he finds spiritual ecumenism insufficient of itself. In May 2003, 

he and Walter Kasper were keynote speakers at a conference at St Albans 

Cathedral that posed the question “‘May They All Be One’ . . . But How?” 

Kasper spoke at length about spiritual ecumenism. He said that a failure to 

remember it would reduce ecumenism to an academic affair of interest only to 

theologians. Ecumenical activism would become no more than an endless series of 

meetings.130 Responding, Williams did not refer to spiritual ecumenism in as many 

words but was clearly open to the idea. He spoke of an increasing sense that we 

need what others may say to complete what we cannot articulate ourselves. We 

cannot imagine in advance what that might be, but we work to commend the 

Christ we see in each other’s tradition. Thus, we testify to a transcendence greater 

than we can speak, “whose freedom is beauty and whose radiance can never be 

exhausted.” If the world is to be converted to faith, not religion, that must be our 

testimony.131 

Williams took up a similar theme in Rome in 2012, addressing a Synod of 

Bishops deliberating the renewal of evangelism. He said that those who care little 

for church institutions are nonetheless attracted and challenged by the life of 

prayer and contemplation, sharing, and justice. Such a life is found in renewed 

religious communities that offer the space for Jesus to be alive in us.132 The robust 

spiritual ecumenism of monasteries and similar communities does not offer a 

replacement of institutional or specific commitments with a vague sense of 

Christian fellowship. It nourishes shared disciplines that make known the new 

humanity to be found in Christ. In a shared habit of contemplation, we may 
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Council for Promoting Christian Unity, November 3–8, 2003,” The Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity Information Service 115 (2004, issues I-II): 46–39. 
130. Walter Kasper, “A Vision of Christian Unity for the Next Generation” (Keynote Address at 
a conference held in St Alban’s Cathedral on 17 May 2003), accessed on 2 February 2019 from 
http://paulcouturier.faithweb.com/0503stalbanskasper.html. 
131. Williams, “‘May They All be One’ . . . but How?” 
132. Rowan Williams, “Contemplation and Mission,” in Holy Living: The Christian Tradition for 
Today (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 99. 
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experience a common gift with those supposedly separated from us by 

confessional boundaries.133 

Can spiritual ecumenism be extended beyond the personal and interpersonal 

into collective listening and action? Paul Murray and Andrea Murray observe that 

spiritual ecumenism does indeed offer hospitality and fruitfulness. But it does 

little to meet “the crucial need also for deep structural, institutional, learning 

from each other in relation to such things as respective processes and structures of 

decision making.”134 Consequently, spiritual ecumenism, good and right as it is, 

needs more a concretely institutional intention. Receptive ecumenism has 

developed partly in response to that concern. 

Receptive ecumenism 

Receptive ecumenism is conceptually simple. Instead of asking what other 

traditions need to learn from us, it asks what our tradition needs to learn from 

them, what we can receive that is of God. Each tradition is encouraged to focus 

on the self-critical question of what can be learned from others that will facilitate 

our growth together in deepened communion in Christ.”135 Paul Murray, 

a Roman Catholic and the principal initiator of the receptive ecumenism project, 

says that its driving assumption is that if Christian traditions were to actively 

respond to this question, they would move towards new possibilities, however 

unforeseeable.136 Receptive ecumenism looks for ways that traditions, confessions, 

and institutions may learn from each other.137 It seeks opportunities for collective 

reception of that learning.138 Writing in 2012, Paul Avis characterised the method 

 
133. Ibid., 100–1. Cf. Psalm 133.1. 
134. Paul D. Murray and Andrea L. Murray, “The Roots, Range and Reach of Receptive 
Ecumenism,” in Clive Barrett, ed., Unity in Process: Reflections on Ecumenism (London: Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 2012), 85. 
135. Paul D. Murray, “Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning,” International Journal for 
the Study of the Christian Church 7, no. 4 (2007): 279–301, doi:10.1080/14742250701725785. 
136. Ibid. 
137. Paul D. Murray, “Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning—Establishing the Agenda,” 
in Paul D. Murray, ed., Receptive Ecumenism and the Call to Catholic Learning: Exploring a Way 
for Contemporary Ecumenism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 15. Also see: Antonia 
Pizzey, “Heart and Soul: Receptive Ecumenism as a Dynamic Development of Spiritual 
ecumenism” (PhD thesis, Australian Catholic University, 2005), doi:10.4226/66/5a9cc282b0bb2. 
138. See the Receptive Ecumenism website of the Durham University Centre for Catholic Studies 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/theology.religion/ccs/constructivetheology/receptiveecumensim/. 
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of receptive ecumenism as counteracting “reactionary interpretation” of the 

second Vatican Council.139 

Williams suggested to the Second Receptive Ecumenism Conference in 2009 

that Anglicanism offered an example of how a non-centralised body may preserve 

a common language and practice that is answerable to scripture and tradition—

although he also acknowledged that “the Anglican story does more to define the 

problem than to clarify the solution.” Anglican self-scrutiny posed the question of 

what an effective ecumenical consensus would be like—”a passion for universal 

understanding and a common vocabulary of faith and of service that did not 

depend on a residual model of any kind of magistracy.”140 

Reconciled diversity 

Pope Francis was elected just 72 days after Williams left Canterbury. His 

model of ecumenism has elements in common with that of Williams. Francis’s 

wide-ranging Apostolic Letter Evangelii Gaudium, published eight months after 

his 2013 election, was something of a manifesto for his pontificate. “Diversity is a 

beautiful thing,” he wrote, “when it can constantly enter into a process of 

reconciliation and seal a sort of cultural covenant resulting in a ‘reconciled 

diversity’.”141 “Reconciled diversity”142 had been a formulation used to 

encapsulate aspirations for the 1973 Leuenberg agreement that established what 

is now called the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe. Avery Dulles 

describes Vatican II and the World Council of Churches 1968 Assembly in 

Uppsala as each expressing a vision of catholicity that demanded differing forms 

in differing situations, requiring not uniformity but “reconciled diversity.”143 

In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis emphasised the importance of a 

common witness by all believers for the sake of peace. Common witness is a 

shared action expressed in practical solidarity rather than by agreement on 

 
139. Paul Avis, “Are We Receiving ‘Receptive Ecumenism’?” Ecclesiology 8 (2012): 224, 
doi:10.1163/174553112X630471. 
140. Williams, “Unity and Universality.” 
141. Francis, Evangelii Gaudium (Vatican: 2013), §230, 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html. 
142. Sergio Rubin and Francesca Ambrogetti, eds., Pope Francis: Conversations with Jorge 
Bergoglio (New York: Putnam’s, 2013), 227–8. 
143. Avery Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), 29. 
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everything. (There is a “hierarchy of truths” in which only some are essential to 

the “direct expression [of] the heart of the gospel.”144) Unity is strengthened by 

learning from each other—a value repeatedly stressed by Williams. Francis said in 

Evangelii Gaudium that “it is not just about being better informed about others, 

but rather about reaping what the Spirit has sown in them, which is also meant to 

be a gift for us.”145 Elsewhere, he said: “We must walk united with our 

differences: there is no other way to become one. This is the way of Jesus.” 

Francis relies on talking with one another, not about one another. This is the only 

way, he believes, to avoid misunderstandings and remove prejudice. Francis seeks 

more dynamic, less ponderous, ecumenical communications and processes.146 

These are things that Williams equally could have said. 

Francis proposes some self-limitation of papal authority and is open to 

“conversion of the papacy.”147 He does not consider that the magisterium should 

have a definitive or complete response to every question.148 This would encourage 

Williams in his desire for ecumenical togetherness, but a unity that is more than 

“reconciled diversity” remains a goal for both Rome and Canterbury. Cardinal 

Kasper wrote in 2007 that a Roman Catholic response to the considerable 

valuable work that had been done was “neither to become resigned to the current 

divisions, nor to rest content with a ‘reconciled diversity’ which stops well short 

of the unity Christ desires for his disciples.”149 Williams would agree. 

“Ecumenism is an ideal and we still need to pray for it,” he told Catherine 

Pepinster. “We work for a proper understanding of our baptismal unity and 

evangelisation.”150 

 
144. Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, §36. In this context, I would expect Eucharistic theology—
things necessary to be agreed before there could be table fellowship—to be fairly high in the 
hierarchy of truths. 
145. Ibid., §246. 
146. Antonio Spadaro and Francis, “A Big Heart Open to God: The Exclusive Interview with 
Pope Francis,” Thinking Faith (19 September 2013), http://www.thinkingfaith.org/sites/default 
/files/20130919_1.pdf, 10. 
147. Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, §32. 
148. Ibid., §16. 
149. Walter Kasper, “Credo Unam Sanctam Ecclesiam: The Relationship between the Catholic 
and the Protestant Principles in Fundamental Ecclesiology,” International Journal for the Study of 
the Christian Church 7, no. 4 (2007): 250, doi:10.1080/14742250701725710. 
150. Pepinster, The Keys and the Kingdom, 106, quoting an interview with Williams. 
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6.5. Interfaith Solidarity? Conversations with Muslims 

As a Cambridge undergraduate, Williams was asked to review John 

Bowker’s Problems of Suffering in Religions of the World. In Bowker’s chapter 

on the Islamic view of suffering and its meaning,151 Williams “discovered a new 

world of reference, a new sophistication, a new range of imagery and 

thinking.”152 This experience led Williams to continue reading on Islam and to 

learn more about its diversity. The many Islamic communities have differing 

agendas. For there to be dialogue, one must engage with Islam in the many forms 

that are there, hearing those that are able to sit together peaceably.153 Dialogue 

begins with a straightforward learning of respect and understanding, so that it 

may then be about “recognising and naming the issues that we can’t avoid facing 

together.”154 

Williams has taken part in conversations with Buddhist,155 Hindu,156 

Jewish,157 and other counterparts and communities. But by far his greatest 

commitment to interfaith dialogue has been with Muslims and Islam. Asked why 

it was important for him to have engaged in interfaith dialogue, Williams replied: 

“It wasn’t a decision that I took just because I wanted to do it. It was there to be 

 
151. John Bowker, “Islam,” in Problems of Suffering in Religions of the World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1970), 99–136, doi:10.1017/CBO9781139165587.005. 
152. Rowan Williams, “Muslim–Christian Dialogue in Britain and Beyond,” Islam and Christian–
Muslim Relations 19, no. 3 (2008): 334, doi:10.1080/09596410802128027. 
153. Carys Moseley argues that Williams is able to engage theologically only with Muslims who 
use the apophatic tradition within Islam. Carys Mosely, “Rowan Williams as Hegelian Political 
Theologian: Resacralising Secular Politics,” Heythrop Journal 53, no. 3 (2012): 377. 
154. Rowan Williams and Alan Rusbridger, “Interview: Rowan Williams: Transcript of an 
Interview between the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams, and the Guardian’s editor, 
Alan Rusbridger,” Guardian (21 March 2006), 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/mar/21/religion.uk. 
155. See: “Archbishop’s Dialogue with Buddhist Leaders,” 5 March 2012, 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2387/archbishops-dialogue-with-buddhist-leaders; 
John Bingham, “Rowan Williams: How Buddhism Helps Me Pray,” Telegraph (2 July 2014), 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/10942056/Rowan-Williams-how-Buddhism-helps-me-
pray.html. 
156. P. Jacob and Rowan Williams, “Dialogue for Me is Recognition of the Serious: Rowan 
Williams,” Hindu (Madras) 20 October 2010, 
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/interview/Dialogue-for-me-is-recognition-of-the-serious-
Rowan-Williams/article15795596.ece; “Archbishop and Swamis in Dialogue, Whitefield 
Ecumenical Centre, Bangalore 20 October 2010,” 
http://www.presenceandengagement.org.uk/sites/default/files/77_resource.pdf. 
157. The Anglican-Jewish Commission of the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Chief Rabbinate 
of Israel meets annually, although the brief communiqués give little indication of the heart of the 
conversations. See: https://www.anglicancommunion.org/inter-religious/jewish.aspx. 
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done.” He spoke of the danger of communities drifting apart, a crisis in relations 

after 9/11, and a need to listen. Learning more about Islam became a practical 

necessity, but Williams spoke of learning about Islam, not of persuading Muslims 

of anything.158 

Building Bridges 

In January 2002, not long after the shock of 9/11, Archbishop George Carey 

hosted the first Building Bridges Seminar for Muslim and Christian scholars at 

Lambeth.159 On succeeding Carey in 2003, Williams chaired a second seminar in 

Qatar and made it a priority to continue the initiative. Annually since, a group of 

invited Muslim and Christian scholars has met for three or four days of 

deliberation on a theological theme, with public lectures, closed plenaries, and 

small-group sessions. Each annual seminar has issued a publication. In 2012, 

speaking at the last of the seminars of which he would be the chair, Williams 

described their distinctiveness. They do not make statements, issue communiqués, 

or seek publicity. The participants work to know each other closely and to model 

patience in dialogue. There is strong attention to shared study of the scriptures 

and other sacred texts of the respective traditions. Text-based discussion means 

avoidance of large generalities, “so that we can come back again and again to the 

specifics of what we believe God is saying to us in the texts that our tradition 

engages with.” The intention is to address shared concerns from the perspective 

of deeply rooted faith.160 The 2010 seminar, for example, looked at death, 

resurrection, and judgment. “Death is supremely the moment when truth is laid 

bare. As religious believers, we cannot talk about it clinically or impersonally.”161 

 
158. Rowan Williams and Frans Bjørdal, “Intervju med Dr Rowan Williams,” an interview 
recorded in English in Sweden in podcast program Kulturmisjonen 9, Moderne Media, 1 April 
2019, transcribed from an audio file downloaded from https://shows.pippa.io/kulturmisjonen 
/episodes/9-bonusepisode-intervju-med-dr-rowan-williams. 
159. There is a history of the Building Bridges seminars in Douglas Pratt, Christian Engagement 
with Islam: Ecumenical Journeys Since 1910 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 165–88. 
160. Rowan Williams, Opening Remarks at Building Bridges Seminar, 23 April 2012, printed as 
“Preface,” in David Marshall and Lucinda Mosher, eds., Death Resurrection and Human Destiny: 
Christian and Muslim Perspectives (Washington DC: Georgetown University Press, 2014), xxi–
xxiv. 
161. Rowan Williams, “Afterword,” in David Marshall and Lucinda Mosher, eds., Death 
Resurrection and Human Destiny: Christian and Muslim Perspectives (Washington DC: 
Georgetown University Press, 2014), 241–3. 
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At the first Building Bridges Seminar in 2002, Gillian Stamp described it as 

an exercise in “appreciative conversation” in which one remains rooted in one’s 

own tradition yet reaches beyond it to sustain relationships of mutual respect.162 

The description “appreciative conversation” has much in common with David 

Lochhead’s declaration that the “the call to dialogue, to open, trusting and loving 

relationships with the neighbour is clear and unambiguous. Dialogue needs no 

justification outside itself.”163 

Douglas Pratt164 advocates an increase in this “transcendent” dialogue. As 

an intentional theological interaction, it involves “careful and mutual exploration 

of critical issues and questions of ideological and theological differentiation.” 

It invites “mutually authentic interpretation and cross-conceptualisation.”165 This 

type of engagement differs from the interfaith work of the Vatican and of the 

World Council of Churches from the mid-twentieth century onwards but is 

exemplified by the Building Bridges seminars and the Christian-Muslim 

Theological Forum166 the work of which goes beyond the nurturing of good 

interpersonal relations. Partners in a “transcendent” dialogue are each secure and 

comfortable in their identity, yet open to it being critiqued, extended and 

challenged—and thus enriched. Difficult questions of theology and ideology can 

be addressed directly in an environment of trust. “Deeper dialogue cannot be 

shunned. Dialogue is always a ‘risky’ business. It carries with it the possibility 

that, in consequence to genuine openness, the outcome may well be radical 

change.”167 

 
162. Gillian Stamp, “And They Returned by Another Route,” in Michael Ipgrave, ed., In The 
Road Ahead: A Christian-Muslim Dialogue: A Record of the Seminar “Building Bridges” held at 
Lambeth Palace, 17–18 January 2002 (London: Church House Publishing, 2002), 112, 113. 
163. David Lochhead, The Dialogical Imperative: A Christian Reflection on Interfaith Encounter 
(Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2011 [1988]), 81. 
164. Professor of Religious Studies in the School of Social Sciences, University of Waikato, New 
Zealand and Adjunct Professor for Theology and Interreligious Studies in the Department of Old 
Catholic Theology at the University of Bern, Switzerland. 
165. Douglas Pratt, “ Theology after Dialogue: Christian–Muslim Engagement Today and 
Tomorrow,” Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations 26 no. 1, (2015): 96, 
doi:10.1080/09596410.2014.965882. 
166. Theologisches Forum Christentum–Islam, conducted in German and hosted by the Academy 
of the Diocese of Rottenburg-Stuttgart. See: https://www.akademie-
rs.de/themen/themenuebersicht/aktuell/theologisches-forum-christentum-islam/. 
167. Douglas Pratt, “ Theology after Dialogue,” 97. 
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Theology for dialogue, Pratt says, addresses the question of why Christianity 

should engage in dialogical relationship with other faiths. Theology in dialogue 

asks what theological matters should form the substance of engagement. It asks 

whether radical rethinking of important questions and formulations is possible. 

This is where the work of the Christian–Muslim Theological Forum and the 

Building Bridges seminar series have been invaluable. But beyond theology for 

and in dialogue, Pratt argues, is an urgent need for theology after dialogue. There 

must be self-critical reflection and change as a result of dialogue. If dialogue does 

not provoke change, development, and modification of our understanding of the 

other or of ourselves in relation to the other, it is of little value.168 

Here Williams might partly disagree. He sees value in the exchange of gift, 

the discovery of new things in one another for their own sake. Yet he would not 

disagree with Pratt’s argument that interfaith dialogue must initiate conversation 

and potential for change within each tradition. Williams recalls John Bowker’s 

insistence that great traditions can be effectively renewed only from within. 

Arguments between traditions are pointless.169 In any discourse there is the 

challenge to sustain continuity and identity while retaining self-critical elements 

that bring truthfulness.170 There is a danger that a passion for a particular 

perception may become violent and exclusive; the way to respond is not to soften 

disagreement but to become more intelligent in understanding it. Williams 

describes as one of Bowker’s “bolder and more controversial speculations” the 

idea that, because God is beyond anxiety or self-defence, it might be that God 

“could or would perfect the particular happiness each tradition looks to, without 

some kind of insistence that all be drawn into the same fulfilment.” If this were 

so, violence on purely religious grounds would be illogical.171 

 
168. Ibid., 99–100. 
169. Rowan Williams, “John Bowker: A Theological Overview,” in Eugene E. Lemcio, ed., 
A Man of Many Parts: Essays in Honour of John Westerdale Bowker on the Occasion of His 
Eightieth Birthday (Eugene: Pickwick, 2015), 7. 
170. Ibid., 8. 
171. Ibid. 
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A Common Word 

On 11 September 2004, Williams gave a lecture on the doctrine of God at 

the Al-Azhar al-Sharif in Cairo. It was remarkable that he was invited to speak at 

this ancient and highly prestigious centre of Sunni learning on the third 

anniversary of the 9/11 events. Williams sought to speak clearly on theological 

matters of unity and division. Despite differences, he looked for ways in which a 

shared belief in God make it possible for Muslims and Christians to say things 

together about the way to peace and justice.172 His presentation, itself a response 

to a generous invitation, opened a space for a further more-detailed overture from 

Muslims.173 

A Common Word Between Us and You is an open letter signed by a broadly 

based group of 138 Muslim religious leaders and scholars and published on 

11 October 2007.174 Over 250 have now signed it. Addressed to Christian leaders, 

the letter identified “love of God and love of neighbour” as common ground from 

which Muslims and Christians might advance dialogue and collaboration. The 

authors of A Common Word offered a sophisticated and imaginative statement of 

where Islamic and Christian reflection on revelation might converge for the good 

of all. Williams saw it as “an intellectually and spiritually serious statement of the 

kinship between what the two faiths take for granted about God and about 

humanity.” It was “a genuinely fresh approach.” It also looked back to a time 

when the Abrahamic faiths were able to see in each other a common 

understanding of “the grammar of the divine.”175 

 
172. Rowan Williams, “Christians and Muslims Before the One God: An Address Given at Al-
Azhar Al-Sharif, Cairo on 11 September 2004,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 16, no. 2 
(2005): 190, doi:10.1080/09596410500059680. 
173. Michael Ipgrave, “God who is Trinity: Speaking with Muslims, Reflections on an Anglican 
Contribution by Archbishop Rowan Williams,” 2005, http://anglicanism.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/ipgrave_trinityrev2.pdf. 
174. A Common Word Between Us and You. (Amman: The Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for 
Islamic Thought, 2007). Accessed 10 February 2019 from 
https://www.acommonword.com/downloads-and-translations/. 
175. Rowan Williams, “Introduction,” to republication of “A Common Word for the Common 
Good,” in Yazid Said and Lejla Demiri, eds., The Future of Interfaith Dialogue: Muslim-Christian 
Encounters through a Common Word (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 61, 
doi:10.1017/9781316466834.005. 
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The letter was an invitation to candid and reflective exchange. It received 

many responses, varying from applause through politely expressed concern176 to 

full-length criticism177 and outright vitriol. The most highly publicised response 

was written by four academics from the Yale Divinity School, signed by about 

130 Christian leaders and scholars, and published as a full-page advertisement in 

The New York Times on 13 November 2007.178 

In June 2008 Lambeth Palace assembled a large and diverse group of 

Christian scholars and leaders to consider how best to reply to A Common Word. 

The views of those attending were too varied for a joint response to be attempted. 

The gathering did, however, encourage Williams to prepare a commentary in the 

light of the views and perspectives expressed in the meeting. In the spirit of the 

original document, Williams sought “to do some primary theological reflection 

directly in the presence of another religious tradition . . . in the hope of finding a 

way together of serving the needs of a divided, fearful world.”179 In A Common 

Word for the Common Good,180 he sketched some areas of significant difference 

between Muslim and Christian language, while responding enthusiastically to the 

Muslims’ invitation to dialogue and collaboration. Williams looked at how 

dialogue would be possible in the wider social context. He argued that religious 

diversity is a source of potential strength in society that seeks a commitment to 

the truth as a response to the fearfulness that breeds violence. 

Williams offers a realistic reading of A Common Word, admitting from the 

start the futility of adopting hasty conclusions about important common points 

between traditions. Despite this caution, he recognises that the letter has an 

immediate impact as it is understandable by Christians who read it in good faith. 

 
176. Ruth Gledhill, “Muslim Pleas Well-Meaning but Flawed,” Times (London) 14 October 
2007, http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/article2638044.ece, reporting comments 
by Dr Michael Nazir-Ali, Anglican Bishop of Rochester. 
177. Sam Solomon and Al-Maqdisi, The Truth About A Common Word (Pilcrow Press, 2008), 
http://www.answering-islam.org/fileadmin/authors/solomon/truth_about_common_word.pdf. 
178. Harold W. Attridge, Miroslav Volf, Joseph Cumming, and Emilie M. Townes. Loving God 
and Neighbor Together: A Christian Response to “A Common Word Between Us and You.” 
See: https://www.acommonword.com/loving-god-and-neighbor-together-a-christian-response-to-a-
common-word-between-us-and-you/. See also: Attridge, Volf, Cumming, and Townes, “Christian 
response,” https://faith.yale.edu/common-word/common-word-christian-response. 
179. Ibid., 62. 
180. Rowan Williams, “A Common Word for the Common Good,” in Yazid Said and Lejla 
Demiri, The Future of Interfaith Dialogue . . ., 61–89. First published 2008. 
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Williams applauds this as a significant linguistic achievement. Much of the 

success of A Common Word stems from its language. Williams took it literally as 

an invitation to interfaith dialogue between traditions. He read A Common Word 

for its communicative potential, the necessary foundation for achieving a possible 

shared ethic between the two traditions. Williams drew from its text five areas 

that would be fruitful to follow through: a focus on love and praise of God, 

commitment to love of neighbour rooted in the love of God, a concern to ground 

whatever is said in the scriptures of the respective traditions, a desire to relate to 

each other from the “heart of our lives of faith before God”, and a sense of 

calling and responsibility before the God who has “given us special responsibility 

in creation.”181 

Growing in dialogue 

Ray Gaston has written a complex theoretical study of interfaith 

engagement as practical theology, which he illustrates with actual stories 

exemplifying the ideas he is discussing. In Gaston’s application of practical 

theology, “the subject of exploration becomes ourselves and our relationship with 

others and with God.” Thus we move from “a theology of religions whose subject 

is the other, to a theology of engagement whose subject is ourselves.” We ask 

ourselves, “how do other faith traditions enable us to enter into a deeper 

relationship with Christ?”182 

Williams had something similar in mind when he addressed the Christian 

Muslim Forum (of which he was the founder and, as Archbishop, the patron)183 at 

Lambeth Palace in 2010. Williams proposed that “dialogue” be understood in 

connection with discovery, not least self-discovery. He suggested that, although 

there had been much engagement between Christians and Muslims, sometimes 

peaceable and sometimes confrontational, there had been little authentic dialogue. 

Dialogue raises questions that we would not have considered otherwise. 

 
181. Williams, “A Common Word for the Common Good,” 67. 
182. Ray Gaston, Faith, Hope and Love: Interfaith Engagement as Practical Theology (London: 
SCM Press, 2017), 23. 
183. Established in 2006 by the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Christian Muslim Forum has a 
practical orientation directed towards tackling issues that divide the communities, challenging 
anti-Muslim and anti-Christian hostility, and supporting local church-mosque twinning and 
practical friendship in times of need. http://www.christianmuslimforum.org. 
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In tackling such unexpected questions, we discover ourselves anew. We will never 

come to a place where we have said all there is to say about God, for there is 

always more to discover.184 Every human has something to contribute to our 

awareness as “in every single human life we see something of how the infinity of 

God’s mystery winds itself into the mystery of a human life and personality.”185 

Every human voice is worth hearing. Dialogue at its best is when we each try to 

“‘look at another person’s face turned towards God.”186 We grow as we take in 

what somebody else sees and hears, but also as we learn more about ourselves 

and our own convictions. When asked whether and how dialogue with Muslims 

has changed his own faith, Williams said that the biggest challenge had been in 

“the sense that Muslims have a deeply integrated picture of faith in daily life.” 

The unselfconscious dailiness of Muslim practice reminds us to put ourselves into 

God’s presence and to be answerable to God in ordinary things.187 

Dialogue fails unless we observe that people from differing traditions ask 

differing questions. Studies of comparative religion have had a tendency to 

minimise difference and to assume that everyone is really asking the same 

questions, for which it should be possible to find common answers. But in 

dialogue, we question our questions as we listen and absorb from each other. 

We discover resources and tensions in our own religious language. The word 

“salvation”, for example, so readily used by Christians, has different meanings, or 

little meaning at all, for other faiths. In dialogue, we not only learn about God 

but about what we understand of God and where we stand in relation to God. 

Dialogue with others shows us where our own thinking and wondering about 

God needs questioning and deepening. 

A common mission? 

Islam and Christianity are both missionary faiths. Christians and Muslims 

both long to share their faiths, which can make it difficult to be together 

 
184. Rowan Williams, “Dialogue is a Means of God-given Discovery” (address at the Christian-
Muslim Forum Conference of Scholars, Lambeth Palace, 22 March 2010), 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/926/archbishop-dialogue-is-a-means-of-god-given-
discovery. 
185. Ibid. 
186. Ibid. 
187. Williams and Bjørdal, “Intervju med Dr Rowan Williams.” 
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comfortably. Dialogue is motivated by a passion for truth and by a desire for 

human connectedness. But dialogue’s “success” is not measured by conversions. 

Its value is in the deepening of discovery that occurs within it. We set aside for a 

moment our desire to have others fully identify with us, in the hope that we may 

discover more of God and ourselves. Dialogue needs no justification other than 

being a means to “sink more deeply into the infinity of God’s work, presence and 

purpose.”188 Yet dialogue may also bring Christians, Muslims and Jews together 

to a place where, when they see neglect of God’s calling, they may respectfully 

call each other to account.189 Muslims, Jews and Christians may together offer the 

world a standard of behaviour worthy of the God they worship, “worthy of him 

in a way that crusades and terrorism and oppression are not.”190 Debate remains, 

but what matter are intelligence, respect, and thankfulness for the good in each 

other. We must forsake violent inducements and not punish people for 

conclusions reached in good faith. No-one should be compelled into belief out of 

fear. If we truly understand the nature of our God, our minds will be renewed 

and our lives changed.191 

Each year while Archbishop, Williams sent greetings to major religious 

communities for their most important annual festivals. In what was to be his last 

message as Archbishop to “Muslim friends and fellow workers” on the occasion 

of Eid al-Fitr 2012, Williams said he had been “stretched and challenged” by 

years of “growing into a fuller knowledge of our relationship as Christians and 

Muslims.” He had found it a great gift and looked for “even stronger witness to 

the whole world of real possibilities, of friendship and understanding and simple 

delight in our neighbours.”192 

Christians and Muslims see God differently and do not believe the same 

things about what God has said, but Williams affirms that to be the beginning of 

a story, not its end. He prays: “May God grant that we do truly have a future in 

 
188. Williams, “Dialogue is a Means of God-given Discovery.” 
189. Williams, “Christians and Muslims before the One God,” 190. 
190. Ibid., 192. 
191. Ibid. cf. Romans 12.2. 
192. Rowan Williams, “Archbishop’s 2012 Eid message” (17 August 2012), 
http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2597/archbishops-2012-eid-message. 
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common, also engaging with those things which confront us as threats to our 

humanity, those things which only a robust religious vision can finally help us 

resolve and overcome.”193 As Benjamin Myers observes: “Far from relativising the 

confession of the uniqueness of Christ, Williams sees ‘the radical singleness of 

Jesus Christ’ as the whole rationale for interfaith engagement. . . . Through 

engagement with other religious communities, the church shows that its own 

message of redemption in Christ is relevant in every human context.”194 Such 

dialogue is mission. It is also solidarity, an action of being with the other to share 

with the other what one has, for the common good. 

Holy envy 

In December 2012, three weeks before his departure from Canterbury, 

Williams hosted a reception to celebrate a decade of Christian-Jewish relations 

during his term as Archbishop. He paid tribute, among others, to Rabbi Amar, 

the Sephardi Chief Rabbi in Israel. To listen to Amar expound scripture, Williams 

said, was a “miraculously eye-opening and heart-enlarging experience” and 

“a point of contact with one of the most life-giving elements in the Jewish world 

of thought and prayer.” Williams spoke of a “holy envy of someone so immersed 

in a tradition of wisdom.”195 

“Holy envy” is a phrase made well-known by Krister Stendahl (1921–2008) 

who taught at Harvard Divinity School and was subsequently Lutheran Bishop of 

Stockholm for five years from 1984. There was controversy when the Church of 

Latter-Day Saints proposed to dedicate a new temple in Stockholm in 1985. 

Stendahl endorsed the establishment of the temple, offering three principles for 

interfaith discussion that continue to be quoted widely. First: if you’re going to 

ask the question, “What do others believe?” in their various faiths, ask them, not 

their critics, and not their enemies. Second: if you are going to compare, don’t 

compare your bests with their worsts, but compare best with bests. Third: leave 

 
193. Williams, “Muslim–Christian Dialogue in Britain and Beyond,” 338. 
194. Benjamin Myers, Christ the Stranger: The Theology of Rowan Williams (London: T & T 
Clark, 2012), 64, 65. 
195. “Archbishop Hosts Reception to Celebrate a Decade of Christian Jewish Relations,” 
5 December 2012, http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive.com/articles.php/2759/archbishop-hosts-
reception-to-celebrate-a-decade-of-christian-jewish-relations. 
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room for “holy envy.”196 Speaking of Mormon performance of baptisms for the 

dead, Stendahl was later to express “holy envy” for a practice so conspicuously 

rooted in love for one’s ancestors.197 In a 1992 lecture, Stendahl said that 

“dialogue slowly creates a climate in which you can both speak and listen and 

find out what the real issue is. And ultimately perhaps reach . . . the Holy Envy: 

when we recognise something in another tradition that is beautiful but is not in 

ours.”198 Michael Trice is one of several more-recent writers on “holy envy.”199 

He speaks of the “generosity” that originates in God and moves between us in 

our religious dialogue, as we become “aware of the same hand that created and 

cultivated us all.”200 We recognise the distinct yet also familiar features of our 

own life of faith in that of the other. We each cultivate faith in different ways, but 

we recognise the spiritual integrity, the marks of the holy, in each other’s texts, 

beliefs and practices. This is a gift, but not something to be seized. 

6.6. Summation 

Besides helping us to learn more about Williams’s theology, the foregoing 

examples do show that in some situations it has been distinctly more helpful to 

his purpose than in others. Yet it can be problematic to evaluate theology by its 

 
196. As related by Truman G. Madsen in a video in which Stendahl also spoke: Between Heaven 
and Earth. Salt Lake City: Intellectual Reserve Inc., 2002, https://www.youtube.com 
/watch?v=4TbENguf6Ng. See also: Krister Stendahl and Yehezkel Landau, “An Interview with 
Krister Stendahl,” Harvard Divinity Bulletin 35 no. 1 (Winter 2007), 
https://bulletin.hds.harvard.edu/articles/winter2007/interview-krister-stendahl. Hans Gustafson 
notes that although Stendahl made popular the idea of “holy envy,” he was not the first to 
propose the notion of envy for the rich religious experiences of others. Hans Gustafson, 
“Suppressing the Mosquitoes’ Coughs: An Introduction to Holy Envy,” in Hans Gustafson, ed., 
Learning from Other Religious Traditions: Leaving Room for Holy Envy (New York: Springer/ 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), n4, doi:10.1007/978-3-319-76108-4. 
197. Krister Stendahl, speaking in Between Heaven and Earth, 2002. 
198. Krister Stendahl, “From God’s Perspective We Are All Minorities,” Journal of Religious 
Pluralism 2 (1993): 6. Republished at https://pluralismsunday.wordpress.com/2008/07/23/krister-
stendahl-on-religious-pluralism/. 
199. For example: Edward K. Kaplan, “Spiritual Regret and Holy Envy,” Spiritus 5, no. 1 (2005): 
103–6, doi:10.1353/scs.2005.0010; David Rosen, “Leaving Room for Holy Envy,” in S. Kent 
Brown, Kaye T. Hanson, and James R. Kearl, eds., Finding God at BYU (Provo: Brigham Young 
University, 2001), 160–8; Hans Gustafson, ed. Learning from Other Religious Traditions; 
Barbara Brown Taylor, Holy Envy: Finding God in the Faith of Others (Norwich: Canterbury 
Press 2019). 
200. Michael Reid Trice, “The Future of Religious Identity: A Spirit of Generosity,” in Simone 
Sinn and Michael Reid Trice, eds., Religious Identity and Renewal in the Twenty-First Century: 
Jewish, Christian and Muslim Explorations (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstaldt for the 
Lutheran World Foundation, 2015), 27. 
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practical “results.” History is replete with those who have preferred a certain 

theology because it gave them the results they desired. There are those also who 

have held to a theological principle at extreme personal cost. The gospel itself was 

“a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles”201 yet it has changed the 

lives of millions in concrete and practical ways. There are entire sub-disciplines of 

theology quite reasonably dedicated to the practical application of the gospel. 

That said, theology is motivated by a desire to know more of God and God’s 

ways, a desire that is part of our being as God’s creatures. 

In working with difference, disagreement, and conflict, Williams seeks to 

put what he understands to be theologically wise and true above whatever seems 

to work pragmatically. Nevertheless, whenever possible, he wants to ensure that 

the theological ideals he affirms are not only reasoned and truthful but also 

useable in the real world. In some circumstances of conflict, it proved impossible 

to achieve what Williams believed to be an acceptable outcome while at the same 

time acting in harmony with his theology of conflict and difference, with its 

associated ideals of negotiation and giving space to the other. So it proved in the 

Church of England’s dispute over women bishops. 

On the other hand, Williams’s approach to identity and difference, his desire 

to listen and give place to the other, greatly aided his working and learning in 

conversation with Muslims, despite marked differences of belief and practice. 

Perhaps that is because there was no pressing need of a decision or defined 

outcome. Open-ended conversation, admittedly on a small scale, was profitable 

for participants and others. 

In a somewhat similar way, Williams’s theological perspective on difference 

and making space for the other enabled him to support and encourage shared 

prayer and learning by Anglicans, Roman Catholics and other Christians. He 

challenged dialogue partners to go beyond identifying where their doctrines do or 

do not agree. He sought to engage the Roman Catholic Church in particular in a 

real possibility of change and in mutual dispossession of positions that no longer 

hold up against sound reasoning and a prayerfully negotiated understanding of 

 
201. 1 Corinthians 1.23. 
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scripture and tradition. This recalls Williams’s description of Hegel as “pleading 

for doctrine to do its real job, to sustain a rigorous structure of ideas which secure 

the possibility of thinking rightly about thinking.”202 

 

 
202. Rowan Williams, review of Eclipse of Grace: Divine and Human Action in Hegel, by 
Nicholas Adams, Modern Theology 30, no. 4 (2014): 626, doi:10.1111/moth.12140. 



 

 

Chapter 7. TWO CHALLENGES 

There is, says Ecclesiastes, a time to speak and time to be silent. There is a time 
to support a thesis and time to enhance the complementary thesis. Moreover 
it would often seem to be necessary to support them both together, at the same 
time.—Henri de Lubac.1 

 

7.1. Introduction 

In the course of this study, I have sought to read Rowan Williams’s theology 

of conflict, unity, and solidarity from a positive perspective and in its own terms. 

Difficulties and criticisms have been considered as the discussion progressed. In 

this chapter, I discuss two further challenges to Williams’s theology that have 

emerged in the course of this research. 

First: Williams’s theology is criticised by some as unduly prolonging debate 

on matters of disagreement and as maintaining unacceptable uncertainty and 

indecision, to the detriment of the church’s witness and all concerned. 

Second: Williams offers a theology of difference and identity in which 

conflict and disagreement may in time contribute to better outcomes for 

individuals, the church and society. He urges a process of dispossession, a 

learning to live for the other. The challenge here is that the achievement of peace 

and solidarity as Williams proposes seems to make unacceptably heavy demands 

on those who have suffered, sometimes terribly, through conflict. 

7.2. Conflict, Uncertainty and Indecision 

The problem 

Some have attacked Williams’s theological response to conflict because in 

their view it leads to wrongful indecisiveness and uncertainty, jeopardising the 

wellbeing of individuals, the church, and society. In a much-quoted sentence from 

The Wound of Knowledge, Williams says that “Christianity begins in 

contradictions, in the painful effort to live with the baffling plurality and diversity 

of God’s manifested life—law and gospel, judgement and grace, the crucified son 

 
1. Henri de Lubac, Paradoxes of Faith (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987), 13–14. 
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crying to the Father.”2 Williams depicts such contradictions positively as sources 

of life, growth, and healing. Some find such a view to be simply wrong. 

Christianity, it can be said, is a source of clarity, not bewilderment, of assurance 

and certainty, not puzzlement. Williams’s perception of the never-finished has 

long frustrated his critics. Robert Jenson, for example, complains of Williams’s 

“endless semi-Socratic dialectic.”3 Reviewing On Christian Theology, Jenson 

found in Williams an obsessive fear of closure unhelpful to the life of faith.4 Terry 

Eagleton comments that “conviction need not imply closure . . . but neither for 

that matter need closure itself be inherently objectionable, as Williams seems to 

assume. . . . The orthodox Christian belief is that faith is itself a form of certainty, 

though not of a scientific or empirical kind.”5 

There are questions on which Williams is settled in his views and resolutely 

determined to act. His recent outspokenness on the peril of climate change is a 

case in point. Williams finds no value in working with the difficulties of a 

controversial issue but failing to act. He values Rose’s perspective of keeping open 

the “middle” of examination, understanding, and debate, while also risking 

action towards the best, albeit incomplete, justice obtainable. “[T]o say that there 

is a serious case to be made for two contending positions is not the same as saying 

that there is no informed choice to be made between them.”6 

In this section, I use three headings to discuss criticisms of Williams’s 

theology as seemingly leading to uncertainty and indecision: uncertainty and the 

use of scripture, the ethical dilemma of uncertainty, and a need to decide even 

when there is no consensus. Although I use examples from the Anglican debate on 

homosexuality, I do not seek to support or oppose Williams’s views on 

homosexuality as such. 

 
2. Rowan Williams, The Wound of Knowledge: Christian Spirituality from the New Testament to 
St. John of the Cross, 2nd edn. (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1990), 80. 
3. Robert W. Jenson, review of On Christian Theology, by Rowan Williams, Pro Ecclesia 11, 
no. 3 (2002): 368. 
4. Ibid. 
5. Terry Eagleton, “Tragedy and Liberalism,” Modern Theology 34, no. 2 (April 2018): 225, 
doi:10.1111/moth.12402. 
6. Rowan Williams, “‘Not Cured, Not Forgetful, Not Paralysed’: A Response to Comments on 
The Tragic Imagination,” Modern Theology 34, no. 2 (2017): 285, doi:10.1111/moth.12406. 
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Uncertainty and the use of scripture 

Critics of Williams’s theology base some of their objections on what they see 

as faults in the way he uses scripture and tradition, which they view as 

contributing to avoidable doubt and the perpetuation of conflict. During his 

tenure at Canterbury, criticism of Williams was particularly persistent from both 

sides of the unresolved arguments about the place of homosexual people in the 

Anglican church. Debate about homosexuality has fractured the Anglican 

Communion in part because one’s attitude to homosexuality is taken by many 

participants in the debate to indicate faithfulness or otherwise to scripture. This, 

in turn, hinges on questions of hermeneutics and authority as well as the much-

debated exegesis of particular biblical texts. The debate also turns on whether and 

how the church should be inclusive, welcome everyone, and make space for God’s 

gift in every person. 

In Chapter 4, I discussed the way in which Williams allows orthodoxy to 

emerge in the church through its history of competing claims and debate. This is 

unsatisfactory to some, who find it dangerously uncertain and too slow. 

Williams’s critics, both conservative and liberal, also tend to imply that the often-

protracted process of discussion and conflict he identifies would be redundant if 

scripture were applied accurately, wholeheartedly, and promptly. Both the 

“progressive” and the “traditionalist” would prefer conflicts to be resolved firmly 

on the basis of what they respectively understand to be the truth. They consider 

failure to discern the truth promptly (and thus to resolve conflict) to be a 

consequence of weak hermeneutics, indecisiveness, and disobedience to scriptural 

truth. As well as Jenson, writers such as Christopher Seitz7 and John Webster8 see 

in Williams a fear of closure and a lack of attention to God’s purposes for the 

biblical text. Darren Sarisky claims that Williams “makes the Bible seem too 

much like other texts.”9 

 
7. Christopher R. Seitz, “‘Canterbury and Unity,’ in “Rowan Williams: The New Archbishop of 
Canterbury: A Symposium,” Pro Ecclesia 12, no. 1 (2003): 13. 
8. John Webster, “Rowan Williams on Scripture,” in Markus N. A. Bockmuehl and Alan J. 
Torrance, eds., Scripture’s Doctrine and Theology’s Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 
120. 
9. Daniel Sarisky, Scriptural Interpretation: A Theological Exploration (Oxford: Blackwell, 2013), 
171. 
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Williams insists, moreover, that there is “no single meaning waiting to be 

uncovered in any part of scripture or tradition. Scripture and tradition are not 

inherently ambiguous, but their meaning, from a human perspective, is 

inexhaustible.”10 Ambiguity is unavoidable in our human exploration of scripture 

and tradition, which introduces potential for disagreement and conflict. Nor can 

we suppose that the Bible is an exhaustive source of knowledge. Thus Williams 

agrees with Richard Hooker who he summarises as saying that “God teaches by 

many means, and we do no honour to God or to the Bible by imagining that all 

God might wish to say can be contained in one volume. We learn from nature, 

from spiritual inspiration, from sheer experience.”11 Although Williams argues for 

accountability (by which certain ethical actions could be deemed unacceptable) he 

also insists that communion and engagement should continue. The first priority 

“is to stay in engagement with those who decide differently.”12 Some, however, 

have seen this stance as equivocal and an invitation to indecisive dithering. 

In Toronto in April 2007, Williams gave the Larkin-Stuart Lecture on “The 

Bible Today: Reading and Hearing.” Among other things, he sought to make the 

point that “many current ways of reading miss the actual direction of the passage 

. . . and so undermine a proper theological approach to Scripture.”13 Williams 

was concerned to avoid “fragmentary” readings divorced from “the specific needs 

that shape the movement and emphasis of the text itself.”14 Perhaps injudiciously, 

he chose as an example Romans 1:26–7. Williams says that to understand the 

point of Paul’s argument, the movement that the text seeks to facilitate, requires a 

reading in context, for the response to Paul’s condemnation is in the opening of 

Romans 2. According to Williams, the change envisaged by Paul is “from 

confidence in having received divine revelation to an awareness of universal 

 
10. Ibid., 81. 
11. Rowan Williams, “Foreword: Of the Lawes of Ecclesiasticall Politie Revisted,” in W. J. 
Torrance Kirby, ed., A Companion to Richard Hooker (Leiden, Brill, 2008), xix. 
12. Rowan Williams, “Making Moral Decisions,” in Robin Gill, ed., Cambridge Companion to 
Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 14. 
13. Rowan Williams, “The Bible Today: Reading & Hearing [The Larkin-Stuart Lecture, 
delivered at Trinity College, Toronto, 16 April 2007]” in Holy Living: The Christian Tradition for 
Today (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 36. 
14. Ibid., 33–4. 
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sinfulness and need.”15 There is “a paradox in reading Romans 1 as a foundation 

for identifying in others a level of sin that is not found in the chosen 

community.”16 

The lecture was met by sensationalist and inaccurate headlines17 and 

Williams was soon to be criticised as breaching his own principles by himself 

giving a “fragmentary reading” of Romans 1. To read the beginning of Romans 2 

as interpreting 1:26–7 was criticised as an arbitrary selection of part of the 

context while neglecting the rest, mistaking a further step in Paul’s argument to 

be its conclusion. The condemnation of homosexual conduct in Romans 1, it was 

argued, should be read in the whole context of Romans 1:18–3:20, which would 

bring a different conclusion. Williams, it was argued, had failed to integrate the 

text into a biblical systematic theology that takes account of God’s intention for 

human sexuality.18 Mark Thompson repeated these criticisms on Williams’s 

retirement some years later, describing the Larkin-Stuart Lecture as “a masterly 

example of hermeneutical obfuscation” and “a sleight of hand.”19 Perhaps the 

best work of biblical scholarship that questions the legitimacy of homosexual 

behaviour is that of Robert Gagnon.20 While at pains to express respect for 

Williams as a “caring person and able theologian,” Gagnon criticises Williams’s 

reading of Romans in the Larkin-Stuart lecture as “regrettable” and a 

“misinterpretation.” Gagnon says that Williams confuses his own context with 

Paul’s context in Romans.21 Nonetheless, Williams retained sufficient confidence 

in his lecture to republish it a decade later.22 

 
15. Ibid., 36–7. 
16. Ibid., 37. 
17. Thus: Reuters, “Anglican Head Williams Says Anti-gays Misread Bible,” 18 April 2007, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-anglicans-homosexuality/anglican-head-williams-says-anti-
gays-misread-bible-idUSL1767470620070417. 
18. “Doctrine Commission Response to Archbishop Rowan Williams’ Larkin-Stuart Lecture “The 
Bible Today: Reading & Hearing,’ delivered 16 April 2007,” in Diocese of Sydney. Synod. Report 
of Standing Committee & Other Reports and Papers, 2007 (Sydney: The Diocese, 2007), 77. 
19. Mark Thompson, “Farewell Rowan Williams,” Theological Theology [blog], 21 March 2012, 
http://markdthompson.blogspot.com/2012/03/farewell-rowan-williams.html. 
20. Robert A. J. Gagnon. The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics. 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001). 
21. Robert A. J. Gagnon, “Rowan Williams’ Wrong Reading of Romans (. . . and John 14:6),” 
21 April 2007, http://www.robgagnon.net/RowanWilliams%27WrongReading.htm. 
22. In Holy Living: The Christian Tradition for Today (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 29–49. 



Two Challenges 

 

215 

Charles Raven is also highly critical of the weakened gospel that he says 

Williams represents.23 Raven’s argument seems to work backwards and, in so 

doing, illustrates how Anglican debate on homosexuality has become convoluted. 

Raven begins from the premise that homosexuality is antithetical to scripture. 

From this, then, one may find that those who allow the acceptability of 

homosexual relationships to remain an open question are thereby diminishing the 

authority of scripture and allowing unnecessary debate. Given this conclusion, 

Raven diagnoses Williams’s Hegelianism as a source of apparent equivocation 

and indecisive leadership in the church debate on homosexuality. 

In a 2007 publication following the announcement of Williams’s 

appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury, the Society for the Propagation of 

Reformed Evangelical Anglican Doctrine (SPREAD), concluded that Williams 

could not be relied on “to preserve, much less propagate, the Anglican Faith 

which adheres to the sovereign authority of scripture and requires obedience to 

the moral commandments given from God by Moses set forth therein (sic).” 

Williams was attacked as working for “a different kind of faith” and promoting 

“a new moral code.”24 SPREAD’s argument works backwards in a similar 

manner to Raven’s book, but with less care.25 

John Richardson writes that Williams’s views on homosexuality, as set out 

in The Body’s Grace,26 can properly be understood only within the framework of 

Williams’s overall theology of “radical reconciliation” in which God refuses to 

reject those who reject God. Richardson argues that the consequence is a 

truncated Christology and a weakened soteriology, such that our salvation 

 
23. Charles Raven, Shadow Gospel: Rowan Williams and the Anglican Communion Crisis 
(London: Latimer Trust, 2010). 
24. Society for the Propagation of Reformed Evangelical Anglican Doctrine, Rowan Williams and 
Scripture: A Review of the Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams’s Teachings and Use of His 
Powers Concerning the Authority of Scripture (The Society, 2007), 143. 
25. For a riposte to SPREAD’s criticism of Williams, see: Ephraim Radner, “The Counterfeit 
Claims of SPREAD: On The Present Purpose of the One,” 10 June 2008, 
http://www.anglicancommunioninstitute.com/2008/06/the-counterfeit-claims-of-spread-on-the-
present-purpose-of-the-one-anglican-communion/. 
26. Rowan Williams, The Body’s Grace, 10th Michael Harding Memorial Address (Lesbian and 
Gay Christian Movement, 1989), republished in Charles Hefling, ed., Ourselves, Our Souls and 
Bodies (Cambridge, MA: Cowley, 1996), 58–68. 
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becomes uncertain.27 Williams’s Christology is inadequate in Richardson’s view 

because it fails to take proper account of the union between the soul as bride and 

Christ as bridegroom—the typology (not metaphor as Williams would have it) of 

Ephesians 5:31–2. Richardson draws on Martin Luther to argue that marriage is 

a paradigm not only of the process of salvation but of the reason for creation 

itself.28 Thus Richardson and others connect assurance and certainty of salvation 

with a correct perception of human sexual relationships. Garry Williams is 

considerably more emphatic, saying that Rowan’s sexual ethic “will have terrible 

eternal effects,” placing him in conflict with the gospel and imperilling the souls 

of those who follow him. Rowan’s theology avoids obliging sinners to grasp their 

guilt before “an offended, holy, sin-punishing God. . . . They will instead be 

comforted as victims and urged to look to the ultimate victim who atoned by 

triumphing over human hatred.”29 

In summary, some critics of Rowan Williams argue that his theology of 

conflict, his desire to discuss and negotiate difficult contested questions, allows 

unscriptural uncertainty on matters that are and must be certain, lest the salvation 

of those led astray by the uncertainty be jeopardised. Not only is Williams’s 

sexual ethic challenged here, but much else of his theology. 

A response to some of Williams’s critics here is that, by starting with the 

premise that homosexuality is always sinful and working from that to a criticism 

of Williams’s use of the scripture and his theology more generally, the critics beg 

the moral question. It is not established that scripture unequivocally, at all times 

and in all circumstances, prohibits same-sex relationships. (Nor does scripture 

plainly allow all that critics on the other side of the debate might claim.) 

Beginning particularly with the work of John Boswell,30 Robin Scroggs,31 and 

 
27. John P. Richardson, “‘Not Discerning the Body’: Revisiting Rowan Williams’ ‘The Body’s 
Grace’,” Churchman 121 (2007): 107. 
28. Ibid., 120–2, quoting Luther’s Works (Minneapolis: Fortress Press/ Concordia, 1957) 31:351. 
29. Garry Williams, The Theology of Rowan Williams: An Outline, Critique and Consideration of 
Its Consequences (London: Latimer Trust, 2002), 36–7. 
30. John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in Western 
Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1980). 
31. Robin Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1983). 
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William Countryman,32 there has been a substantial cottage industry in the 

production of scholarly and popular material on the Bible and homosexuality and 

the acceptability or otherwise of homosexual relationships between Christians.33 

There has also been a plethora of repetitive church reports, which, amid a mass of 

detail, are divided largely over the unresolved question of how to be faithful to 

scripture with respect to homosexuality. One cannot generalise to say that 

Williams never creates unnecessary uncertainty through his use of scripture, but it 

seems that, at least on the homosexuality question, Williams’s critics fail to make 

their case. 

Mike Higton observes that Williams’s analysis of particular texts is 

secondary to a desire to bring to bear the gospel of God’s disarming acceptance. 

Williams reads scriptural texts in the light of a commitment to a gospel-centred or 

Christ-centred reading of scripture as a whole.34 Higton sees Williams’s opinion 

on homosexuality to be an example of an attempt to be obedient to Christ by 

analysing moral questions in terms of the gospel and the manifestation of Christ 

to the world.35 

That said, Williams implies that there is always an element of uncertainty 

when we look into and submit ourselves to scripture. There is always something 

that we have not known before. The uncertainty has limits, but those limits are 

themselves uncertain. It is Christ himself who is certain, not our fallible 

interpretation of scripture. And it is Christlikeness that is the test of ethical 

conduct. 

Williams is concerned that the Bible is used within theology in the light of 

what a sacred text it is understood to be. The sacredness of a text is not 

established by formal methods of study. It arises from a continuity between the 

situation of the text and that of the reader. For the text to be sacred also assumes 

 
32. L. William Countryman, Dirt, Greed and Sex: Sexual Ethics in the New Testament and Their 
Implications for Today (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1988). (There is now a 2007 rev. edn.) 
33. For a readable and balanced set of scholarly essays setting out opposing views on the 
interpretation of Scripture concerning homosexuality, see: David L. Balsch, ed., Homosexuality, 
Science and the “Plain Sense” of Scripture (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2000). 
34. Mike Highton, Difficult Gospel: The Theology of Rowan Williams (London: SCM, 2004), 
147. 
35. Ibid., 147–8. 
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“a gift, an address or summons not derived from the totality of the empirical 

environment.”36 The question, then, is how the text is taken beyond its empirical 

context by the address of God.37 The exegete cannot assume that a text is a simple 

representation of the divine mind or will. A theological exegesis will look for 

“marks of strain” that are to do with God. A text enacts its sacredness in an 

“excess” of meaning by being “unresolved, unfinished, self-reflexive or self-

questioning.”38 

Despite uncertainty, obedience requires that we act in response to what we 

receive. Accordingly, Williams asks that we take account of critical analysis 

responsibly, while not waiting endlessly for a consensus that may never be found. 

To do this well, we discern and act in community, looking for agreement and 

listening for shared discernment. We need “more candid and imaginative work” 

on the way scripture is read in community. That touches on our understanding of 

the God who creates community.39 Some theologies cannot accommodate an 

adequate account of human conflict in community.40 Theology that employs an 

idealised doctrine of God as a model leaves no place for creative and constructive 

conflict.41 We need a theology of the relationship that God desires with us. We 

need a theology of whether, when, and to what extent God is in the business of 

giving us specific directions to be applied concretely. 

In all this, there a ceaseless need for patience. Medi Ann Volpe says that 

“it should come as no surprise that Williams gives an account of Christian 

identity that emphasises the need to take time, and that we understand who we 

are as Christians only provisionally as we make sense of the evidence available to 

us.”42 In Anglican Identities, Williams discusses the work of a selection of English 

 
36. Rowan Williams, “Historical Criticism and Sacred Text,” in David F. Ford and Graham 
Stanton, eds., Reading Texts, Seeking Wisdom: Scripture and Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2003), 224. 
37. Ibid. 
38. Ibid., 225. 
39. Ibid., 228. 
40. Stephen Pickard, Seeking the Church: An Introduction to Ecclesiology (London: SCM Press, 
2012), 104–5. 
41. Mark Chapman, “The Social Doctrine of the Trinity: Some Problems,” Anglican Theological 
Review 83, no. 2 (2001): 239–54. 
42. Medi Ann Volpe, “Stories of Identity: Rowan Williams on Being a Christian,” in Rethinking 
Christian Identity: Doctrine and Discipleship (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 53. 



Two Challenges 

 

219 

Christian writers from William Tyndale to John Robinson, all of whom, he says, 

were “apologists for a theologically informed and spiritually informed 

patience.”43 The exacting patience found in much Christian debate relies on a 

confidence in the worthwhileness of what we are about as we struggle for reality 

rather than a quick but illusory “solution of a newly constructed community of 

the perfect.”44 

The ethical dilemma of uncertainty 

Uncertainty produces a set of ethical issues. We may not know what to do 

because of factual uncertainty, uncertainty about the consequences of an action, 

uncertainty about what principles apply, or other things. Yet, uncertainty as to 

which among conflicting obligations should prevail does not mean that none 

should. We may find sound reasons to do something and sound reasons not to do 

it, but it is impossible both to act and not act. The same moral precept may 

indeed give rise to conflicting obligations. In such a situation, one seems 

condemned to moral failure. Some will condemn a certain action as a failure; 

some will find not taking that action to be a failure. Conflict is a consequence. 

General obligations and role-related obligations can similarly conflict—a dilemma 

confronted by Williams in practice. It was long assumed by theorists that an 

adequate moral system would prevent the possibility of genuine moral dilemmas. 

At least since the 1960s, however, philosophers have challenged that assumption. 

Some argue that it is impossible to preclude genuine moral dilemmas. Others 

argue that even if it were possible, it may be undesirable to do so.45 

As discussed above in Chapter 1, Williams concludes from his reading of 

Hegel and Rose that to think is to learn dispossession and unsettle any possibility 

of “a final resolution of how we define and speak of our interest.”46 I have 

mentioned Williams’s view that, despite uncertainty, we must act in faith in 

response to what we can best understand. But such action does not of itself imply 
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resolution of the ethical question at hand. Williams’s response to the ethical 

dilemmas of uncertainty is usually to prefer continuing discussion in the search 

for truth even when practical action is necessary in the meanwhile. Even those 

sympathetic to Williams, Giles Fraser for example,47 find there to be a hesitancy 

that has been damaging to Williams and a source of frustration in church 

decision-making. “The problem with Rowan Williams is that he is too bloody 

Christian,” Fraser reported one bishop as saying.48 

If, as some of Williams’s critics hold, certain behaviours and beliefs are 

inimical to eternal salvation, we cannot allow a lack of resolution on the 

acceptability of those behaviours and beliefs. Some things are not up for debate, it 

is argued. On the other hand, if certain homosexual behaviours (for example) are 

acceptable, why do we inflict pain on those who wait for change? Those in favour 

of a place in the church for homosexual people are no less critical than their 

opponents of the indecisiveness inherent in Williams’s approach to conflict, for 

not to decide is in fact to prefer the status quo. Indecision is troubling to those on 

both sides of such questions, for there are those who have sacrificed much on the 

understanding that they do indeed possess the truth. Can we reasonably ask those 

suffering because of what they believe to be the false beliefs and wrong practices 

of others to endure endless discussion? Would it perhaps be better to decide, one 

way or the other? These questions illustrate the reality of the human feeling that 

surrounds many such conflicted questions. They are more than intellectual. As 

I have observed, Williams’s study of the Arian controversy, for instance, makes 

clear that strong social, political, emotional, and spiritual involvements are at 

stake when confronting questions. In the Arian example, those involvements were 

instrumental in so prolonging the controversy that it took well over half a century 

of bitter dispute before even a partial resolution was possible. We should not be 

surprised if debate on homosexuality, for instance, takes as long. 
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Rather like Williams, Czech writer and priest Tomáš Halík rejects a 

misguided search for false certainty and emphasises the importance of mystery in 

challenging simplistic forms of faith. Mystery is irreducible, defying human 

yearning to conquer and master reality. “The world we inhabit is profoundly 

ambivalent,”49 Halík writes. Truth “cannot be confined in definitions and 

conflict-free closed systems,” but is in “constant movement and process.”50 God 

will not be captured by static intellectual systems and traditions but leads us, like 

Abraham, towards a far country even when we would prefer to stay put. We 

show our faithfulness in willingness to enter new territory.51 As it looks and 

listens for the truth, a church of faith, a “seeking church,” is one of patience and 

longing.52 Halík is convinced that mature faith entails acceptance of uncertainty 

and unresolved mystery.53 He commends a theology of rediscovery and 

reappropriation, through which we can learn from the past without being 

burdened by its mistakes. Our journeys through an unfamiliar world force us to 

rediscover a living and inexhaustible God, rather than relying on a fading cultural 

memory.54 

Anglican theologian John Elford55 suggests that the whole biblical and 

Christian tradition offers inspiration about the flexible ways that people may 

respond to their circumstances rather than holding to unique moral truths. Elford 

says that to be uncertain about God’s will is not to deny one’s experience of God. 

We are challenged to turn Christian belief and practice away from false certainty 

and to attend to the many sources of uncertainty. Elford thus affirms an ethics of 

uncertainty inspired by the Christian tradition. “All systems of morality,” he says, 

“exist between a polarity of ultimate values, or systems, on the one hand, and 

 
49. Tomáš Halík, Night of the Confessor: Christian Faith in an Age of Uncertainty, trans Gerald 
Turner (New York: Image Books, 2012), 61. 
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Turner (New York: Doubleday 2009), 11. 
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52. Ibid., 88. 
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Making (London: Oneworld Pubs, 2000). 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

222 

contingent needs on the other; between what really, ultimately matters and what 

can or cannot be done in given situations.”56 Neither the ultimate nor the 

contingent can be ignored. This characterises some of the ethical and moral 

dilemmas faced by Williams during his episcopacy. What binds together such an 

ethics and makes it Christian, Elford believes, is the grace of God and the 

renunciation of self-assurance and hubris.57 

Contributing to a book on faith and doubt in Early Modern England, 

Williams writes of what the mediaevals called dubietas, a defensible uncertainty 

and place of not yet being convinced, the response to which is not a forced 

credulity but further thinking and argument.58 Williams refers to an essay by 

Robert Swanson who shows that, aware of its imperfect knowledge, the medieval 

church accepted that believers would and should entertain questions. 

Nonetheless, the ideal of dubietas—uncertainty and disagreement as part of 

theological speculation and growth in faith—was counter-cultural in a climate of 

profound political and intellectual suspicion.59 Williams goes on to observe that, 

although the reformers were passionate for a renewed knowledge of the truth, 

Luther argued against the claims of enthusiasts who relied on their conviction of 

God’s over-ruling presence within them. For Luther, securitas was fraught with 

theological danger. The fact of uncertainty and mystery is not an epistemological 

weakness but a triumphant proclamation of God’s sovereign freedom to be as 

God wills.60 

Elsewhere, Williams argues for the theological and psychological 

sophistication of Richard Hooker’s distinction of wise doubt from unwise. 

Hooker distinguished between what is certain in itself and when we can properly 

doubt. God’s revealed character and faithfulness are true by necessity and to be 
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adhered to with certainty. It is wise to doubt, however, the absolute importance 

of questions such as the right definition of Christ’s presence in the sacrament, the 

God-given character of any specific church order, and the spiritual state of a 

particular baptised person.61 

The need to decide 

An apparent inability to decide is especially difficult when confronting a 

strongly contested but unavoidable binary choice. I have illustrated this in 

Chapter 6 concerning the debate on women in the English episcopacy. In sum, it 

was difficult for Williams to harmonise his theology of conflict and difference 

with a pressing need to make a decision that he wished to have made. There was 

no compromise available; either women were to be bishops or they were not. The 

question confronted the Church of England for more than twelve years and it was 

all but impossible to accommodate both sides of the dispute. 

Kathryn Tanner’s work in Theories of Culture62 supports Williams’s 

perspectives on decision-making but, as Sarah Moses finds, there are also ideas in 

Tanner’s work that challenge Williams.63 Williams’s vision of the non-competitive 

Christian, for example, might be seen as naïve. Moses notes Tanner’s reminder 

that a seeming consensus is often achieved through domination or exclusion. 

Williams often acknowledges the brokenness of Christian community. He has 

been less willing to unmask sinful power-broking. The passage of the 1998 

Lambeth resolution 1.10 on human sexuality,64 for example, was an exercise of 

power that set aside the carefully nuanced discussions and the report that 

proceeded them65—in what Richard Holloway describes as an atmosphere of 
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41. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

224 

“hateful glee” and the “most traumatic experience” of his life.66 Perhaps Williams 

was naïve in appearing to assume that all parties were motivated only by 

obedience to Christ. 

In Sarah Moses’s view, following Tanner, a further difficulty of Williams’s 

approach is the burden of justification he places on those who question the 

existing tradition. “Although he affirmed the prophetic role of dissent, he seemed 

to place the weight of moral justification on the prophet.”67 Williams requires 

that prophetic insight must be submitted to the moral discernment of the entire 

community, particularly when it represents a radical innovation in the tradition. 

(“Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said.”68) 

Moses overgeneralises here; in the dispute about women bishops, for example, 

Williams looked for the opponents of change to show why they resisted it. 

Nonetheless, Williams says that “the nature of prophetic action is that you do not 

have a cast-iron guarantee that you’re right.”69 Again, Tanner’s analysis of power 

within communities suggests a more robust critique than Williams offers of 

entrenched institutional interests and biases. 

I would add that conflict on a debated question may exist because of 

assumptions inherent in the question itself. All too frequently, such assumptions 

have a denominational character. It would not have been necessary to decide 

whether women could be bishops were there no bishops at all. It would not be 

necessary to debate whether, in the Anglican church, only a priest may preside at 

the Lord’s Supper were there not a certain understanding of the nature of 

Christian “priesthood” and of the need for consecration of the sacramental 

elements. Conflict on such questions presses us to question the context in which 

the question exists. Such is the nature of reform. 
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Tanner’s insistence on the value of internal diversity questions efforts to 

identify a clear consensus. Tanner asks whether trying to shape a consensus where 

there is strong disagreement may destroy already-fragile bonds and harm unity.70 

This was a preoccupation for Williams during the women bishops debate. In 

another example, Williams’s advocacy of an Anglican Covenant71 proved to be 

more divisive than unifying. The proposal was soundly rejected by some 

provinces, welcomed by others, ignored by many, and is now in limbo.72 The idea 

of a proposed covenant became controversial because it assumes certain agreed 

thinking and behaviour to be essential for a healthy Anglican Communion—an 

idea that in other contexts of fellowship Williams would surely oppose. 

Distinguished historian Dairmaid MacCulloch called the Covenant a “pernicious 

scheme” and a “sorry diversion.” “Try and lay down the law in that delicate, 

nuanced thing that is religious belief,” he said, “and you end up damaging or 

hurting a great many people.”73 Others, Paul Avis for example, made a strong 

case for the Covenant and sought to reassure those who had doubts.74 

It would be easier to avoid the pain in decision-making if the questions were 

more abstract than they are, but we learn our faith in concrete ways. It can be a 

struggle then to move into what Williams calls the “catholic mind” of the whole 

body.75 We believe somehow that the entire church ought to speak coherently on 

matters of spiritual life. But various Christian communities come to take different 

things for granted. On encountering such differences, it is easy to be affronted, as 

if one’s own faith were challenged. When we come together, with our differing 

understandings and experiences, there can be considerable painful conflict. 

Asking himself whether there can be a point at which it becomes a nonsense to 

pretend to be in fellowship with those with whom we disagree, Williams finds the 
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answer to be “finely balanced.” He refers to Bonhoeffer, who “has wise words 

about the dangers of deciding well in advance where the non-negotiable 

boundaries lie.” Bonhoeffer insisted that the boundaries must be concrete and 

immediate, not general and abstract.76 Here, Williams writes of looking to find 

“the grammar of obedience” in each other. (I discussed this in Chapter 3 under 

the heading “Solidarity and the Labour of Ethics.”) We look to see whether our 

interlocutors are submitted to the same scrutiny, whether they are willing to be 

dispossessed of their stance by engagement with the truth—a willingness we must 

maintain ourselves. 

Williams says that if we conclude other Christians to be “deeply and 

damagingly” mistaken in a decision, we are accepting that the Body is wounded 

and broken. The pain of a wound is the pain of the whole body, both ourselves 

and those who disagree with us.77 We remain in solidarity with those who are 

wounded and with those whom we believe are inflicting wounds, for to confront 

our mutual woundedness is to open ourselves to healing.78 

Conclusions 

I have used three headings to discuss criticisms of Williams’s theology as 

leading to uncertainty and indecision—the use of scripture, ethical dilemma, and 

a need to decide even when there is no consensus. The importance of patience 

notwithstanding, Williams’s critics find that his theology encourages a response to 

conflict that is dangerously uncertain and too slow. 

Williams’s critics see faults in the way he uses scripture and tradition. It is 

difficult to generalise across a massive body of work. But in a hotly-contested 

example—concerning homosexuality—I have concluded the criticisms to be ill-

founded. 

Ethical uncertainty is a second concern. It was long assumed in moral 

philosophy that an ethical system that led to uncertainty was inadequate. More 

recently, it has been argued that ethical certainty is impossible. I have noted 

Williams’s view that, despite uncertainty, obedience requires that we act in 
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response to what we receive, not waiting endlessly for consensus. Williams has 

not always been able to achieve this in practice—although on some contested 

moral questions he is and has been decisive. 

In the face of a difficult binary choice, as in the Church of England debate 

on women bishops, Williams’s theology of conflict, solidarity and unity does not 

tell us whether, when or what to decide. It does, however, encourage protagonists 

in a dispute to find solidarity with one another and to be in fellowship despite 

strong disagreement. 

Behind criticisms of Williams’s theology as leading to uncertainty and 

indecision remains the question of whether and when certainty is possible or even 

desirable in matters of theology and faith. There remains a tension in Williams’s 

theology and practice between when to decide and when to continue thinking and 

talking. 

I have observed that Williams acknowledges the pain inherent in decision-

making about concrete matters that touch people’s lives. Yet, at some visceral 

level, this does not say whether or why the pain inflicted by decision-making is 

theologically necessary. That, in part, is the subject of the following section. 

7.3. Pain and Reconciliation 

The problem 

Rowan Williams has pursued an understanding of identity and difference to 

get to grips with ways in which some disagreement, argument, and conflict may 

contribute to growth and positive change in church and society. The intention is 

towards justice, peace, and solidarity. Recall Williams’s theology of solidarity, 

discussed in Chapter 2. He urges a process of dispossession, a learning to live for 

the other. He is adamant that we cannot find our own lives without our 

neighbour and the stranger; “life itself is what I find in solidarity.”79 Our lives 

depend on involvement with one another “beyond our choice and our 
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preference.”80 Our common humanity removes any restriction on solidarity and 

asks that we be ready to stand with whoever is neighbour to us. 

A difficulty is that achievement of reconciliation and solidarity can make 

seemingly unacceptable demands on those who have suffered, sometimes terribly, 

through conflict. How can those who have endured oppression and pain be 

expected to enter solidarity with those who were their oppressors? Does Williams 

ask too much of victims of violence and conflict and those wounded by long and 

difficult dispute? 

Criticism 

At Easter 2007, Williams told of an experience during a visit to the Solomon 

Islands, where a provincial premier had spoken of the recently ended civil war. 

The politician said that he and his people were at fault as much as any others in 

the horrors of war. He asked to kneel before Williams to receive God’s 

forgiveness for himself and all who had perpetrated the violence. “It was,” 

Williams said, “as if for the first time you could see the bare bones of what 

reconciliation means.”81 

When stuck in conflict, Williams went on to say, our common feeling is that 

no pain on the other side can compare with ours, demanding recognition of our 

exclusive claim to innocence. To suggest listening to the other side is taken as 

justifying the terrible things it has done. Williams encouraged his hearers to give 

up the struggle to be innocent, to give up the hope that God will declare that we 

are right and everyone else wrong. Instead, we should ask for whatever healing 

we need.82 

Savitri Hensman has criticised this Easter sermon by Williams for seeming to 

argue that, in conflict, no one should be treated as innocent. She asked whether 

his search for mutual understanding and lessened conflict had “largely failed 
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because of a flawed approach to reconciliation.”83 Hensman argued that often in 

a conflict one party or the other is plainly and entirely to blame. To say otherwise 

is to blame the victim and to cause the victims wrongly to blame themselves. In 

a sermon commemorating Óscar Romero, Williams had said that the church “has 

to be a community where truth is told about the abuses of power and the cries of 

the vulnerable.” The embrace of Christ, he said, “fiercely lays hold on the sinner 

and will not let go until love has persuaded them to let go of their power and 

privilege.”84 “Why,” Hensman asked, “can’t he say so more often?” 

Slavery 

The pursuit of otherwise desirable values such as forgiveness and repentance 

can be perceived as accusing the innocent, even when that is not intended. In 

2007 the British government sponsored nation-wide commemorations of the 

bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade, culminating in a service at 

Westminster Abbey on the bicentennial day, 25 March 2007.85 Williams preached 

at the bicentennial service but was not in charge of its design.86 Present were the 

Queen and the Prime Minister, dignitaries and representatives of many kinds, and 

people whose ancestors had been slaves. Towards the end of the service, human 

rights campaigner Toyin Agbetu stood close to the front of the Abbey and began 

shouting: “This is an insult to us!” “You, the Queen, should be ashamed!” To the 

Prime Minister, he shouted: “You should say sorry!” Agbetu berated African 

Christians for taking part in the service: “We should not be here. . . . I want all 

the Christians who are Africans to walk out of here with me!” He later criticised 

the Queen and the government for “patting themselves on the back” concerning 
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the abolition rather than apologising for slavery.87 Agbetu’s headline-making 

interruption happened as the Dean of Westminster was introducing the 

confession, using the formulaic language of the liturgy to invite all present to 

“confess their sins in penitence and faith.”88 

The Guardian reported wide-spread international support for Agbetu’s 

statements from people with “historic grievances against atrocities carried out by 

the British, who have never made any moves to apologise or atone.”89 Some 

commentators criticised the event as a farce and said that that those worthy of 

being remembered were not the abolitionists such as Wilberforce, but the slaves 

who rebelled, fought back, and tried to bring some dignity to their people.90 

Anthony Reddie was among the African people who attended the service; he 

writes of an awareness of the “acute religio-political dialectic of this major 

ecclesiastical event . . . dominated by . . . mores of the British establishment . . . 

an event of deference, manners and socially constructed White normality.”91 

Reddie acknowledges that, in Christian theology, it is correct to say that all have 

sinned but, in the slavery that was the focus of the service, many were only 

victims. The bald use of confessional words was tone-deaf and alienating. 

Williams said afterwards that Agbetu’s intervention had been like a second 

sermon.92 In his address, Williams had emphasised the contemporary pain of 

slavery as “hideously persistent in our nations and cultures.” He had asked the 

congregation to face the fact “that the Atlantic trade was our contribution to this 

universal sinfulness.” The message of hope was that we are born for freedom and 

may face our inherited legacy without fear, excuse, or untruthfulness, asking 

others to tell us the truth we cannot see for ourselves. The Spirit of God 

empowers us to face the degrading literal and spiritual slavery of the millions who 
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are victims and the spiritual slavery of oppressors and abusers who destroy their 

own humanity as well as that of others.93 Even in this hope-filled address, 

Williams somehow seemed to forget that “us” and the “our” who contributed to 

the sin of slavery were only part of his audience and that some were innocent 

victims. (On other occasions he was more astute.94) There was little solidarity 

between the descendants of the slaves and those who still enjoyed the benefits of 

the wealth the slave trade produced. An appeal to solidarity and mutual 

acceptance seems inadequate such circumstances. Restorative justice is one 

proposal to do more. 

Restoration 

Restorative justice brings victim and offender together to discuss how the 

offender can make things right and meet the victim’s needs. Yukata Osakabe 

looks at theology’s contribution to restorative justice and argues that some 

theological talk about reconciliation and forgiveness is “sentimentalised.” This 

happens when theology emphasises normative expectations that are not 

ultimately shared by those concerned.95 From real examples, Osakabe shows that 

principles such as forgiveness and reconciliation can readily be glorified and 

misused in ways harmful to victims. If principles of forgiveness and reconciliation 

are given normative priority, victims feel obliged to accept them and the process, 

despite reservations. 

Annalise Acorn warns against approaching victims with normative 

expectations that set aside their emotions. Nevertheless, one can become over-

preoccupied with meeting victims’ needs and with emotional healing. Acorn is 

critical of “compulsory compassion.” She contends that the ideal of restorative 

justice is “extravagantly idealistic and transcendental,” and argues that 

reconciliation that embraces the values of love and justice is dangerous. It is 

 
93. Rowan Williams, “Sermon for a Service to Mark the Bicentenary of the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade Act,” Westminster Abbey, 27th March 2007, https://www.westminster-abbey.org/abbey-
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dangerous because it renders us vulnerable to the threats of those who will never 

be constrained by anything but violent coercion. It is dangerous because it fosters 

unachievable expectations of harmony.96 Acorn asserts that the love inherent in 

restorative justice theory “demands a more thoroughgoing selflessness on the part 

of the victim.”97 It is not difficult to imagine how this might cause re-

victimisation. 

Reconciliation 

South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission has been praised as 

a model of reconciliation in a highly charged political situation. It sought to 

reintegrate perpetrators of racist violence into society and to restore the dignity 

and wellbeing of victims of apartheid. Critics have described the South African 

way of dealing with reconciliation as resembling a time bomb, with insufficient 

opportunity for reconciliation between perpetrators and victims and no 

requirement for remorse, apologies, repentance, or accountability.98 Nonetheless, 

the Commission provided a political reconciliation, restrained desires for revenge, 

offered vindication to victims, and helped perpetrators to return to society.99 

If reconciliation had been made overly idealistic, it would have failed. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada was a response to 

past abduction of indigenous children and their confinement, maltreatment, and 

abuse in residential schools. For the Canadian Commission, “reconciliation” was 

grounded in mutually respectful relationships, with an awareness of the past, 

acknowledgement of harm inflicted, atonement for the causes, and changed 

behaviour.100 Many Indigenous peoples had found silence to be the only workable 
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response to harm, but reconciliation could not occur without listening, 

contemplation, and reflection.101 

Writing of the protagonists in Dostoevsky’s The Devils, Williams observes 

that reconciliation comes neither from Shatov’s Russian Christ, as “the 

manifestation of a corporate self-will,” nor from “the all-embracing but therefore 

empty reconciliation of Kirillov’s cosmic vision.”102  In the novel, change comes 

from unforeseen emotion surrounding the birth of a child. Some actions and 

events offer an opportunity of reconciliation. We must then do the work of 

making that a reality. Our response is not forced upon us but is an act of freedom 

that recognises our ability to act. It was that same freedom that Williams had 

emphasised in his sermon at the commemoration of the abolition of the slave 

trade. 

The Devil encountered by Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov is presented as 

preventing premature reconciliation, thus forcing history to continue. The Devil 

purports to defend the possibility of the stories without foreclosing their meaning 

or distorting them to achieve a false reconciliation that cannot be authentic in the 

face of reality. That would seem to be good, yet the Devil is a deceiver and a 

question remains; perhaps all the Devil is doing is prolonging pain and 

separation.103 Faith points to reconciliation but this is far from straightforward. 

The Devil wants an impersonal argument, but “it is only in a specific voice and 

a personal presence that a reply can be made.” The Devil aims to silence through 

knockout argument. God’s aim is speech, “the dialogic speech by which we shape 

each other.”104 

Forgiveness 

Much theology of justice presents reconciliation as its goal; God’s justice is 

reconciliation rather than retribution and reconciliation is inherent to justice.105 

John de Gruchy says that such reconciliation implies exchanging places with the 
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other, cherishing solidarity rather than acting against the other. Reconciliation is 

significant for Christians as fundamental doctrine, not merely a historical idea or 

academic theory. Forgiveness, accompanied by truth-telling, is often crucial to 

reconciliation and responds to God’s forgiveness towards humanity. 

Writers such as Timothy Gorringe argue that forgiveness requires not only 

the recognition of guilt but also of the mutuality of guilt. Mutual forgiveness is 

costly but sets aside disrespect and alienation.106 De Gruchy also emphasises the 

mutuality of guilt; forgiveness is a two-way process, with the perpetrator showing 

empathy with the victim’s suffering, and the victim recognising the pain of the 

perpetrator, each changing to establish peace.107 Miroslav Volf argues that 

without a mutual “embrace”, justice will be unjust; seeking justice starts with 

consideration of the other. He implies that, through the processes of justice, 

power shifts from the perpetrator to the victim. To embrace the perpetrator is 

presented as a Christian moral commitment and the way to bring peace by seeing 

from the other’s perspective.108 

Osakabe acknowledges all this to be beautiful in concept, but asserts that it 

expects too much from the victims in particular. Theological debates on justice 

reveal the “dynamic of sentimentalisation,” the consequence of which is 

unresolved tension.109 The difficulty is heightened by arguments for the 

significance of not forgetting. Vindication by remembering and recognising wrong 

is claimed to be essential to forgiveness, with truth as the primary value.110 But to 

force remembrance of the past, Osakabe says, well further damage the victims 

who may just want to forget.111 

There is a danger, too, in potentially diminishing the necessity and positivity 

of continuing conflict and struggle.112 The pressure to associate conflict with evil 
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and to “forgive” and to “reconcile” may leave parties vulnerable to the reality of 

the conflict and struggle that is still actually there. The actual situation becomes 

hidden for political and social convenience. “The theology of justice,” Osakabe 

suggests, “might be too keen on selling Christian principles as an innocent, 

powerful story,” ignoring a reality where such principles do not always 

function.113 Thus Pamela Anderson, for example, argues that the teaching of “love 

your enemy” focuses too much on rationality and forgets emotion. She says that 

true forgiveness requires an emotional transformation but should not be 

irrational. “True forgiveness can transform narratives, while Christian love-your-

enemy forgiveness cannot.”114 That said, to love one’s enemies does not make 

them cease to be enemies. 

Osakabe looks afresh at the work of Howard Zehr, a pioneer of restorative 

justice.115 Zehr emphasises reconciliation as a process, a continuous endeavour. 

God’s justice is always interested in reconciliation. Zehr admits, nonetheless, that 

the theory of restorative justice is idealistic and in practice rarely leads to 

reconciliation.116 That said, forgiveness and reconciliation do not seek to go back 

to an “original situation” but forwards to a place of shalom. Because shalom is 

an ideal place, a continuous process is needed to go towards it. Following 

Perry Yoder,117 Zehr defines shalom as a condition of “all rightness”—right 

relationships between God and humanity and among humanity.118 Shalom does 

not demand any particular behaviour. The people involved are encouraged to see 

each victim and offender’s particular needs in a way that could restore broken 

wholeness.119 Zehr emphasises that the most significant attribute of justice is that 

it is a continuing process towards what should be. It is not an expected moral 

attitude, but a vision. 
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Reconciliation and resurrection 

Reconciliation is an essential Christian doctrine and a large subject. Some 

theologians look to the atonement as the source of reconciliation. John de Gruchy 

argues, for example, that the cross destabilises accounts of retributive justice. As 

God’s judgment on destructive human desire to dominate, the justice of the cross 

is initiated by God and fulfilled in forgiveness and restoration.120 On the other 

hand, William Danaher draws on Williams to suggest that the resurrection 

provides a better starting point than the atonement for theological reflection on 

reconciliation.121 Restorative accounts of the atonement, Danaher says, unduly set 

aside victims’ moral claims to redress, and erode the ground on which they 

stand.122 Danaher challenges the implicit claim that the cross establishes solidarity 

in both sin and redemption, with both victims and perpetrators complicit in 

violent structures. One cannot assign equal moral responsibility to both victim 

and perpetrator. Lastly, Danaher is troubled by the “finality” of theologies of the 

atonement. They seem to claim that our task is to realise a reconciliation already 

completed through the cross. “Such a view of reconciliation,” Danaher says, “has 

trouble accounting for the fact that reconciliation is often chaotic and 

fragmentary, full of false starts and failures.”123 

I expect that a more nuanced discussion of the atonement would overcome 

this problem, although it may be difficult to express in practice. Danaher finds, 

nevertheless, that a better view of reconciliation starts with the resurrection rather 

than the cross. The risen Lord both vindicates victims and saves oppressors, 

transcending the domination and diminution that characterises human society.124 

The resurrection vision is no easy comfort, but ushers in faith and new hope. Our 

reconciled identity is a work in progress, an unfolding mystery that continually 

surprised Jesus’ disciples as they worked out their salvation with fear and 
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trembling.125 In the resurrection view, Danaher maintains, Christ stands for 

victims and articulates their claims, while inviting oppressors and offenders to be 

reconciled. 

Thus Williams says that it is “with the victim, the condemned, that God 

identifies, and it is in the company of the victim that God is to be found, and 

nowhere else.”126 Yet oppressors are also victims of their own oppression. 

It seems to Williams that forgiveness and reconciliation must begin with “mutual 

recognition of imperfection.” Only God is perfect. For us, the journey can be 

“long and messy.”127 Often there is anger. The process cannot be forced; if we 

coerce change, it becomes false.128 Reconciliation must be personal and particular, 

focused on a specific history that is redeemed only when it is acknowledged and 

remembered. Our response to the risen Christ who suffered for others draws us 

from our pain and into compassion.129 In the resurrection there is “transition,” 

from the “destructively familiar” to the “creatively strange.”130 A mature response 

to the resurrection is to move towards a new life changed by grace, grounded in 

the accepting love of the Father.131 In penitence, we tell the stories of those we 

have oppressed, so that we might live in the reconciliation to which we are 

called.132 

Conciliation is risky; it risks intimacy, rejection, and yet more pain. 

Williams says that “Christ is killed every day” by the injuries that we cannot bear 

and the risks and involvement we refuse.133 As we attend to others, we reach a 

threshold of our pain where the cost becomes too great and compassion is 

exhausted. There we meet the Christ who takes our pain into himself and offers 
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grace, without which is only despair. God calls us to abandon protectiveness, to 

accept our wounded helplessness, and there to encounter his immeasurable 

compassion. “But he will not wipe the tears from our eyes until we have learned 

to weep.”134 Pain, injury, and humiliation affect the way we see things in the 

darkness of the past. There is reconciliation as we see differently, with the help of 

friends and carers, learning to see those who have harmed us—and ourselves—

clearly and afresh. Seeing afresh, we see as Christ sees: “the past brought alive: 

held, worked with, moved inch by inch and day by day towards 

reconciliation.”135 

Conclusion 

The challenge to Williams’s theology considered in this section is that 

achievement of peace and solidarity in the way he proposes makes unacceptably 

heavy demands on those who have suffered through conflict, especially victims. 

Williams agrees that reconciliation is difficult and painful, especially when 

there has been violence, suffering, and oppression. Yet he says, as gently as he 

can, that reconciliation—including the pain that comes with it—is the way of the 

gospel. Beyond the cross-like pain is resurrection life. God is faithfully present to 

help us in living through and beyond suffering. Yet Williams acknowledges that 

that does not seem to be a satisfactory response to a person in pain.136 

Osakabe dismisses approaches like that of Williams as sentimentalist. But 

Williams cannot be described as sentimental; he is realistic. That realism means 

accepting that when there is no complete solution, there is none, even as that is 

awkward and painful. We are in peril if we refuse that truth. And there is always 

healing and a need for healing. 

7.4. Summation 

This chapter has looked at two substantial challenges to Williams’s theology 

of conflict, unity, and solidarity that have emerged in the course of this research. 
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The first challenge is that Williams’s theology unacceptably and detrimentally 

promotes uncertainty and prolongs debate. The second challenge is that the 

achievement of peace and solidarity as Williams proposes makes unacceptable 

demands on victims of conflict. I have indicated some conclusions in each case. 

Williams’s theology does much to explain and analyse conflict, unity, and 

solidarity in church and society. In some cases, Williams’s theological work 

discussed in this thesis has lead straightforwardly to workable proposals and 

concrete action. In other cases, including some reviewed in this chapter, it has 

not. It is difficult to apply Williams’s theological thinking in situations such as 

that of the Church of England’s conflict on women in the episcopacy. In the case 

of victims of conflict, for example, what Williams suggests as a practicable 

outworking of theology, others find to be the opposite. Williams would be the 

first to say that there are opportunities for further prayerful thinking and work. 

 

 



 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

No matter how fancy and metaphysical a doctrine sounds, it was a human 
experience first.—Frederick Buechner.1 

 
This thesis has pursued a theological understanding of conflict and unity in 

church and society through a study of the work of Rowan Williams. I have 

examined both Williams’s theological understanding of conflict and disagreement 

and how he envisages unity and solidarity. 

The Theology of conflict 

Williams’s theology of conflict and disagreement in society and the church is 

grounded in his thinking about identity and difference. God creates difference, 

and our difference from God and each other is an attribute of our creatureliness. 

To establish unity and harmony by flattening out difference is not God’s 

intention. Although difference does not necessitate conflict, there could not be 

conflict without difference. Present human reality is one of contingency, 

incomplete knowledge, and imperfection—which can lead to conflict. 

Is conflict, then, a necessity in God’s scheme of things? Has God chosen that 

the church will grow into maturity in part through a process of conflict? Short of 

the perfection of all things, the answer can only be “yes”. For the answer to be 

“no” would require either the removal of all human diversity or the perfection of 

human Christlikeness, for which Christians hope but which is yet to come. 

Williams shows that Christian orthodoxy and orthopraxis are contingent facts of 

history and that the conflict inherent in the search for truth may benefit the 

church and the proclamation of the gospel. 

Williams’s study of Hegel and Gillian Rose in particular has helped him to 

examine the nature and consequences of difference and to propose a theological 

response. Often, we must accept the “broken middle” within irresolvable 

difference. Between our own thinking and what may be reality there is learning 

and work. The truth is found in the experience of thinking and negotiation as 

much as in any apparent solution to conflict. Solidarity with another does not 
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demand that we abandon an authentically held difference; that would be a 

disservice to the other. Yet the pursuit of truth requires a self-displacement that 

recognises and engages with others. To refuse this brings misrecognition of 

oneself and others—and potential tragedy. 

It is not the fact of dispute and disagreement that is most concerning, but 

hubris, self-regard, and rivalry. When there is controversy, the concern is not so 

much the fact that there is controversy, but whether it leaves people hurt and 

alienated from God. We acknowledge the worthwhileness of disputed questions if 

we wrestle with them wholeheartedly, with rigourous thinking, mutual listening, 

generosity, and justice. Williams argues that, even as the church encounters pain 

and loss through conflict and its aftermath, its people will discover far greater joy 

in each other, in unity and in solidarity. 

As we seek out truth and wisdom, we risk failure and enduring disagreement 

and conflict. Faith demands that we take that risk. Williams affirms that the work 

of the Holy Spirit is not to dictate pre-emptive answers but ceaselessly to reveal 

Christ. The Spirit gives and teaches Christlikeness, diversity, and freedom. 

Controversy in the church does not show that God has departed, or necessarily 

that the church has wandered away from God. An absence of argument, on the 

other hand, may well indicate complacency and an unwillingness to face difficult 

truth—or, perhaps, submission to coercive authority that brooks no questioning. 

In the course of this thesis, I have found Williams’s theological study of 

conflict and solidarity to be highly explanatory. In working with difference, 

disagreement, and conflict, Williams seeks to put what he understands to be 

theologically wise and true above whatever seems to work pragmatically. 

Nevertheless, when possible, he wants to ensure that the theological ideals he 

affirms are not only reasoned and truthful but also useable in the real world. In 

some situations, Williams has been well able to put his theology to work—in 

interfaith and ecumenical dialogue, for example. But in some circumstances of 

conflict, it has proved impossible for him to achieve what he believed to be a just 

outcome while at the same time acting in harmony with his theology of conflict 

and difference. 
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That does not mean that Williams’s thinking on conflict and unity has no 

use in practice. He challenges the church, when it does encounter conflict, to find 

new and better ways of working together in solidarity. And, as I remarked at the 

end of Chapter 7, Williams is open to further thinking, prayer and work. 

Unity and solidarity 

The principles of church unity that Williams emphasises arise from the 

nature of the church itself. They concern relationship, movement, action, and 

symbol more than agreed beliefs. As the church is the gift of God, so is its unity. 

Unity is a theological category pertaining to the being of God. It is not a self-

imposed discipline, but something already given, which we come to realise and 

understand. For Williams, the catholic and eucharistic character of the church 

and its incarnatedness as God’s project for the transformation of humankind are 

essential to the church’s being and unity. 

Unity is not a labour to agree on everything, but a reality expressed in the 

sacramental actions of Christian communities. Unity does not gainsay pain, 

embarrassment, and struggle. It is not nullified by division, disagreement, or 

debate. Nor does it overcome them. When such things occur, God’s provision is 

everything found in Christ: grace, forgiveness, healing, peace, and solidarity. 

Williams proposes solidarity as a dynamic category by which to understand 

oneness in the church. Solidarity is identification with the other evidenced in 

action. It does not demand agreement and uniformity but brings community in 

which each is vulnerable to the other. Therefore the community of faith need not 

fear that authentically held ideas and opinions will condemn it. Nor should its 

members fear being tainted by solidarity with those whose ideas they oppose. 

Beyond the church, Williams sees solidarity as part of what forms 

community and neighbourhood in society. His understanding of conflict and 

difference is generally the same for society and for the church. But there is a 

difference of emphasis in the solidarity he seeks in response. For Christians, 

solidarity is established in common loyalty to Jesus Christ. In proposing 

theologically based ideas for the common good of a diverse society, however, 
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Williams must argue for our shared humanness as the foundation of solidarity 

and mutual responsibility. 

In chapter 6, I looked at examples of where, as Archbishop of Canterbury, 

Williams sought to put to work his theological understanding of disagreement, 

unity, and solidarity. I found that in some situations his ideas proved more 

helpful in practice than in others. I observed that Williams found it almost 

impossible to resolve some debates and at the same time respect his principles of 

negotiation and giving space to the other. His approach to identity and difference 

has worked best when there has been time for patient listening, without a pressing 

need to make enforceable decisions. But it has worked less well when decisions on 

strongly contested questions cannot be avoided. Even more discomforting are 

hotly-debated matters where logically only one side can be right and the other 

wrong. 

Rowan Williams offers a pathway to Christian oneness through shared life 

and action rather than unanimity. The criterion of participation is a recognition 

of the headship of Christ. That does not demand that arguments, difficult 

thinking, and conflict are abandoned. It does demand the solidarity that is Christ 

in us, “the hope of glory.”2 
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APPENDIX 

Rowan Williams, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship,” The Cundy Christian 
Unity Lecture St John’s College, Durham University, 1 June 20161 
 
Thank you so much for your welcome. And thank you for the invitation to be with 
you this evening. It’s my very great delight and privilege to speak in memory of Ian 
Cundy, a dear friend, a respected colleague, somebody whose shrewd judgement 
and generous perspective I treasured when I was Archbishop. I look back with great 
gratitude to our days of working together and it’s a joy and a grace to be able to 
honour his memory in this way. 

The trouble is that often the word “unity” suggests something rather static as 
if, once we’ve achieved Christian unity, there will really be nothing more to do. Or 
as if achieving Christian unity were a matter of stopping doing quite a lot of things 
in order to get enough peace and quiet for us to sit together in one room without 
killing each other. I don’t make light of that as an aspiration and the churches have 
made some advances in that respect over the centuries, but basic to what I want to 
outline with you tonight is the notion that unity might more properly be understood 
in terms of solidarity. “Solidarity” is a word which is, I think, less static. Solidarity 
is a word which suggests a continuing level of challenge, of being stretched and 
changed by what’s happening. And, perhaps unsurprisingly, I’d like to think about 
that little bit in connection with the witness and the work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 
The title I’ve given tonight, “Unity and the Cost of Discipleship”, deliberately 
echoes Bonhoeffer’s great work on the cost of discipleship, and I hope and trust 
that that will help to guide our thoughts in the time ahead of us. 

I begin with one particular episode from Bonhoeffer’s life, which you might 
say is a kind of disincentive to thinking too easily or too readily about Christian 
unity. In the 1930s, the church struggle in Germany which deeply divided those 
who were in favour of and those who were against the Nazi regime and its racial 
laws: the church struggle first of all prompted the Barmen Declaration in 1934, 
when a number of Protestant Christians, led significantly by the great Karl Barth, 
set out a series of principles which they believed fundamental to the integrity of the 
church—principles which, in their rejection of any racial element in church 
membership, set themselves in direct opposition to the policies of the Third Reich. 

A couple of years after the Barmen Declaration, Bonhoeffer himself gave a 
lecture on the boundaries, the frontiers, of the church, in which he famously 
declared that that group of churches, the Confessing Church—which had gone 
along with the Barmen Declaration and was systematically resisting the Third 
Reich—the Confessing Church was that body of Christians you had to belong to if 

 
1. Transcribed by Brian McKinlay from an audio recording downloaded on 13 March 2017 from 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/st-johns.college/news/Cundy_Rowan_Williams_2016.mp3. This 
transcript may not be quoted or cited. quotation or citation must be from Rowan Williams, 
“Unity and the Cost of Discipleship,” The Cundy Christian Unity Lecture, St John’s College, 
Durham University, 1 June 2016, audio recording published at 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/st-johns.college/news/Cundy_Rowan_Williams_2016.mp3. 
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you hoped for salvation. Anyone who separates from the Confessing Church, he 
said, separates themselves from salvation: a very strong statement indeed and one 
which, as you can imagine, didn’t pass without comment in Germany—not only 
comment from the Third Reich, but comment also from those who thought it was 
an intolerant, exclusive kind of statement. The German Christians who supported 
the Third Reich might be said to be misled, might be heretical in some ways, but 
surely one couldn’t say they were separating themselves from salvation. Was not 
Bonhoeffer reinscribing in the church a particular kind of dogmatism, a particular 
kind of exclusivism, which the Reformation itself had sought to overcome? 

In other words, this is an episode in which Bonhoeffer, so far from being an 
advocate of Christian unity in any obvious sense, became a strong—you might even 
say an extreme—advocate of Christian disunity. And he saw that disunity as a 
matter of discipleship, a matter of faithfulness to the gospel. He contrasts the 
German church struggle—the conflict within the church between pro- and anti-
Nazis—with the historic Christian divisions between Lutheran and Reformed 
Christians in Germany, for example, or even the division between Protestants and 
Catholics. And, in so casting or configuring this question, he leaves us with the very 
sharp challenge about whether unity, in itself, is always a self-evidently good 
aspiration. 

I’ll come back in a moment to reflect a bit more on what he actually said and 
what he might have meant to say. But I just that of course this is not exactly an 
academic question for a good many churches these days. “Unity or truth?” say 
some people. Do we aim at a church which stays together or a church which is 
prepared to divide over issues of conscience? If you detect a certain reference to the 
experience of the Anglican Communion in the last decade or two, you wouldn’t be 
entirely wrong. But it’s not just us. It’s many Christian families who face pretty 
much the same kind of tension, the same kind of dilemma. And the Confessing 
Church model can be, on the surface, very attractive. 

We guard our conscience. We act with deliberate and carefully meditated 
integrity. We don’t prize empty unity or conformity over truth to our conscience 
and truth to principle. And that must surely be a good thing, mustn’t it? Here’s 
where I want to go back a little bit to the hinterland of Bonhoeffer’s own words 
and ideas and look for a moment at the Barmen Declaration of 1934 and what it 
claimed, what it asserted. The main thrust of that Declaration, drawn up mostly 
under the influence and much of it by the pen of Karl Barth, was that there should 
be and there can be no other uniting principle in the Church of God except Jesus 
Christ. The conditions of belonging in the church have to do with Christ, not with 
any other set of considerations. There is no other reality that determines what it is 
to be in the church, to be a believer in the Christian community. And so the appeal 
of the German Christian communities to the cultural development of Europe, to 
the authority of the state under God, to the privileges of the Aryan race—all of 
these are attempts to dethrone the central principle that Christ alone is the reality 
which determines what the church is. And that’s why, for people like Bonhoeffer, 
unity with the German Christians was unthinkable, because the German Christians 
were undermining the very idea of what it is to be a church. As soon as membership 
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in the church is allowed to be dictated by something other than the reality of Christ, 
it ceases to be a church. It becomes a way of religiously sanctifying this or that class 
or ethnic or cultural identity. And so any unity with a body denying Christ in that 
way would be empty and worse than empty. It would actually destroy your own 
churchliness. So separation from the German Christians was separating oneself 
from a denial of the priority and uniqueness of Jesus Christ. It’s something you can 
see grounded already in Bonhoeffer’s lectures on Christology, which he gave in 
Berlin in 1933. Those lectures where, memorably, he says that when confronted 
with Christ your question must always be not be “How?” but “Who?” You are 
bound to ask, “Who is this who addresses me in this way? Who is this puts my life, 
my integrity, in question?” The German Christians do not confront Christ in that 
way, so Bonhoeffer argues. 

So that’s the difficult starting point: Bonhoeffer resisting the notion of a unity 
which can in some way destroy the very essence of what it is to be a church. And 
the question he leaves with is, I suppose: how many of our existing Christian 
divisions, within particular denominations, or between particular denominations, 
have that level of gravity to them? You could say that Bonhoeffer does indeed take 
it for granted that unity is trumped by truth, at the end of the day. But he is setting 
the bar quite high, and so in the rest what I want to say, I’d like to reflect on some 
of our contemporary divisions and raise that kind of question about them and see 
where we get. 

But before doing that, one more word about that term “solidarity”, which 
I introduced at the beginning. For Bonhoeffer, paradoxically, the denial of a 
particular kind of unity with the German Christian movement went hand-in-hand 
with a commitment, not to unity in the theological sense, but solidarity, of a rather 
extreme kind, with those who were the victims of the Third Reich. He famously 
said at one point that you could only sing plainsong if you are prepared to shout 
on behalf of the Jews. That solidarity, that willingness to be alongside, to accept, 
in biblical terms, the reproach of another group, the vulnerability of another 
group—that for him was where the unity of Christ’s body finally led you or directed 
you. So it’s worth bearing that in mind as we think through how these ideas might 
impact on what we are now are reflecting on in all our churches. Does this or that 
division in or between churches negate the sufficiency of Christ? Bonhoeffer was 
very clear that debates between Lutheran and Reformed Christians didn’t really 
reach that level. Lutheran and Reformed Christians disagreed passionately, 
articulately, and copiously, about many things, the operation of grace and the 
nature of the Eucharist. The Confessing Church obliterated the distinctions 
between Lutherans and Reformed, seeking to create a new sort of Christian identity 
which, without simply denying the history that had formed their members, refused 
to let that history determine membership and working together. Whether the bread 
and the body of Christ are consubstantiated in the Eucharist as Luther believed, or 
whether the presence of Christ was spiritual and active but noncorporeal as a 
Calvinist would believe, couldn’t be regarded as a church-determining matter in the 
way that the fundamental loyalty to Christ demanded by the Barmen Declaration 
could. 



An Agenda for Joy 

 

282 

And I think one could even take it a little bit further: I think that Bonhoeffer 
regards questions like those that divided Lutherans and Calvinists in something like 
this light: Lutherans and Calvinists, arguing about the Eucharist, both take for 
granted the authority and the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. They wouldn’t be having 
this argument if they didn’t. And that perhaps is the key point here: they wouldn’t 
be having this argument if they were not serious about the unique agency of Christ. 
They believed that that was important enough to be worth getting clear. The debate 
would not matter if it were not rooted in that way in Christology. And if that’s the 
case, such divisions and disagreements surely can’t just be on a level with issues of 
absolute life-and-death integrity or non-integrity within the church. Both parties 
are working with the same narrative of salvation and divine authority. And this, of 
course, is not a prescription for indifferentism, as if it doesn’t matter what you say 
about the Eucharist or Christology. On the contrary, it matters a great deal. It will 
go on being worth arguing about. But it won’t be worth going to schism about, in 
the face of a manifest and frightening presence of Antichrist. What matters is 
understanding that that same narrative of authority and uniqueness is at work on 
both sides of the debate. 

I think that that kind of distinction applies possibly more than we first think 
to quite a lot of our divisions within and between communions. And the implication 
of concluding that is that the cost of discipleship is sometimes not the cost of painful 
but necessary rupture but the cost of coexistence. We are so used to words like 
“coexistence” being again rather bland and rather static words. Rather like the 
word “tolerance”, a word which I am increasingly coming to dislike in a rather 
intolerant way. I much prefer to talk about hospitality these days than tolerance, 
but that’s another story. Coexistence means a willingness to be in solidarity with a 
good many people I’d rather not be in solidarity with. It means a willingness to be 
alongside with and to be associated with some people that I regard as being in grave 
error. It means, to put it as bluntly as possible, not being afraid of being tainted. 
You could say that it applies not just to the relations of Christian bodies here and 
now, the—forgive the jargon—the synchronic moment, a moment of thinking 
about unity now, but to a diachronic perspective: we are part of Christian 
communities that have a history. And if we really believe that the body of Christ 
exists extended in time as well as space, then I have a great many Christian brothers 
and sisters in the past with whom I would find it very difficult to spend a peaceful 
quarter of an hour. I imagine that that’s true of quite a lot of us. We look back on 
our Christian history and, if we have any sense or any sensitivity, we will find 
episodes, persons, and narratives with which we are profoundly out of sympathy—
moments in our history when we wince at what was done in the name of Christ. 
Every contemporary Christian must look back, for example, on the history of 
Christian anti-Semitism with that kind of feeling, bearing in mind, without excuse 
or qualification, that for most of Christian history most Christians that have said 
anything at all on the subject said things that most of us would regard as abhorrent 
without qualification. Yet we belong, in some sense, with them. They are 
unwelcome brothers and sisters in history. We are united with those we haven’t 
chosen to be united with, in the past, simply by the act of being part of the ongoing 
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body of Christ. And perhaps that gives us just a little insight into what it might be 
to be united now with people whose companionship with us is as embarrassing to 
them as theirs is to us. 

One of the very hardest things for any church to admit, I think, is the 
compromised past. It’s taken most Christian churches quite a while to recognise 
the facts of a compromised past, but in the last few decades we have of course seen 
successive popes saying more and more explicit things about the history of anti-
Semitism and the necessary repentance that it should draw out of us. We have in 
the Church of England, in a rather small and typically restrained Anglican way, 
enshrined in our calendar a memorial, not only of the Catholic martyrs of the 
Reformation era, but of some of the Protestant victims of Anglican triumphalism, 
like John Bunyan. And that seems to me a perfectly proper, indeed a necessary, 
aspect of being authentically churchly and recognising what a unity might mean— 
the cost of being compromised. Not the cost, that is, of unsatisfactory compromises 
worked out in ecclesiastical negotiation, but the sheer cost of being alongside those 
with views and actions we don’t control any more than we approve of them. 

Cardinal Newman apparently once said that one of the things that had led 
him out of the Church of England was that he was tired of experiencing his church 
as his cross. I don’t know whether he said that or said it in quite those terms, but 
I suspect he may have been wrong about that. I think that to experience one’s 
church as a cross in certain circumstances is simply one of those things that 
Christians, taking seriously these issues of unity, might have to face. Unity here is 
a visible solidarity with those who seem to menace our integrity on the basis that 
we admit no other principle than the call of Christ. We are not therefore united 
because we are equally virtuous. We are not united because we are equally 
orthodox. We are not united because we agree. We are united because we are 
invited. And our solidarity is given before it’s achieved: an important dimension, 
I think, of any thinking about Christian unity. I think that also makes sense of one 
of the most profound and moving statements of Pope Francis about the ecumenism 
of blood. That is, when Christians face martyrdom together, there is a unity that 
exceeds the formulae and the methods we usually think about it in terms of. 

What then most needs clarity when we look at our divisions within and 
between communions is our sense of what our church actually is, what makes the 
church more than a human association, a passing human phenomenon. Some 
people writing about, for example, the documents of the World Council of 
Churches in recent years have accused them of—more jargon, I’m afraid—Christian 
monism, that is, talking too much about Christ and not enough about the Holy 
Spirit. I’m not so sure. I sometimes think almost the opposite is the problem. We 
don’t talk enough about the Barmen Declaration vision of the priority of Christ’s 
invitation and the sole determining authority that has in the church and we might 
be tempted to talk rather too much about the Holy Spirit in a somewhat weakened 
sense as that generically divine force which makes us, broadly speaking, quite nice 
to each other—which doesn’t seem to me quite to be a biblical doctrine of the Holy 
Spirit. 
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If we address the question of our division in the light of this robust affirmation 
of the unique authority of Christ as the principle of our belonging together, then 
I think it allows us to approach specific divisions with questions rather like this in 
mind. Here are—well, let’s take Bonhoeffer’s example—here are two Eucharistic 
practices and theologies going on in the church. How do these two disciplines and 
theologies answer convergent or parallel questions about Christ in the Church? Or 
as Bonhoeffer might have said, Christ as the church? How do they both seek to 
honour and articulate an attention or an obedience to that unique founding 
principle which is Christ alone? How do they work in their own symbolic territory 
to affirm the priority of Christ? Because it may be that, while we disagree about 
how exactly things ought to work, it should be possible to see that how they are 
meant to work can still converge. A Lutheran looking at a Reformed Christian in 
1930s Germany might well have wanted to say: the essence of the Calvinist 
approach to the Eucharist is to maintain the absolute liberty of God in Christ in 
and through the sacrament. The intention is to deny any implication that God’s 
action in Christ becomes an object at our disposal in the Eucharist. And that’s an 
attempt to honour and obey the foundational vision of Christ. The Calvinist 
looking at the Lutheran might well say what the Lutheran wants to affirm is that 
the gift of Christ in the Eucharist is total and unqualified, not the gift of an idea, 
not the gift of a memory, but the gift of a living presence. Therefore, the Lutheran 
seeks to honour that same fundamental vision. And that’s a set of questions you 
couldn’t ask in quite the same way of Reichsbischof Müller and others in the 
German Christian network, because their affirmation of and collusion with the 
racial laws of the Third Reich [were] explicitly and unashamedly designed to make 
them obedient citizens of this particular society, rather than to honour Christ—or 
so Bonhoeffer would argue. Plausibly, I think. 

Bring it closer home; bring it into our painful debates in the Anglican 
Communion about sexual ethics and what might we find it possible to say. Perhaps 
the liberal—and I’m using unhelpful stereotypes—perhaps the liberal is able to say 
about the conservative: I recognise that your desire to be visibly, obstinately, in 
continuity with the Christian ethical tradition through the ages and your desire to 
be obedient to what seems to be the plain sense of Scripture, is a sacrificial and 
prayerful attempt to recognise the sovereignty of Christ. Is the conservative able to 
say of the liberal: I recognise that your passion for the excluded, those who feel 
second- or third-class citizens in the church, is continuous with the practice and 
teaching of Jesus Christ, that something of what you seek to do is what Christ seeks 
to do? Both sides will then of course go on to say: and you are completely wrong 
in the way you’re doing it (inevitably). 

And yet—and it is a big “and yet”—that recognition that there is what I once 
called a “grammar of obedience” in both may take us some way forward. 
A ”grammar of obedience”—not all that transparent a term maybe, but what 
I mean by that is that the shape of the argument that both sides are constructing 
has something to do with a recognition that what is going to settle this finally is 
not what suits me or my culture, or us or our culture, but somehow requires a 
drastic openness to grace in its most difficult forms. It also recognises that that 
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grace will come, in part, from our willingness to maintain solidarity and fellowship 
with those arguing differently. 

Unsurprisingly, I find myself very uneasy indeed about the way in which some 
of these separations extend into sacramental fellowship, very uneasy about the 
ways in which, in the last decade, it’s become harder and harder for Anglican 
provinces and their leaders to share full sacramental fellowship together. Because 
it’s at the sacrament of the Eucharist that I believe we most visibly, tangibly 
experience what the Barmen Declaration is about. That is, that the church exists 
because Christ invites it to, and summons us to be with him. And I also have an 
unease about some of the ways in which division in sacramental fellowship has 
come to mark our denominational divisions. What if, once again, the Greek 
Orthodox found it possible to say of the Methodist: I see that you are seeking to 
obey the word of Christ in Scripture; I see that you understand that in this act the 
church declares what it is, more deeply than anywhere else; I think most of your 
theology about this is chaotic and your practice highly unsatisfactory, but I won’t 
necessarily hold back, therefore, from sharing what you share. And let me tell you 
what I think I’m doing if I celebrate the Eucharist and allow you to share what 
I share. 

Now I’m not holding my breath that ideas like this are going to permeate the 
Christian world all at once, nor am I setting up to be a candidate for some kind of 
ecclesiastical Nobel Peace Prize. I simply ask the question about whether such 
understanding is remotely possible in our encounters, whether or not it leads to 
higher levels of institutional permeability, osmosis, between churches. Nonetheless, 
even to begin to ask the question is to recognise something of that fundamental, 
complex, and challenging Barmen vision: Christ alone is the cornerstone of being 
the Christian, having a Christian identity, acknowledging some kind of 
recognisable grammar, some shape in the action of another Christian body which, 
while it’s not our reading and not our argument and is not our conviction, still 
shows what the philosophers like to call a family resemblance sufficient to keep the 
conversation going. 

Thus far, then, I’ve been arguing, first of all, that unity requires a bit of 
glossing in terms of solidarity, that we don’t understand our unity simply as 
coexistence, but as a willingness to accept the cost of being alongside those we 
might not otherwise want to be alongside—to treat that as part of the cost of 
discipleship and therefore not to postpone our hopes for unity, within or between 
Christian communities, until the time when we are not embarrassed by one another. 
Because if that’s our aspiration, we should wait a very long time indeed. And, 
secondly, I want to suggest, as I’ve outlined, that criterion of asking how this 
practice, this theology, serves the same fundamental goal of articulating obedience 
to Christ within the community. 

But, in the last bit of these reflections, I want to turn briefly to some of the 
biblical resources that might just help us fill out or establish an approach of this 
kind. I have five texts or groups of texts I’d like to mention here. The first, 
obviously, is Christ’s command to do and remember. What does Jesus actually 
enjoin on his followers in the upper room? He tells them to do and to remember. 
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He doesn’t tell them to pass an exam in theology. He doesn’t tell them to produce 
an agreed statement among themselves. He tells them corporately to do and to do 
in memory. And that is, it seems to me, one of the most fundamental things we can 
say about the nature of the church and that particular kind of church-making 
activity that the Eucharist is. 

The second text is from Romans; it’s where Paul is wrestling with the question 
of diverse practice in the church communities he’s familiar with—diverse practice 
and theology, here, which is mostly to do with food laws and the exclusions and 
prohibitions that go with that. As you remember, towards the end of the letter to 
the Romans, Paul spends a lot of time and energy and, indeed, ingenuity in speaking 
to both sides of the argument and in trying to persuade people that there might be 
integrity in the other person’s point of view; and also to discourage the unsettling 
of another person’s integrity. Paul—being Paul—doesn’t tell them not to argue. 
I think he was someone who enjoyed it enough himself not to wish to stop it in 
others. But one of the key phrases and images that he uses is the rather haunting 
one about not trying to interfere with somebody else’s slave. It’s a rather shocking 
statement in a way, because it is redolent of a social order which, again, makes us 
wince (remember previous remarks). But Paul is saying here that the relationship 
between Christ and the believer is, shockingly, like that of owner and slave, to the 
extent that the person seeking to serve Jesus lets go of their own agenda, their own 
liberty, in the painful, protracted, quest to be attentive to what the master asks. 
Into that relationship, you can’t insert yourself. This is somebody else’s slave. That 
is to say, the other Christian doesn’t belong to you. “Put that down, it’s not yours,” 
as we sometimes say to children. So, that may be one of the things which helps us 
make sense of each other in the body of Christ: “Put that down, it’s not yours.” 
The other Christian is somebody whose intense, devoted relationship to Christ we 
may question, worry about, wonder about, but not seek to intrude in or control. 

The third text is Paul, again, in 1 Corinthians on party activity in Corinth: 
“I belong to Paul”, “I belong to Cephas”, “I belong to Apollos”, “I belong to 
Christ.” Paul goes on to ask: “So was Paul crucified for you?” Christ has already 
established that pattern of belonging that matters and, if other kinds of belonging 
intrude, something has gone badly wrong. Only that foundational event of the 
death and resurrection of Christ makes the church the church. That tells us who we 
belong to and also, uncomfortably, who we belong with. That is, all those other 
Corinthians that you’d rather not meet on Saturday evenings. No other foundation 
is laid but that which has already been laid, which is Christ, says Paul. 

And similarly, fourthly, in the letter to the Philippians, Paul speaks about the 
diverse reasons people may have for proclaiming Christ. He has rivals who are 
preaching the gospel and they may very well, he says, be preaching it because they 
don’t like him. Never mind, they’re preaching the gospel. He pushes the point, you 
might say, to the extreme here: these are people who, it seems, have poor, 
inadequate, disedifying, motives for doing what they are doing. But they’re doing 
what they’re doing, and the doing has its own integrity, its own solidity. Christ is 
proclaimed, and for that I rejoice. 
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The fifth text, just to fill it out a little bit further, is that passage in Hebrews 11 
where the writer speaks of Moses, who elected to share the humiliation of the 
people of Israel, rather than enjoy the fruits of sin in Pharaoh’s palace. Moses sets 
not unity before truth, but solidarity before security—and that, perhaps, is another 
way of glossing this whole question. Moses decides to be in solidarity with a people 
who are enslaved and humiliated, a people whose own unity with him he barely yet 
understands, but he elects solidarity. 

Five texts; there could be many others, but I bring them into the conversation 
here because all of those, in their different ways, seem to me to be saying something 
about that fundamental picture of solidarity rather than unity, the potential and 
real pain, embarrassment, and struggle of unity, the fact that unity does not 
overcome division, disagreement, or debate—and that, finally, Bonhoeffer is right 
to set the bar very high indeed in defining what constitutes a real church, defining 
debate. It seems that all these biblical texts allow us to understand something of 
what it might mean to see in another’s action, theology, policy, enough of that will 
towards obedience, enough of that confession of Christ as the principle rather than 
any other power, to keep us somewhere, somehow, together. 

I make no apology for saying that I believe that is what our Anglican family 
has to go on trying to do. And it will come as no surprise to hear me say that 
I think it’s virtually impossible, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be trying and 
praying. But I do think it also does pose a rightly and properly unsettling question 
to many of our negotiations between historic churches. The unease I’ve expressed 
about too tight a drawing of the boundaries of Eucharistic fellowship is not, as I 
said, something I expect to be congenial or acceptable to everybody or even to 
many. It is the question I would like to hear in the debate a little more often than 
I do: the question of whether it is possible to see in the practice of another enough 
to make sense of solidarity. 

I’m sometimes quoted as saying—a saying or a formula which has always 
resonated for me—that only the whole church knows the whole truth. Now you 
can take that as meaning that everybody is more-or-less right and, given time, we’ll 
find some formulation vague enough for everybody to sign up to. I do think it’s a 
bit deeper than that, because the truth that the church seeks to know is Christ, the 
Way, the Truth, and the Life. And so, what we’re saying in affirming that the whole 
church knows the whole truth, is, I believe, that however deep and passionate and 
well-grounded our conviction, our practice, and our theology, there will always be 
forms of obedience to Christ that our formulations haven’t captured—and that 
therefore there is going to be some facet of the truth which my perspective will not 
have realised. Therefore, I need to stay in solidarity. And, if we push it just a little 
bit further, those in whom the Spirit of Christ is moving in the wider world, who 
in ways we can’t fully understand or make sense of, are showing signs which in 
anybody else we would call obedience to Christ, they too are quite likely to be 
showing us facets what our own perspective doesn’t capture, and we need some 
attention to them as well. 
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In visual terms, I think back quite often to a little group of sculptures in the 
Bishop of Exeter’s garden.2 They are sculptures representing the Trinity, which is a 
rather tall order. It’s difficult enough to construct an icon of the Trinity; 
constructing a sculpture of the Trinity you might well think impossible. But there 
are three very solid, monumental, rather Henry Moorish figures, squatting at an 
angle to each other, their massive stone hands at slightly different angles with 
slightly different gestures. There are massive stone heads of indeterminate gender—
human, but barely. And the force of these figures is really in the way in which the 
hands move towards, echo, and speak to one another, in ways that it is very difficult 
to describe in the abstract. Even more important, though, is the simple fact that 
you can’t see it all from any one point of view; you have to keep walking around 
these statues—in, around and through them. You have to grasp that your 
perception of them is always in need of being supplemented. Not that it’s false, not 
that there’s nothing to see or that any perspective is as good as any other, but that 
a complete apprehension of the deep personal loving mystery that’s there is simply 
not going to be given to you in solitude. And that picture stays with me as reflecting 
something of what unity as solidarity and unity as cost-bearing solidarity might 
entail. That costly acceptance of an active and reciprocal unity, a movement of gift, 
the one principle, the one foundation, that is Christ calling and enabling a search 
in the other for recognition. And—going back to Bonhoeffer—God willing, that 
exercise in mutual listening and discovery, that patient search for the shape of 
obedience in the other, is one of the things that might help prepare us for the real 
status confessionis moment, the real moment where a boundary has to be drawn 
and a falsity recognised and named. 

If there had not been a critical mass of people in Germany in the 1930s who 
understood that there were different kinds of division, the resistance of the 
Confessing Church to the Third Reich would have been a lot less robust. It was 
difficult enough as it was, and unsuccessful enough as it was. But for that brief 
moment, from 1934 say to 1938, there was enough of that commitment to unity 
and solidarity among some Christians in Germany to enable a real unity in witness 
and suffering—because people had discovered something of what the church truly 
was, in gratitude, and also discovered, in judgement, what the church wasn’t. Unity 
and the cost of discipleship do, after all, belong together. And Bonhoeffer’s 
passionate argument for rupturing the surface of the church in the mid-1930s can 
be read as a very demanding account of how we might move into a unity that 
eventually becomes transforming for church and for culture. 
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2. “The Trinity,” three statues by Frances May Favata. See http://www.favata-
sculpture.com/t1.html. 




