Ordinary Theology

Introduction

When I was appointed to my first incumbency, the Churchwardens insisted that I must not ‘re-marry’ people who had been divorced.  Towards the end of my time there, I broke this policy for a couple who had been married to each other, then divorced, and then ‘discovered’ each other again!  At that point I realised that, as society has changed - perhaps as marriage break-up and divorce have come nearer to each home - many (most?) Church-goers are now, like most people generally, prepared to accept the possibility of a second chance at a lifelong marriage. 
The anecdote illustrates how Church teaching has too often been a matter of some people trying (unsuccessfully) to tell others what they ought to think.  Another example is some recent surveys
 which have found that most Roman Catholics do not believe in Transubstantiation; this belief has been obligatory for Catholics since the Lateran Council of 1215!
In the case of Transubstantiation, the subject matter has been so peripheral to life that this did not really matter.  However, in the case of re-marriage, because the subject matter of the Church’s pronouncements actually impinges on people’s behaviour, it is the Church itself which has been marginalised (the same is true about contraception).  
Note that the disconnection being explored here is not between Church and Academy, but between Church “hierarchy” and Church “members”.   These two illustrations, and others (some relating to the disjunction between the Academy and the Church), have suggested the need for a different style of doing Theology and a different agenda.  Explorations of this different style include Ordinary Theology (and also, for example, Practical Theology and Congregational Theology). 
Authority
These new kinds of Theology attempt to adopt a listening stance towards their audiences. This opens them to the accusation that they do not reveal the voice of God and eternal reality, but only describe popular opinion – theology by focus group.  
However, God does not seem to communicate directly with us, but only through people.  (Scripture, Tradition and Reason are all mediated by human agency.)  So, claims about authority reduce to discussions about which people to listen to.  And these days, all religious authority, at least in the West, is dependent on the assent of the believer.  Barr and Barton
 have questioned whether Christianity needs authority at all, pointing out that assertions of authority do not improve understanding.  On the other hand, most Christians would accept that there is some sense in which the Bible and the Church ‘stand over’ believers;  that is, (we allow them to) have some authority to challenge us.  
I therefore suspect that arguments about authority are red herrings.  In fact, these new kinds of theology do not tend to make much claim to authority, and nor do I.  What I am actually advocating is that new voices be allowed to join the conversations between the Bible, the Christian community, and the wider world. Only in the sense, then, that those groups formerly most prominent in setting the programme for theology do not continue to have the only voices, is their place usurped.  William of Malmesbury (c1080-1143) quoted an old proverb: vox populi, vox dei:  the voice of the people is the voice of God.  That is, we can attempt to guard against excesses (of authority and ideology) by locating ourselves in much wider groups;  but equally important, inspiration and insight are gifts given by God to all his children; the quieter voices may be the most worth hearing.    

Being part of these conversations brings its own challenges and responsibilities.  It is these conversations
 which both make and test any theology’s faithfulness to Christianity, and indeed its quality.  As they join the conversations, these new theologies may find it difficult to be faithful to their listening stance in the face of the temptation to ask “Church” questions or to organise the answers into “Church” categories.  Of course scholars have already thought of most of the questions and answers;  and researchers must interpret in order to describe and analyse.  So asking questions about “salvation”, or analysing congregational answers to questions like, “What do you think about God?” in terms of Trinitarian categories may be unavoidable, but they don’t feel entirely appropriate.  In the same way, textbooks of Congregational Studies or Local Theologies seem to miss the point that the style of these new Theologies matters as much as their content.  

Ordinary Theology

I myself came to the idea of an Ordinary Theology by an independent route:  First, the noticing of the disconnection already described.  Second, the investigation of what liberation would mean for ordinary people:  “The oppression experienced by a daily commuter in a large Northern conurbation, or a checkout assistant in a supermarket, or a democratic politician hoping to avoid de-selection by his/her party have attracted astonishingly little notice from the political theologians of our generation.” 
  Third, the valuing of ordinary people and their struggles, in my interactions with them as their parish priest.

I then discovered Ordinary Theology as articulated by Prof Jeff Astley. 
  He suggests an investigation,  using quantitative and qualitative research (by surveys and other social science techniques) of the Theology of those without Theological training.
  The empirical is to be combined with a critical approach, which includes a testing in dialogue with the norms of orthodoxy.  (His description of orthodoxy is not a static one deriving from creeds and councils, but one which is also partly defined by what beliefs are held widely, consistently, and regulatively.   This makes room for gradual shifts in orthodoxy.)  Though informed by the theologising of their audiences, these new theologies are not determined by them.  
Prof Astley and other proponents defend these Theologies as genuinely theological and genuinely Christian.  I want to take this ‘as read’ and move on to assert that the function of Theology is to help people understand God and his work in the world and their lives.  Therefore all Theology is life-affirming and has a liberative element.  All Theology is contextual;  it is not possible to eliminate or suppress completely our own background, suppositions, and commitments;  theology from an ivory tower discloses which tower.  All Theology is conversational;  it has partners, other stakeholders.  All Theology has an apologetic element;  at the very least it is predicated on the idea that the game is worth playing.   
Interesting Theology

So, instead of defending the claims of Ordinary Theology - rather, in fact to establish them - we need to look at why it and its associates are interesting and worthwhile.   One impact of a different style and agenda - a listening stance - would be on the Church’s mission and self-image.  The 2001 UK Census showed that over 77% of people called themselves Christian; indeed the majority called themselves Anglican;  yet we know that they do not attend Church regularly.  It seems that people think that being Christian is not about active membership of an institution, nor about doctrinal assent, but about lifestyle.  This is born out by anecdotal experience at funerals: the bereaved relatives are most concerned to tell clergy that the person who has died was kind, caring, unselfish, generous, and so on.  If we are taking a genuinely listening stance, then we must at least consider the possibility that the Church has too often insisted on people being Christian in its way, rather than in their way.  If this possibility were (even partially) accepted we would have to think about how to be the Church for those who don’t come.   


Another impact might be on theology’s creativity.  In my first studies of theology at an academic level (at theological college), I discovered that much of the work would be about what others had written and thought.  There was in fact surprisingly little original thought required, less actual doing of theology than I had expected.  Whilst this process is understandable, it inevitably tends to lead theology at this level (and very few go beyond) to be derivative and repetitive.
  Those who are more innocent of academic theology have to do theology for themselves; they have to make sense of their lives and give meaning to their experiences of suffering.  In this sense, this “new” theology may therefore be newer and fresher than much academic or Church theology.



More importantly, huge changes in the social context of Christianity in the west suggest the need for Christian theology to re-describe or even re-invent itself.  The prime example is that for much of history, life has been “nasty, brutish and short”.  In this context central Christian assertions about the positive aspects of death can make sense.  For 21st century western men and women, however, life is pretty good, and we are correspondingly unwilling to embrace death enthusiastically!  A recasting of Christian thinking would take serious account of the more positive value we now put on life.  Reflection on what this would entail quickly underlines how far-reaching this recasting would be.  


Another set of examples is in the area of family and sexual ethics.  Liberal, tolerant, pluralist, western, society clearly finds it almost incomprehensible that the Church should so bother itself about homosexuality per se.  With regard to ethics concerning heterosexual behaviour, sex before marriage has – because of the pill – all but ceased to be a taboo;  however, although many couples do have children before getting married, there still seems to be an acceptance that it would be better to be married first.  And interestingly, although serial monogamy is now almost universally unquestioned, unfaithfulness whilst in a committed relationship is equally condemned.
  There seems to be a need to recast Christian thinking here too.   


A third set of examples relate to society, where mobility and population size mean that in the west, most belong to more than one community;  changes in the range and nature of work exacerbate this, and also weaken the bonds between neighbours – who no longer share a common dependence on, for example, the fortunes of agriculture.  Christianity then has to compete with other interests, and its community with other communities.  


In the face of all these changes we continue to foreground universalist claims, a rural setting, a nuclear family, and heaven.  Yet the Christian tradition shows alternatives. For example, early Christianity seems to have been more successful in an urban, pluralist, setting than in a rural, mono-cultural one.
  And while the politics is not clear-cut, there is in the Bible a strand which is life-, and wealth-, affirming, seeing affluence as a blessing.  In other words, Christianity doesn’t have to be like this;  it has been different before.  
New Sources
So in one sense, perhaps these theologies are not so new after all;  no doubt scholars and divines will already have thought of much of what may come out of them.  And of course the not-new still has value - not just as the measure of the new, but as a treasure house.  Rather, then, these theologies offer new voices, perhaps with a new style, which may engage new audiences.

Besides, the last three of the examples/situations I have suggested are, I consider, absolutely new.  I believe that they require some fundamentally new thinking.  It is not only, then, that the new theologies may be able to offer new sources for that new Theology.  Just as certain species are good indicators for climate change - being, as it were, at the sharp end - so ordinary Christians, the ordinary theologians, may already be responding to these fundamentally new challenges - though they may need the help of others to reflect on what is happening and their responses.  The treasure house needs what is new as well as what is old. 
Ordinary
Prof Astley qualifies the Theology he examines with the word “Ordinary”.  In understanding the location of both origin and audience of these new kinds of theology, we need to explore this turn.    
The claim to be ordinary is made by all sorts of people, which must make us cautious about its use.  However, it is not empty of meaning.  It certainly suggests people in the middle, rather than at the extremes of wealth, power, influence, lifestyle, etc.  Prof Astley’s choice of title “Ordinary” springs from his interest in ordinary believers:  by implication those with theological training are, at least in this sense, unusual.  So, one can be ordinary in some senses yet extraordinary in others.  In fact, as parents taking their children to the first day at school reveal, often we want to be both part of the crowd and special - ordinary and extraordinary - at the same time.  
Our desire to be ordinary is therefore interesting in itself.  It hints at suspicion of those at the extremes and their claims to authority - but also a valuing of the grounding which comes from being in the middle.  Of course, there are a lot more people in the middle than at the edges;  it is they who keep things going:  do the volunteering, bring their babies to be christened, join the PTA, do up their homes and gardens.  It is their disengagement from politics which is disturbing; it is their compliance which makes a rule of law possible.  They keep stable the structure of society.  They are not all middle class.  Indeed that categorisation is perhaps becoming less meaningful when, for example, home ownership and participation in higher education are so much more widespread than they used to be.  Certainly here in Carlisle it would be very hard to give meaning to anything more than the crude distinction between hourly paid and salaried workers.  (And my proposals for Ordinary Theology are contextual to Carlisle, though I believe they could be extended to other places.) 


But there is more to this than that.  I take it as more than suggestive that the Gospels show Jesus as located somewhere in the middle of his society – not rich, certainly, but not the poorest either. He attends a wedding and eats and drinks with others; two of his disciples only have a net, but two others have a boat and hired men; he has had an education; he has followers who are wealthy enough to support him – one in Jerusalem even owning an upper room; his ‘father’ is a carpenter; he has a woven cloak.  He is aware of the poorest – the jobless standing in the market place waiting for someone to hire them – but he is not one of them.  


St Paul, in asserting that “those who marry do well, those who do not do better,” (I Corinthians 7.38) initiated or reinforced, perhaps accidentally, some would say disastrously, a movement away from the ordinary.  I would want to assert, in the opposite direction, that it is ordinary daily life which is the true crucible and cutting edge and front line for Christian “warfare” – for the attempt to live a genuinely Christian life.  It is in the muddle and complexity of ordinary daily life that Christian ethics is really tested.  It is in the experiences of ordinary daily life that we learn and relearn God
 - for each person and each generation has to recapitulate this learning.  It is surely significant that feminist theology has rooted itself in the ordinary experiences of women – oppression, caring, child-bearing.  


Interest in ordinary things and everyday life may also be seen as a continuation of the ancient world’s Wisdom tradition, and especially its representation in the Hebrew Bible in Proverbs. Proverbs draws its wisdom from longstanding and deep reflection on actual experience. It is true that the “centre of gravity” of Proverbs is located in the class of people composing a royal court, and some aspects of the Wisdom tradition are dismissive of manual workers in comparison with scribes. But many proverbs reflect a more general interest, and seem to have been taught in schools which were quite widely accessible to ordinary people. Secondly, Proverbs, and the Wisdom tradition generally, are usually specific and concrete. Even when attempting to deal with complex issues about ultimate reality, the Wisdom tradition offers not abstraction but a narrative. 


In the media, and truth to tell in the Church too,  there is a huge focus on celebrities and their views.  Yet Agatha Christie seems more authentic: 

‘… a remembrance of that three thousand years’ old coarse pottery mended with bitumen flashed across Victoria’s mind.  Surely those were the things that mattered – the little everyday things, the family to be cooked for, the four walls that enclosed the home, the one or two cherished possessions. All the thousands of ordinary people on the earth, minding their own business and tilling the earth, and making pots and bringing up families and laughing and crying and getting up in the morning and going to bed at night.  They were the people who mattered.’

Pieter Breugel the Elder (c 1525 – 1569) is notable for depicting ordinary everyday peasant life in his paintings, and for being the first in western art to depict children, who previously had simply been ignored as a subject in their own right.  So remarkable was this that he was nicknamed Peasant Breugel when distinguished from his sons.  Even after Breugel, few if any painters painted realistic, unembellished, scenes of ordinary life.  Even a painter such as Caravaggio, who scandalised the church with his depiction of imperfections in religious scenes, nevertheless painted idealised figures with flawless skin and physique.  We should be aiming to do for theology what Breugel did for art.   
As we make the attempt, we can accept some imprecision, rejecting the erection of boundaries to exclude some from the widened conversation.   

Extensions of Ordinary Theology
Exploring the relationship between my own approach and Prof Astley’s, I would like to suggest some (friendly) extensions to his version of Ordinary Theology.   They are attempts to carry through the listening, conversational, stance which I believe to be so important.  The first is the beginning of a list - a set of topics which would be worthy areas of theological investigation. They arise from my experience of listening to Parishioners in Carlisle, and before that in Northampton, and discovering their agendas.  These topics are, it seems to me, a different way of entering that area between Prof Astley’s empirical and critical approaches, between what people actually think about and believe, and the norms of Christian orthodoxy.  Tackling this list would not produce a cosy reflection of the middle class.  Rather, it would enable people with not much confidence or aspiration to understand God and his work in the world and their lives.   The list, which could easily be extended, includes:  dieting, fitness, and self-image; what is success? shopping; debt and mess; all’s fair in love and war; reticence; hair-dressing; self-assertion…..  
The second is a different list - of those areas where most people seem to disagree with the Church’s traditional stance - in fact, often to be surprised that the Church has a stance.  I hardly need to populate this list:  homosexuality, contraception, permanent commitment, superstition, the culture of individualism and choice…..  Again, this would be a way of entering that debatable land between the Church, the Academy, and the General Public.   Here, the considerable resources of existing ecclesiastical and academic thinking would be a tremendous asset, though they would need to be restructured to support a genuinely listening stance. 
These lists produce clusters of topics which are local and contextual, yet universal as well.  One feature of ordinariness is that by moving from the specific to the general it unites the two in a way that is perhaps more successful than the attempt to move from the (abstract) general to the specific.  Theological reflection on these topics, and theological conversation with ordinary people about them, will supply that engagement with Christian teaching which is the apologetic task of theology, and will broaden horizons, which is its liberative task.   
The third is a suggestion relating to method and style.  This Ordinary Theology could be diffused through local newspapers or local radio;  in this way it would at least avoid what seems to be the remaindered fate of almost all authors - even at the price of being tomorrow’s fish and chip wrapping or cat litter tray lining.   Because pieces in these fora are constrained in length, it would be necessary to develop its ideas in depth through several shorter pieces and then maintain interest and continuity over a series of such pieces published in different issues.  Its language would need to be quite different from the more formal, almost academic, style in which this paper is written.  It could well be based more on narrative than abstract writing – indeed it could include anecdote.
  

We could hope that Ordinary Theology would assist in giving Christians the power to think against the grain
, in locating the Church in a listening and serving stance, in affirming God’s ordinary people;  fulfilment of Theology’s liberative and apologetic vocations. 
Richard Pratt

Archdeacon of West Cumberland and Communications Officer for the Diocese of Carlisle.  
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�  At least three surveys (a Gallup survey in 1991/92 in America by telephone, a Gallup survey in 1994 for the New York Times, and a survey of Australian Catholic University Students in May 2000) show that only about one third of Catholics believe in Transubstantiation.  





�  J Barr: Holy Scripture, Canon, Authority, Criticism  (OUP 1983); J Barton: People of the Book? (SPCK, London 1988)  





�  For the idea of conversation, see eg: David Tracy: The Analogical Imagination (SCM, London 1981); Pluralism and Ambiguity  (SCM, London 1987)  





�  see Oliver O’Donovan : “Political theology, tradition and modernity” in ed C Rowland : The Cambridge Companion to Liberation Theology (CUP 1999) pp 235 – 247  :     p 246  





�  Jeff Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology (Ashgate, Aldershot 2002)  





�  An example of such an investigation is the Doctoral thesis by Ann Christie: Ordinary Christology: A Qualitative Study and Theological Appraisal  (Durham University,  2005) 





�  Even beyond this level, theology can be derivative and repetitive: Prof Basil Mitchell gave a seminar in Lincoln Theological College in the autumn of 1981 on Theological ping-pong – a game played by Theologians.  This paper, with its footnotes referring to other writings, has elements of the derivative and repetitive too. 





�  Many have found some of the writing coming out of basal communities in South America to have this freshness: eg: ed: Wright, Sinclair, Lyle, Scott:  El Salvador: A Spring Whose Waters Never Run Dry  (CAFOD, London / Ecumenical Program on Central America and the Caribbean, Washington USA 1990);  Vamos Caminando A Peruvian Catechism    (Centro de Estudios y Publicaciones, Lima, Peru 1977  / transl John Medcalf  SCM, London  1985)





�  Professor of Sexual Health, Kaye Wellings reported in “The Sex Lives of US” broadcast on BBC Radio 4 (Thurs 20th September 2007 at 9.00am) that her surveys showed that at least 80% of British young people (18-25) expect faithfulness whilst within a committed relationship; the figure is higher for older groups.  





�  see eg W H C Frend: The Rise of Christianity  (Darton, Longman and Todd, London  1984)�


�  see Nicholas Lash: Easter in Ordinary  (SCM, London 1988) p 250 ff





� Agatha Christie : They Came to Baghdad (Fontana, London 1954) p 167;  I could have quoted St Teresa among the pots and pans, or George Herbert sweeping a room, but Christie seems more appropriate for this paper.





�  cf ed Ingrid Rasa Kitzberger : The Personal Voice in Biblical Interpretation (Routledge, London 1999)  This collection of post-colonial writings is predicated on the view that the personal voice – the autobiographical element – is central to a proper, authentic interpretation of the Bible.





� The power of religious language is seen in the work of James Cone eg Black Theology and Black Power  (Seabury Press, New York 1969), and also in Rastafariansim, and in the stories of Winstanley and Muenzer (see Christopher Rowland:  Radical Christianity  (Polity Press, Cambridge 1988  pp 89 ff and passim):  it is the power to resist, especially the power to resist oppression.  A particular danger for those who are oppressed is that they are robbed of the possibility of thinking differently:  slaves were denied their own languages, preserving them only with difficulty, and imperfectly.  They, and others, found in the Bible a language which could support and encourage them.   











