Some discussion points about Carol Williams (ICF Chair) talk to Derby Diocese NSMs/MSEs Oasis Day.

These points are all based on Carol Williams talk, the text of which can be linked from the ‘WORSHIP’ page on the IMD website: www.derbyshirechaplaincies.org.uk. The subject begin with quotes from that text.

1) “ICF continues to promote the importance of upholding Christian values and relating faith to work in appropriate ways, engaging with the world, from the inside as all of us do,”

In my experience within industry (my Rolls-Royce days), as a Christian fellowship leader one of the things that disturbed me was that I knew there were Christians in the local workplace who seemed to want nothing to do with the CF and fellow Christians.

Does the above statement suggest that we engage with the world:

a) as individuals?

b) Christians joining together?

c) Through supporting chaplains and their work?

2) “On reflection and prayer I somehow KNEW that my path and my challenge was to live out my Christian life IN THE WORLD.”
Back in 90s, we took a few family holidays with an organisation which lived together ‘in community’. Carol’s reflection that she had ruled out being a nun for the reason of the above statement, reminded me of that former holiday place.

Is there a time and a place for Christians to be set aside:

a) permanently, in residence?

b) for holidays, retreats, etc.?

3) ”The struggle of working out faith amidst and among the daily round of the ordinary, the messiness of the everyday and the world of work continues to challenge me and many others.”

I remember reading, in a biography about George Thomas, that he believed that neutralism was unworthy of the Christian. That was his pitch for involvement of Christians with political parties.
Is George right that politics (more than just voting) is for the many not the few, and does Carol’s statement back him up?

4) “After a study of the seven sacraments, a question very naturally suggests itself: why are there seven sacraments, and why only seven?” [Carols lists the 7 in question]
When I read this I was reminded of that passage in Romans 13, the one about submission to the authorities. I heard someone say that Christian Churches usually recognise 2 institutions as being God-ordained: the Church and marriage. But that there is a 3rd one: government! Church and marriage both figure in the 7 sacraments, but government does not.

Is there a case for re-writing the list of sacraments to include more ‘worldly’ activities such as work in various fields of life?

5) How would you interpret Carol’s use of the term ‘reductionism’?
6) “Influencing and narrowing our thinking in such a way for so many years could be the cause in part why the Church over Centuries seems to have omitted to honour adequately the place of work in the living out of faith.  It could be why the Church appears to pay so little attention to that great absorber of time, talents and energy - WORK.”

This paragraph took me back to Ian Yearsley’s address to the same body of people (the Oasis group) last year. He stated that work is the biggest single time component of our waking hours, and wondering why it is not the biggest component of prayer and preaching in our Churches.

Do you agree that work is not given adequate attention in our Churches? (I am right with you, if you do) And, if so, then how do we address it and what needs doing?

7) “To live means to work and daily work is a NECESSARY part of Christian living.” Carol’s statement here is backed by the institution of work at the time of Creation. She goes on to add that, “……work is also a service to the community, a contribution to the whole that makes up society.  Only babies/ children, the very old or ill are really excluded from this necessity and they can only survive by the sharing or the surplus of others.”

This reminded me of that episode of Lark Rise to Candleford (see Prayer Topics for 8th February) where they invented local welfare, ahead of its time. The hard verse in 2 Thessalonians about work also backs up Carol’s assertion above.
Carol’s assertions above make strong reading for those fit and well and able to work, but do not do so for reasons of having plenty of capital, or chosen to retire, or are not able to find work. There are so many questions raised on these issues:

a) Who should say whether any person should or should not work?

b) Is having capital or a pension adequate reason to not work in some way?

c) Is Carol’s assertion about universality of work meant to apply to paid work, or is it broader than that?

d) How far does a person who is unable to find work go, and how far should they share in the surplus meant for ‘babies/children, the very old or ill’?
e) What questions would you like to ask Carol on this one?

8) ’Civilisation has been structured, for the most part, mainly around the concept of WORK’
Carol is quoting a line from a book with an interesting title, backing up work as sociological and Biblical. I looked at this point for a perspective on ‘The End of Work: Decline of the Global Labor Force and the Dawn of the Post-Market era’
Do you think we are living in times where it is the end of work as we know it?

What might a Post-Market era actually look like and how will it affect each of us?

9) “here we engage daily with others; and here we face a variety of CHOICES that challenge our values as fellow humans and as Christians”
This refers to wealth-creation, adequate incomes, work as central to human well-being.

Do we really have choices when it comes down to it? Or are we constrained by paper qualifications and tick boxes?

Can we opt to work where we want, or is there a measure of ‘who-you’know’ in it as well?

10) “Even Jesus it is supposed learned the trade of a carpenter and is said to have prepared and cooked food for the disciples (John 21: 9-13).  The Rabbi’s were not ashamed to earn their living and Paul is renowned for earning his as a tentmaker.”
This raises the age-old question of about whether we set people aside for ‘specifically Christian’ work. If Paul and the Rabbi’s did not seek to be supported in their ministry, and if even the Lord Jesus worked for many years in what we might think of as ‘ordinary’ work, then have we got the wrong model when we pay people to be doing Church work?
11) “‘A scholar’s wisdom comes of ample leisure; if a man is to be wise he must be relieved of other tasks…’ and so forth.”
This follows on from 10. Carol cites this quote in relation to divisions of labour in the world. I’d still like to see the Christian/secular divide (as in 10 above) scutinised here also.
To extent do you think that ‘wise’ men/women need to be relieved of other tasks, and what other tasks are still expected of such people?

12) “A kind of ‘spiritual aristocracy’ had developed within early Christianity.”
The Monastic writers who thought work was demeaning presumably still had some means of being fed and watered, clothed and housed! They lived in an age when Ecclesiastical incomes were pretty much guaranteed by local and national law and power.

When did the concept of ‘living by faith’ arise? How do we know when we are called by God to live by faith, and what sort of income patterns may be expected when that happens?

13) “In the thought of Karl Marx, work is mankind’s ‘productive, creative activity in which he engages within a network of relations, a free expression of creativity and sociability’”
In a paragraph connecting Marx, Luther and the Old Testament, we see a challenge to what the channels of grace might be. Are the channels of grace:

a) The Sacraments?

b) Daily work?

c) In Christ Alone?

d) Some combination and in what proportion?

14) “…………..and since the Reformation daily work as a MEANS OF GRACE appears to have been de-valued. .  Theological thought has also polarised our thinking into God v world; matter v spirit; sacred v profane; and light v darkness.”
This sounds strangely at odds with the Protestant Work Ethic. Would you agree that it has been devalued, and what can we do to regain its value? Do we separate off things that seem to be in either the ‘Church’ or ‘world’ categories?

15) “God speaks to us and deals with us in ‘ORDINARY AND DESPISED MATERIALS’.”
Luther’s quote suggests that he himself regards some things as ‘despised’ or makes it clear that there is a general category in existence of ‘despised’ things. Is he right to use terms like this? What things is he actually thinking of?

16) “But in spite of God’s continuous efforts to make this known to us, we have never-the-less managed to make God remote, and we take remarkable care to keep God at a distance!…This split in our spirituality impoverishes us, preventing us from RECOGNISING God at work within us and around us.”
See question 1 where reference was made to Christians in workplaces who want nothing to do with local fellowship with others in their workplaces. See also questions 10 and 12 on setting aside people to be in some way more actively religious.

Then answer the question: how far do we go in defining parts of our lives as things we do in this world, and quite distinct from our service to God through Church and Christian work?

17) “As long as our spirituality is split in this way, we cannot know our inner wealth and ultimate identity.  The ultimate identity is to ‘become God’ (preface px).”
(I think I may have read Gerard Hughes at some point in my life!)

Does he mean that if we fail to connect all parts of our lives, and certainly if we fail to connect them to God, then we are somehow stunted people? 
Do you see evidence around you of people who are stunted and could be released if only we/they knew how?
Can we ‘become God’? What does that actually mean?

18) “The ‘simple soldier’ in the workplace still needs support and nurturing to MAKE SENSE OF GOD in the daily round, where moral and ethical choices are constantly made and where God often feels absent.”
How would support for workplace Christians happen? Do we allow/encourage workers to share problems in their workplaces with fellow believers?

19) “‘It is often more difficult to carry out the sacrifice  of dedication on the altar of our daily lives than to celebrate it to the accompaniment of festive hymns under a lofty church roof‘”
Do you find it much easier to worship the Lord in your Church services, belting out the great songs, than in the Monday morning part of your life?

20) “Traditionally in Christian theology, the concept of MATTER has been distinguishes from SPIRIT but several Christian doctrines affirm the unity of matter and spirit in human experience.”
My mind wandered, at this point, to Professor Brian Cox and the Sunday evening TV series ‘The Wonders of the Solar System’. As he describes stuff, on earth and beyond, with that boyish enthusiasm of his, it seems quite easy to grasp that such wonders have been put there by a great Creator. I was impressed last week, when he cited astrology as being ‘a load of rubbish’ at the same time as demonstrating that Jupiter’s gravity does profoundly affect the earth.
There was one thing I wanted him to say in the 1st episode, but he didn’t say it. He noted that the solar system has 145-167 moons (according to definition of ‘moon’), but that there is only one place where the ratios of size of sun to moon, and of distance from planet of sun to moon, are so perfectly aligned as to produce the glory of the solar eclipse. He didn’t ask whether Someone had made that decision!
Is Brian Cox a Believer and will it come out before the series ends?

21) “As Kirk perceived, it remains an issue, for the Anglican Church at least, that the reality of our everyday lives is seldom sufficiently addressed in the parochial system.”
Kirk’s perception dates back to 1919, when he directed the ICF to do something about it. Has anything really changed or improved since 1919?
22) “Excellent at supporting those at moments of crises in their lives, the Church still struggles to understand and support parishioners adequately or help them to meet the complex needs of the everyday experience and the difficulties faced in the SECULAR WORLD.”
This reminded me of hospitals, and how the church can be very like the NHS in many respects. The NHS is second to none other on the earth when it comes to handling acute problems (eg putting my body together when an RTA battered it!), but is incredibly frustrating for many with long-term, all-of-life, never-going-away, health issues.

Does this model of Church hold the same resonance in your experience?

23) “The Church has sought to address this through the ministry of Worker Priests/ Industrial Chaplains and Non Stipendiary Ministry.  All are committed to ‘sharing the lot of the ordinary worker’ and………”
I wonder…….. Yes, chaplains are a different breed from the parochial system above; yes, many clergy also get involved in chaplaincy work; yes, chaplains do try to share the lot of the ordinary worker (I listened to an army chaplain the other day going into dirty and dangerous places).
But how much chaplains ever share the lot of the ordinary worker? They are not subject to the commercial pressures upon the organisation and its staff; they are often voluntary (at least to the organisation) and are not concerned directly with questions of income and job retention; they are not usually (I know of exceptions) personally knowledgeable or qualified in the fields in which they operate.

One final link. Corrie ten Boom comes to mind here. In the closing pages of ‘The Hiding Place’ she reflects on life in Germany after the Peace of 1945. She was ministering as best she could to the displaced and dispossessed of that place and time. Then it hit her! She was commuting from a hotel to help these people and it wasn’t working as it should. She checked out and went to live in the refugee tents.
So………how much can chaplains share in this ordinary lot?

