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7. Beyond ‘Thou Shalt’ 
Lies a Deeper Word
The Theologian as Ethicist

Sarah Bachelard

I once heard Graeme Garrett say that he had never really been able to ‘get past’ 
the second article of the Creed.1 By this remark I did not take him to mean that 
he rejected belief in the Holy Spirit. Rather, as I understood him, it expressed 
his wonder, his sheer amazement, at the fact of Christ. As Garrett has put it:

The belief that God is love; the belief that God is in essence a dynamic 
energy of eros/agape that overflows the boundaries of isolated divinity 
in reaching out to the world, first in the act of creating and sustaining 
it and then, more specifically, in the shaping of human history by the 
power of the divine Spirit manifest in prophecy, community building, 
and the struggle for justice; the belief that this outgoing personal 
energy, which St John calls the Word (logos), has taken up residence 
in our place, in the flesh of our flesh and bone of our bone, and has 
done this without reserve, without special pleading or special protec-
tion; the belief that this God-love lived our human life and died our 
human death in Jesus of Nazareth is the central and definitive mark of 
orthodox Christian truth.2

That God, that the truth of life, should be thus and so – that is the over-
whelmingly extraordinary thing. And if, almost impossible as it is to grasp, 
Christ is the truth about God, then that changes everything. 

A persistent theme in Garrett’s writing is concerned precisely with the kind of 
difference that faith in this truth makes in human life.3 Theologically speaking, 
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this theme is explored under the heading of ‘soteriology’ or salvation. The 
question is, how does Christ help us, or who is Christ really for us, today?4 
Wrestling with these questions, I want to suggest, has given rise in Garrett’s 
work to more than soteriological responses. It has opened the possibility of a 
distinctive ethical vision, which in turn is reflected back into Garrett’s theologi-
cal work. This ethical vision and its significance is what I shall be exploring in 
this essay.

Christ and Ethics
One of the things that controversies in moral philosophy and Christian ethics 
have taught us is that our picture of the world makes a fundamental difference 
to how we understand ethics.5 For Garrett, despite all its tragedy and ambiguity 
and suffering, the world is one of grace and surprise, of gratuitous interruption 
by unconditional love and eternal life. Christ is our revelation and our promise 
of that. I am going to suggest that this experience of reality in some sense under-
girds the deepest currents of our ethical understanding and responsiveness.6 
The difficulty is that the lived experience of Christianity can, for many people, 
obscure that reality far more than it reveals it. As a consequence, its deepest 
ethical implications may also be rendered invisible. In this section, I will distin-
guish between a christology or understanding of Christ that makes room for 
grace and one that does not. I will then outline more concretely what it means 
to say that the world is ‘a world of grace’ before, finally, showing how that vision 
of reality affects the possibilities of ethics.

In the third part of his book, God Matters, Garrett undertakes a sustained 
exploration of the difference Christ makes to the living of ordinary life. He 
does this in conversation with Alan Bennett’s television drama, Bed Among the 
Lentils.7 The drama tells the story of Susan, the vicar’s wife, who is oppressed 
by the Christianity of her pious and ambitious husband Geoffrey, his pompous 
bishop and the over-zealous ladies of the parish. Garrett is interested not in 
christological theory but in who Christ actually is for Susan. This is what he 
calls ‘functional christology’, which may be understood as:

the visions of Christ that people actually live by – or live without. The 
images and meanings of Christ that take root in consciousness and 
emotion[ally] shape the Christian existence, which means the human 
existence, of believers.8

For Susan, Christ is a deeply unattractive character – sombre, disembodied 
and parochial.9 Among other ways in which he has taken root in her conscious-
ness, it is as one of the moralistic ‘black scarecrows’ decried by Nietzsche.10 
Far from being the occasion of joy, of freedom and grace, Christ for Susan ‘sits 
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gloomily on the tree of her life and frightens off a whole range of fluttering 
joys that might otherwise have alighted there’.11 As mediated through her expe-
rience of Christianity, this Christ requires that she sublimate her own needs 
and desires in service of the self-righteous and virtuous image being cultivated 
by her husband, that she play the dutiful vicar’s wife, organising the church 
fête, visiting the sick and joining ineptly in the intensely competitive flower-
arranging activities of Geoffrey’s ‘fan club’.12 When she takes refuge from the 
deadly conformity required of her in drink and later in a brief but passionate 
affair with the Asian grocer, Mr Ramesh, her functional Christ as mediated by 
the Church prissily disapproves and pretends that nothing embarrassing has 
happened. For her, as for Nietzsche, Christianity is ‘in essence – not by distor-
tion – a life-pinching stance’.13

It is easy to see a certain picture of the ethical life emerging out this functional 
christology. It is a picture of inflexible moral rules, self-righteous judgement 
and self-denial, combined with a pervasive spirit of hypocrisy and fear.14 From 
this perspective, it seems that if she wants life and joy and freedom, then ‘Susan 
must have done with Christ and the God he incarnates’.15 From this perspec-
tive, christology seems to have not much to contribute to deepening our ethical 
vision and responsiveness.

What functional christology could save us from deadening and hypocritical 
moralism, on the one hand, and flat-out rejection of its relevance to ethical life, 
on the other? Garrett develops its contours by introducing a distinction between 
two types of religion, which he calls Types A and B. They are, on the one hand, 
the religion of the ‘fast’ exemplified by John the Baptist (Religion Type A), and 
the religion of the ‘feast’ exemplified by Jesus (Religion Type B).16

In his discussion, Garrett is concerned to show that ethics, the ‘thou shalt’, is 
intrinsic to all genuine religion and hence to any understanding of Christ. The 
‘fast’ stands for the ethical dimension of relationship with God, and it takes 
with utter seriousness the power of evil in the world, our complicity with it and 
our need for repentance.17 It will not close its eyes to injustice and the suffering 
of our neighbour, and for this reason, as Garrett says, ‘There is a cross right 
in its heart’.18 And yet, that is not all there is. Jesus not only calls the world 
to repentance, but he attends weddings and festivals, and spends time with 
friends. His ministry operates overwhelmingly in the service of human flourish-
ing and happiness. There is, as Garrett puts it, ‘a joy hinted at here that seems to 
demand conditions that cannot be contained within the strictly ethical frame-
work of relationship to God and to human beings that marks Type A religious 
dispositions’.19 It is captured in Jesus’ remark that: ‘The sabbath was made for 
humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath’ (Mark 2:27).20 
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As Garrett himself notes, the contrast he draws between Religions Type 
A and B is akin to the contrast that Kierkegaard draws between ethics and 
religion.21 The ethical is necessarily part of religion, but religion is not exhausted 
by the ethical. The transcending of the ‘thou shalts’ of ethical religion is seen 
preeminently in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, and Jesus’ forgiveness 
of those who betrayed and abandoned him.22 This is the revelation of a wholly 
gratuitous and unmerited (because unmeritable) love. As Garrett puts it, the 
resurrection shows that there is ‘something “higher” than universal ethical 
maxims: divine grace, the freedom of God to love unconditionally’.23 

Christian religious consciousness means that ‘beyond the “thou shalt” in 
relationship with God lies a deeper word – “thou art”. Life is gift before it is 
demand’.24 This does not mean that the need for ethical responsibility and action 
is abrogated, but that its demand is mediated through forgiveness, compassion 
and mercy.25 This, as Garrett remarks, is Luther’s great insight – that a ‘human 
being is not fundamentally constituted by what he or she does, but by the free 
affirmation of God, that is by grace’.26 God can and has forgiven us, accepted us, 
no matter what we have done or failed to do.

Deeper than all human efforts at self-realization, or at setting to rights 
the inhumanities of history, is the prior judgement of God. And this is 
true in spite of the judgement a strict ethical view can and must make. 
The final mystery of religion is that God overcomes, or better, recre-
ates, the ethical in the flow of divine life.27

One way of reading Garrett’s distinction between the religion of the fast 
(ethics) and the religion of the feast (grace) is to see them as necessary but sepa-
rable components of a complete religion. Each saves the other from collapse into 
falsehood. Grace preserve ethics from moralism; ethics preserves religion from 
self-indulgence and ‘cheap’ grace. There is something right in this understand-
ing, but it is not the whole story. Garrett himself says as much by insisting that 
the unconditional love of God does not ‘overcome’ but ‘recreates the ethical 
in the flow of divine life’.28 The ‘thou art’ constitutes the context for the ‘thou 
shalt’.29 In what follows, my aim is to draw out more fully than Garrett does 
here the way in which this context of grace shapes our ethical possibilities, or is 
perhaps even presupposed by the deepest aspects of our ethical experience. 

A World of Grace
In what sense is ethics different when set in the context of grace, in the midst of 
a reality known to be encompassed by and shot through with the unconditional 
and freely given love of God? Let us begin to address that question by consid-
ering more concretely what it means to say that grace is the world opened up 
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for us by Christ. The best account I know of this context is developed by James 
Alison, drawing on the work of René Girard. At issue is the question of what 
gives us being.

Girard’s fundamental insight is that we human beings learn to be ‘selves’ by 
imitating and comparing ourselves with other human beings. Alison notes:

In the case of all of us, our discourse is learned from others, the tools 
given to wield it are given by others, and we inherit, appropriate and 
create with what we are given. And we learn who we are, we learn to 
forge our belonging, our togetherness, our identity, as individuals and 
as groups by comparison with others.30

The problem is that our need for ‘being’ is almost never fully met and is always 
fragile.31 We constantly seek to shore up our identity, both as individuals and as 
groups, by defining ourselves or our group ‘over against what the other is’.32 At a 
simple level, this grasping at identity shows itself by our entering into competi-
tion with another person for something that they have shown us is desirable. 
As Alison points out, this kind of rivalry shows itself from the playpen, when 
two children compete with each other for the same toy, right through to adoles-
cence when two boys compete with each other for the same girl.33 

Susan is locked into just such competition for identity, for being, with 
Geoffrey’s ‘fan club’. The ladies of the parish compete for Geoffrey’s favour against 
one another and against Susan, and although Susan seems largely to have aban-
doned the field of play she needs to justify herself through the vehemence of 
her contempt for them and for her husband. The intrinsic dynamic of this con-
struction of identity by comparison and imitation is towards violence. Alison 
writes:

We try to expel the ‘other’ who is our rival. Our ‘I’ is in fact built on 
that expulsion. It means that we often build up over against, rather 
than by serenely allowing the other to be a beneficent influence on our 
lives. As if by magic, we know, as small children, how to strengthen our 
group: by finding someone weak to cast out, someone against whom 
we can all be. In later years we may pass most or all of our adult lives 
locked into conflict with some other – whether a person, an idea, a 
nation, or whatever – without whom we cannot easily do.34

Alison’s central thesis is that it is from this human predicament, this being 
trapped in a cycle of violent grasping after being, that Christ has liberated us. 
How has he achieved that? He has done it by allowing himself to become the 
one cast out, the one expelled for the sake of the security of the group, and 
by revealing through the resurrection that God has nothing to do with that. 



•|  108 Embracing Grace

In other words, Jesus has occupied the place of the victim, the place that we 
are terrified of, and shown that it has no ultimate power to destroy. We grasp 
after being through rivalry with each other because we are afraid that if we do 
not, we will go out of being.35 When Jesus appeared to the disciples after his 
resurrection, forgiving them their complicity in his betrayal and death, what he 
gave them was the assurance that death itself has no ultimate power and cannot 
separate us from the love and the creative life of God. Alison puts it this way:

Precisely because we desire to be, to live, we cannot imitate each other 
pacifically, and thus learn from each other, but always have to get ahead 
so as to avoid death. So, we cannot be gratuitous with each other, but 
always have to insist on rights, on everyone getting what they deserve, 
on not doing more than we have to.36

He continues:

It is a question of moving human desire out of a pattern of relating 
to others from rivalry, a relationship based on death, to a relationship 
based on the pacific imitation of Jesus, leading to a relationship with 
others of gratuity, service. This is only possible from the security of 
having received life gratuitously.37

This account opens up the possibility of living beyond fear and self-defensive-
ness in the face of other people, and of receiving one’s being as a gift in such a 
way that entering into rivalry with others is, at the level of identity-formation, 
unnecessary. If something along these lines is what it means to say that grace has 
irrupted into our world, then how is ethics recreated by that context? I want 
to point to two features of our ethical lives that are significantly affected. They 
are the space of ethics or the possibility of a common good, and the subject of 
ethics or the possibility of seeing the other.

The Space of Ethics
‘I take it’, Rowan Williams has said, ‘that ethics is nothing if not a discipline for 
evaluating and judging local or individual claims to know the good in the light 
of accounts of the good that are not purely local or individual’.38 The difficulty 
for modern ethical theory, however, has been the question of how to generate 
a less individual and tribal, a more ‘common’ account of the good to which we 
might all be answerable.39 

Here is an account of what is arguably the most influential contemporary 
picture of the space in which ethical conversation is conducted. As an indi-
vidual, I have a range of interests and needs. Some of these may conflict with 
your interests and needs. In order for there to be ethical negotiation about this 
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conflict (as opposed to the rule of might), we decide to agree on certain princi-
ples or certain necessary goods in advance. These will allow each of us to fulfil 
as many of our private interests and plans as possible, while recognising that the 
fulfilment of our most basic or legitimate interests might impose certain limits 
on the other.40 This, roughly sketched, is the basis of contractual ethical theory, 
the ‘passive and minimal version of the foundations of law’ which, as Williams 
says, ‘remains vastly popular in the liberal North Atlantic milieu’.41

Although, as Williams points out, ‘there are worse accounts’42 of the space 
of ethics, there are serious problems with it. One is that it obscures the process 
by which we come to have our individual conceptions of the good in the first 
place.43 A second, and related, difficulty is that in place of the possibility of a 
genuinely common good, it enshrines a policy of mutual non-disturbance which 
is incapable of adjudicating anything, and incapable of accounting for the pos-
sibility of moral growth or transformation.44 

The fundamental problem with the contractual account is that it fails to 
move beyond conceiving the space of ethics in terms of the merely instrumental 
management of rivalry and conflict. I earlier endorsed James Alison’s argument 
that we form our very identities through imitation, by learning to desire accord-
ing to the desire of another and, in part, through the frustration of our desiring. 
Likewise, Williams has argued that the self is formed and comes to know its 
identity, its interests and its good in relationship to other selves, in its resist-
ance to and negotiation with them.45 The idea that there could be a self at all, 
independent of this formation by appropriation, negotiation and rivalry with 
other people is, he insists, a fiction.46 

The danger is that if we remain stuck in negotiation, contention or imitation 
of concrete others, then we ‘remain trapped in a stage of consciousness where 
the other is always liable to be apprehended as a threat or a rival’.47 If we are to 
find the space in which to contemplate the possibility of a common good, of the 
‘convergence of my interest and another’s’,48 then we need to move beyond that 
relationship of threat or rivalry. What enables that move? What is it that guar-
antees that space? What is needed, Williams suggests, is that each of us is able 
to see ourselves as answerable not simply to the claims of justified self-interest, 
but to something that is itself outside the space of rivalry. This ‘something’ is 
what Williams calls a ‘non-competitive other’. That is, what is needed is another 
who is ‘other equally to my own project and interest and to any specific other 
subject in the field of negotiation; neither competing with me for moral space, 
nor endorsing or protecting my moral space over against other subjects’.49 

Consider, for example, the case of Susan and the fan club, the over-zealous 
ladies of the parish. I suggested earlier that each is in the business of securing her 
identity against the other. The ladies of the fan club, unlike Susan, see themselves 
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as successful ‘Christians’, virtuous and compliant. Susan is, to some extent, their 
victim but she also derives, as Garrett points out, her own form of satisfaction 
and self-justification from despising the ladies, feeling herself at least inwardly 
free from convention in ways that they are not. What would enable Susan and 
the fan club to move into a space where each could contemplate the possibility 
of their sharing something like a common good, or deepening their separate 
conceptions of the good through genuinely open conversation?

On the contractual account, the most that could be hoped for would be 
mutual non-interference. People have different interests, different conceptions 
of the good, which must be taken as given. Ethical discourse arises when the 
choices of one party begin to interfere with the interests of another, when 
Susan’s drunkenness, for example, interferes with the ‘right’ of the ladies to 
enjoy decorous worship. The force of Williams’ suggestion is to ask, what if the 
ethical converse between Susan and the ladies were to take place in the presence 
of a non-competitive other, to which each party alike is enabled to be ‘vulner-
able and responsible’?50 Is it possible that in that presence they might be set free 
for real communication, real negotiation about what might be good, just, and 
life-giving for the other, and set free from the need to compete for being and for 
rightness? What might ethical discourse, from that space, come to look like?

There are different ways of trying to conceive of a non-competitive other 
beyond the space of human rivalry, before which it might be possible to adju-
dicate between rival conceptions of the good and to engage in genuine ethical 
conversation and response. In the history of ethics, appeals have been made to 
various forms of such an absolute or transcendent ‘other’. For example, Williams 
mentions the attempt by the Stoics and the Cynics to develop (within certain 
social limits) a universal conception of ethical answerability grounded in the 
capacity of the wise to live according to ‘nature’.51 Iris Murdoch has relied on 
a Platonic conception of the Good in the light of which all our desires and 
interests are judged,52 and Kant famously attempted to locate it in a transcen-
dental conception of Reason. It is important therefore to note that recognition 
of the significance for ethics of a ‘non-competitive other’ does not lead directly 
to recognition of the ethical necessity of the Christian conception of God.

Nevertheless, it is a striking feature of the revelation of God made through 
the teaching and life of Jesus that it does open up this non-rivalrous space for 
ethics and that it has generated a community within which selves constituted 
in this space of openness and freedom can be formed. Williams has pointed out 
that philosophical ideas of ‘absolute’ or ‘transcendent’ conceptions of the good 
‘still leave us with the problem of how the moral world is concretely learned’.53 
That is, they leave us with the problem of how we come, historically and in 
specific social interactions, to know the good and to be formed as agents in 
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relation to it. In this regard, as Williams goes on to say, the non-competitive 
other mediated historically through the narrative of Jesus has the advantage, 
through the community of the church, of being embodied historically and 
socially in ‘an ethic of shared accountability and common interest’.

To say that the God revealed by Christ is a ‘non-competitive other’ is what it 
means to say that the God revealed by Christ is utterly gracious, bringing into 
being, in the midst of our world of rivalry and threat, a world of grace. God is 
no longer understood to be part of the competitive framework, the possessor of 
interests which we are to serve or conciliate. What this means is not only that 
my actions can never threaten or determine God’s action but also, as a direct 
corollary, ‘that there is a level at which my own being is not capable of being 
threatened. It is simply established by God’s determination as creator’.54 This 
sets me free from any kind of ‘bartering’ for God’s favour and, at the same time, 
creates the non-anxious space within which I can relate to others as similarly 
established by God’s gracious determination. As Williams puts it:

This vision of a convergent human good thus appears almost as a kind 
of by-product of the proclamation of indiscriminate divine welcome. If 
there is no anxiety of rivalry in our ethical reflection, no anxiety about 
the possible ultimate extinction of our interest in the presence of God, 
it follows that every perceived conflict of human interest represents a 
challenge to work, to negotiate… To put it another way, the self is free 
to grow ethically (that is, to assimilate what is strange…) only when it is 
not under obligation to defend itself above all else – or to create itself, 
to carve out its place in a potentially hostile environment.55

That is why, he goes on to say, that his basic argument is ‘that ethics is only 
going to be ethics if it assumes something like justification’,56 or what I have been 
calling ‘the context of grace’. Grace recreates the ethical by providing the space 
within which the possibility of imagining a common good, a genuinely shared 
human world, can arise.

The Subject of Ethics
Equally, I want to suggest, the human subject of ethics is recreated in this context. 
In particular, what is significantly affected is the possibility of seeing or rec-
ognising the reality of the other. Let me explore what I mean by this claim by 
considering, in the first instance, an example developed by Cora Diamond 
which focuses on two scenes of recognition and denial.57 

The first scene is from Tolstoy’s War and Peace, and describes Pierre brought as 
a prisoner before General Davout. When Davout first looks up from his papers, 
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he sees Pierre standing before him ‘only as the present prisoner, the present cir-
cumstance to be dealt with’. Then, ‘something in Pierre’s voice makes him look 
at him intently’, and in that moment, in Tolstoy’s words, ‘an immense number 
of things passed dimly through both their minds’. Diamond says that Tolstoy 
does not say what things but, she thinks, ‘they may be such things as scenes of 
childhood, of courtship, of the death of a parent or sibling … they may be hopes 
and dreams, perhaps in Davout’s case those inspired, many years earlier, by the 
Revolution’. In that second look, writes Diamond, ‘human relations between 
the two men are established; and it is that look which saves Pierre’s life’.58

In another scene, another prisoner describes a second kind of look. The 
prisoner is Primo Levi, brought before the supervisor of the chemistry labora-
tory in which he hoped to work and so to survive a second winter in Auschwitz. 
Levi writes that he was brought before Pannwitz, the supervisor, who sat at his 
writing table, and that the look that passed between them ‘was not one between 
two men’.59 Levi goes on to say that ‘if I had known how completely to explain 
the nature of that look, which came as if across the glass window of an aquarium 
between two beings who live in different worlds, I would also have explained 
the essence of the great insanity of the third Germany’.60 Diamond’s point is 
that these two scenes show us

what there can be in a look, what sense of the sharedness of human life, 
what denial of that solidarity, what the depth may be of recognition 
and of its denial.61

What is it that enables us to see or recognise another person, in the way that 
Davout eventually manages and Pannwitz does not? I want to put that question 
into contact with the claim that our capacity really to see another is recreated 
by the context of grace. It is obvious that our capacity to be fully present to the 
reality of another person depends upon our not being so distracted by our own 
world, its problems and preoccupations, that we cannot actually attend to what 
is in front of us. Is it really the case that this capacity in some sense presupposes 
something like the context opened up by grace?

We are all familiar with the effort of attention required at times to wrench 
ourselves, as Davout is called to do, from preoccupation with one thing into 
being present to another thing. That effort can occur in a whole range of 
contexts, many of which have nothing explicitly to do with ethical responsive-
ness. In the examples that Diamond discusses, however, the attention that 
constitutes recognising the reality of another is not simply a matter of redi-
rected concentration. It involves, in Davout’s case, being open to the shock of 
the ‘otherness’ of the other, and in Pannwitz’s case, refusal of that vulnerability. 
To put that another way, part of what constitutes Davout’s recognition of the 
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reality, the individuality and independent life of Pierre, relies on his capacity to 
allow Pierre the space to be. He stops assimilating him into his own plans and 
interests. For Davout to be capable of that requires, I want to suggest, that he 
not grasp at or define his own being wholly over against the being of the other.

This analysis might seem overblown. After all, modern moral theories all 
recognise something they call the ‘inalienable dignity’, the inherent respect-wor-
thiness of all human beings, without relying on the notion of grace to undergird 
it. Is it not simply that Davout recognised Pierre’s inalienable dignity, while 
Pannwitz culpably denied the same property in Levi? The question concerns 
what is involved in our recognising the independent reality of another person, 
allowing them the space to be. It is true that no very extraordinary depth of 
perception and generosity seems required by most of us to attend, for most 
purposes, to the reality of others. On the other hand, perhaps it is the situations 
where it is most difficult to allow ourselves to be present to, or to recognise that 
reality, that point to the underlying dynamic of all such ethical moments.

Consider again the situation of Susan and the fan club. Presumably, if 
they were asked, each of the parties involved would readily acknowledge the 
humanity, the rights, perhaps even the ‘inalienable dignity’, of the others. None 
is engaged in the gross denial of recognition perpetrated by Pannwitz against 
Levi. And yet, beyond that set of surface and conventional acknowledgements, 
there is no depth of recognition between the ladies of Geoffrey’s parish and his 
wife. 

Susan despises the ladies and is made to feel inadequate by them, but she 
does not see them as individuals, labouring (perhaps) under their own diffi-
cult marriages, their own disappointed expectations of life. And similarly, the 
ladies see Susan only as the unsatisfactory wife, as the one in the light of whose 
incompetence and awkwardness they gain some sense of adequacy and power. 
They do not guess at, or if they do they are afraid of, the depth of anger and 
frustrated passion and despair that churns away beneath a grey exterior. For any 
of these women to be set free actually to look, to attend to what is there before 
them, would require them no longer to feel that their very selves are at risk of 
annihilation in a moment of openness, of compassion and mercy. And that, I 
want to suggest, would be the liberation of knowing themselves already and 
irrevocably loved and accepted that is the liberation of grace. 

I began this essay by suggesting that Garrett’s grace-filled experience of the 
world, grounded in christology, gives rise to a distinctive ethical vision. I have 
focused on the way in which that experience affects the possibilities of the space 
of ethics and of recognising the full reality, the humanity, of others. I have not 
tried to demonstrate here that there can be no other basis for these aspects of our 
ethical lives. Nevertheless, I have wanted to draw out how in two fundamental 
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dimensions we might more fully understand Garrett’s claim that grace recre-
ates ethics, and to suggest that moral theory without some sense of this context 
struggles to articulate and make sense of some of the deepest currents of our 
actual ethical understanding and responsiveness. I want to conclude by indicat-
ing how, in turn, these deep ethical implications of the experience of grace are 
reflected back into two persistent themes in Garrett’s work.

Ethicist as Theologian
Another way of expressing what I have been saying in this essay is that grace 
creates the possibility of radical fellowship. When we do not have to grasp at 
being, when we know ourselves to be freely, unconditionally and lovingly held 
in being through life and death, then we are set free for radical fellowship with 
each other. As Jesus showed in his total solidarity with the outcast, the despised 
and afflicted, we need not live so as to defend ourselves against others nor so as 
to avoid contagion from them.62 Thus the space of ethics and freedom from our 
fear of the other are opened up.

In Garrett’s theological work, this space and this freedom, this possibility 
of radical fellowship, strikes me as particularly evident in two of his character-
istic themes. The first is his concern for the ‘outsider’ to faith, and his highly 
sympathetic and nuanced approach to discussing faith both with the ‘cultivated 
despiser’ of religion and with those damaged by the historical and theological 
oppressions enacted in the name of Christ.63 It is no accident that his major 
theological work is subtitled ‘Conversations in Theology’. Garrett writes:

I prefer to speak of conversation rather than apologetics. Despite the 
best intentions in the world, the word apologetics has connotations 
of ‘demonstrating the correctness’ of a Christian position over against 
other alternatives… By contrast, a conversation is a commitment to a 
common exchange in which the differing interests, convictions, and 
opinions of both (or many) sides are acknowledged and respected, and 
which is open-ended in the sense that the outcome is not predeter-
mined in some way.64

Here is theological engagement in the face of a ‘non-competitive other’ to which 
both parties to the conversation are invited to be ‘vulnerable and responsible’. 
It is a space for converse in which each is concerned for the good of the other. 
Garrett notes that, on the one hand, the theologian speaks from the particular 
context of faith, taking seriously the witness of the gospel to Jesus crucified and 
risen, and that conversation with others is ‘an attempt to clarify, explain and – 
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yes, at times – to commend the implications of this revelation’. On the other 
hand, however,

the particular context or disputed issue must make sense to the non-
Christian likewise placed in a particular context. If it is to be helpful, 
or even interesting, the talk must sustain and nurture the independent 
identity of the conversation partner in the area of action and under-
standing under discussion.65

It may be that, in the course of conversation, features of the Christian faith 
seem to illuminate or commend themselves to the other. But ‘change may also 
go the other way’. Theology may need to adapt or modify itself. In other words, 
Garrett inhabits in theological conversation the ethical space made available 
by the irruption of grace into the human world. He works, theologically, in a 
space opened up by being free from the need to demonstrate rightness or self-
justification in order to shore up his own identity.

The second distinctive theme which reflects Garrett’s commitment to radical 
fellowship is his refusal to abandon the dead, to leave them out of fellowship 
with us. In all Garrett’s work, we find a concern for what it is to recognise the 
reality, the full humanity, of another, and the relationship between the possibil-
ity of that recognition and the knowledge and love of God.66 But for Garrett, 
the recognition of our co-humanity extends even to the other who has been 
separated from us by death. In a tribute preached at a thanksgiving service for 
the life of his friend Athol Gill, Garrett movingly refused to stand by while a 
dividing wall came down between the living and the dead.

Athol Gill, where are you? Of all the mysteries this mysterious life foists 
upon us, none is more mysterious, because none is more impenetrable 
and more threatening, than death. We who stand on this side of that 
strange gateway of death know only that it has closed… Where does a 
life go? … All of a sudden Athol has been shoved irretrievably into the 
past. That move is an utter affront, a devastation.67

And this question of where the dead are, and what should be our relationship 
to them, our responsibility towards them, is taken up again by Garrett in later 
writing.68 I have said that, in ethical terms, it is the freedom opened up by grace 
that enables us to learn to be deeply present to another, to see their reality even 
when it is obscured by affliction or by our fear of contamination by non-being. 
That freedom to recognise our shared humanity is enacted theologically by 
Garrett in a whole range of ways, but most strikingly in his keeping the dead 
present to the living, their fate not separable from ours.
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Graeme Garrett has said that ethics is recreated by grace, and I have tried to 
bring out some of the ways in which that is so. What his work amply demon-
strates, however, is that theology answerable to the ethical implications of its 
own theological vision will itself be shot through with the practice of grace.
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