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e-Theo Vol. 1 - October, 2009

Welcome to the first e-Theo

Most people in ministry roles, particularly those in ‘Specified Ministries’,have spent a significant period of
time slaving over books in formation and preparation. These books have given guidance and help create
platforms on which to initiate and build a successful ministry. But who has time to read once they get into
that ministry situation, especially when there is a lot of chaff to discard from the wheat that is quality
Christian literature?

e-Theo is an online book review service, written especially with time-starved pastors, chaplains, ministers
and other ministry workers, lay and ordained, in mind. e-Theo looks at a range of titles–contemporary and
classic - anything that can enhance, develop and nurture people who minister, their ministry and their
environments.

In this first issue of e-Theo, Clive Pearson tackles Missiology, Michael Earl looks into Preaching and
Worship leading, Ben Myers finds the similarities between Dr. Barth and Dr. Seuss, and Sef Carroll shares
some of the resources she has found helpful in her research in Interfaith Relations.

e-Theo will be published on this website three times a year. If you have a particular book that you would
like to see reviewed, or if you would like to contribute a review, please feel free to contact us through the
Camden Theological Library.

e-Theo is a joint project between the Camden Theological Library, the School of Continuing Education and
United Theological College.

Enjoy!
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Two small books: Dr Barth and Dr Seuss
Robert L. Short, The Parables of Dr. Seuss (WJKP, 2008), 95 pp.; Karl Barth, Fifty Prayers (WJKP,
2008), 63 pp. (review copies courtesy of WJKP)

Here’s a couple of nice little books (Thing One and Thing Two), both just
released from WJKP. In our first book, Robert Short offers an entertaining
reading of Dr Seuss’s stories as Christian “parables.” I adore Dr Seuss – I’m 
always begging my kids to let me read more Dr Seuss, instead of those bland
and banal Disney books that clutter their shelves. So I enjoyed this book’s 
playful engagement with Dr Seuss’s stories.

Admittedly, Robert Short’s analysis is not a very nuanced one; and it’s a shame 
he neglects both Dr Seuss’s sharp political edge and his extraordinary aesthetics 
(first and foremost, these books are great because they’re works of true poetry).

Ultimately, Dr Seuss’s writing can’t be turned into neat theological “parables” 
(although many of them are certainly political parables). So I can’t help cringing a 
little when Short tells me that Christ = the Cat, or that Christ’s body and blood 
= green eggs and ham, or indeed that Sam-I-am represents the name of God!
(I’ll let you in on a secret: he’s called “Sam-I-am” because it rhymes with “eggs-
and-ham”…) But all this can be taken in good fun, and Short is clearly enjoying 

himself with bucketloads of playful exaggeration.

In any case, there are some nice insights along the way–for example, in the chapter on I Had Trouble in Getting to
Solla Sollew, Short remarks: “The difference is that Christian faith has an infinitely greater appreciation of trouble
than the world does” (p. 51). An excellent point!

And Short is right to observe that Dr Seuss’s stories possess a “profundity-in-simplicity” which allows them to 
make a real impact. These stories, he remarks, are deceptive in their simplicity. “Charming, childlike little tales 
suddenly become meaningful…. They sneak up on us. They become Trojan horses or sugar-coated medicine.
They are the wise Cat in the otherwise empty hat” (p. 66).

On a somewhat more serious note, our second book brings together fifty of Karl Barth’s 
prayers, written for before and after his sermons. In the foreword (these prayers were
originally published in German in 1962), Barth explains his growing discomfort with the
traditional liturgical prayers, since they remained too disconnected from the language and
content of his sermons. “For a while,” he says, “I sought help by replacing the petitions of 
the order of liturgy not with extemporaneous prayers (I have never dared to risk such a
thing), but with freely bringing together biblical passages from the Psalms.” Only in his 
later years did he begin to write his own prayers as part of his sermon preparation. The
resulting prayers are stirring, colloquial, often profound, and always blissfully concise –as
Barth remarks in the foreword, “the spice for all parts of all spiritual and theological 
sayings should consist in brevity!”

Barth decided to publish these prayers in the hope that they would be used both in assembled worship and
privately. The book thus arranges the fifty prayers according to the liturgical year, with some additional thematic
sections (e.g. prayers for funerals). The prayers will certainly be of interest to researchers and students of Barth –
but if we are to use the book as it was intended, our proper response should be to pray these prayers, to call upon
God in weakness and humility and gratitude and joy. Here are a few short excerpts:

“Lord, our God, you know who we are: People with good and bad consciences; satisfied and dissatisfied, sure 
and unsure people; Christians out of convictions and Christians out of habit; believers, half-believers, and
unbelievers. You know where we come from…. But now we all stand before you…” (p. 1).
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“Lord our God, you wanted to live not only in heaven, but also with us, here on earth; not only to be high and 
great, but also to be small and lowly, as we are; not only to rule, but also to serve us; not only to be God in
eternity, but also be born as a person, to live, and to die” (p. 11).

“None of us is a great Christian; rather, we are all very small Christians. But your grace is sufficient for us. 
Awaken us to the small joy and thankfulness that we are capable of, the timid faith that we bring, the incomplete
obedience that we cannot refuse –to the hope in the greatness, wholeness, and completeness that you have
prepared for us in the death of our Lord, Jesus Christ, and that you have promised us in his resurrection from
the dead” (pp. 29-30).

Ben Myers reposted, with permission, from Faith and Theology.

A Guide to Preaching and Leading Worship
William Willimon, A Guide to Preaching and Leading Worship, (2008), Westminster John Knox
Press, Louisville * London.

William Willimon is the Presiding Bishop of the Birmingham Area of the North Alabama Conference of the
United Methodist Church (USA) and was formerly Dean of Duke University Chapel, North Carolina. A prolific
writer on matters theological and ecclesial, some of his better known works include: Resident Aliens: Life in the
Christian Colony, (1989, co-authored with Stanley Hauerwas), and Pastor: The Theology and Practice of Ordained
Ministry, (2002). In his brief book, A Guide to Preaching and Leading Worship, (2008), Westminster John Knox Press,
Louisville * London, (just over 100 pages), he sets out to provide a theologically sound, yet practical guide to
‘preaching and leading worship’ for those engaged in pastoral ministry. As the title suggests, then, his purpose
and intended audience are simultaneously narrow and clear (he dedicates the book to “those who preach and 
lead worship in the churches of North Alabama”, though its readership will be far wider than this).

Anyone who takes the time to read A Guide to Preaching and Leading Worship, and it will not take long, will surely
rate his project a qualified success. For a theologian as well as a preacher this book is remarkably simple and easy

to understand, almost disarmingly so. Willimon possesses that rare
quality of enhancing the theological force of his message through an
economy of words, rather than reducing it, and, better still, feels no need
to make copious references. Preachers and writers alike take note. No-
one could possibly claim this book is too abstract or reads like a weighty
academic tome. A good example comes on page 40 where he describes
what a sacrament is in the Christian context: “God uses everyday things 
we can understand–bread, wine, water– ”, Willimon writes, “to show us 
a love that defies understanding.” The simplicity of such statements 
should remind us that complexity does not necessarily equal profundity, a
lesson preachers can often be slow to accept. This book is littered with
such accessible descriptions.

Willimon’s preferred pattern in A Guide to Preaching and Leading Worship is
to mix the indicative and the imperative as he augments his descriptions
with equally direct and practical instructions. Here he presents a constant
challenge to the pastor to improve their craft and thereby the power of
the gospel message they are seeking to proclaim. He takes this task very
seriously and asks his readers to do the same. Those currently engaged in
a sermon series on Isaiah, for instance, may wince as they read his

suggested preparation regimen (pgs 54-57). 1. Read the whole book through, 2. Establish the text [in its given
context], 3. Work out what the text means (with commentaries, lexicons etc), 4. Read the entire text again and
listen for a second time to what it is saying, 5. Try and state the theme of the proposed sermon in one sentence,
6. Work out how it is most appropriate to shape the sermon (it will be different depending on the form of the
given text –poetic, historical etc), 7. Decide how the text and its message will address your congregational
context. This is all before you even start writing the sermon! One wonders how much time can be given over to
pastoral visitation in an average working week with such a homiletical process to be completed.
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For all its many strengths there are aspects of the book that certain readers will find frustrating. Willimon is
clearly (and knowingly) coming from an ecclesial and theological position that takes a high view of the role of the
pastor/minister within the weekly pattern of worship and, even prior to this, has a high view of worship itself.
Those Christians coming from ecclesial traditions that sit a little lower may find some of what he has to say in
this regard somewhat dogmatic and, at times, even precious. For instance, as an ordained minister, this writer
would have no theological concern with lay people regularly leading the prayers of intercession in worship which
Willimon lists as usually the sole purview of the pastor (p 26). Likewise, although he is at pains to stress the
renewal of sacramental theology and praxis in the wider church’s life (pgs 15-16), something he rightly
acknowledges is a positive development, he then proceeds to devote only one chapter to leading the sacraments
in worship, while three (out of eight) are focussed on preaching. He is also a strong advocate for the Revised
Common Lectionary, though fails to adequately highlight its deficiencies such as its selectiveness and avoidance of
certain ‘difficult texts’ which make up large parts of the canon.

These issues notwithstanding, A Guide to Preaching and Leading Worship is a welcome addition to the landscape of
practical reflection on weekly liturgical leadership. Willimon’s years of experience and significant wisdom in this
area confer an authority on his words that should convince all those engaged in liturgical leadership to be guided
by his thoughts and directions, that is, once they’ve finished with Isaiah!

Rev Michael Earl
Wesley Mission, Sydney

John M. Hull, The Mission-Shaped Church:
A Theological Response.
John M. Hull, The Mission-Shaped Church: A Theological Response.London: SCM Press, 2006.

We live in an ecclesial word where the language of mission is rife. It is often looked upon as
the organising principle for what it means to ‘be’ the church or ‘do’ church. The words 
mission and missional have become ubiquitous and often feature in requests for funding.
And, of course, none of this should come as a surprise. It is a sign of the times. We live in a
time and place where an institutional faith is under immense pressure: there is much talk of
post-this and -that. The rhetoric of mission has become the preferred term to describe how
the church should relate to its host culture. There are alternatives–like what does it mean to
be a public church–and there are disciplines like the practice of a contextual theology–but
these require committed acts of policy to follow through in the life of a denomination. It is

doubtful whether there is either the recognition for this shift needing to happen or the will to ensure it happens.
And some key theological ideas– like ‘following’ and ‘the kingdom of God’ –have at times been sidelined. The
language of mission attracts a cluster of words along the lines of programs, strategic directions, leadership and
sometimes, it seems, competencies.

It is, of course true that mission is a vital ingredient in the Christian life. The pressing task is to consider how the
term is interpreted and what are the strengths and weaknesses of its current usage. This particular task is
regrettably not always pursued with sufficient rigour. Far too often there is an assumption that ‘we know what 
mission is’: that, it is ‘contextual’ and, because our contexts are so different from one another, there is not much 
point in seeking to get some coherent big picture to our thinking. And then there is the manner in which mission
has become a key feature in corporate business these days. Everyone seems to want a mission statement with
agreed values without always wondering whether the discourse of mission and values in the business world
operate in quite the same way as these terms are understood in the church. Here we have a major problem which
is often left undiagnosed. It is difficult to mount a counter case and make a request for some solid biblical and
theological homework to be done. And the cost can be great.

One of the habits of this paradigm is for reports to be written on the mission-shaped church. It is now a
common term. One of the best examples of such is the report commissioned by the Church of England. It is
now being used widely for the purpose of training men and women for a public ministry. There is no equivalent
in the Uniting Church in Australia, even though we have been using very regularly this missional language and
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even inventing new patterns of ministry to resource the church. What might be the consequences of this neglect
of oversight? Why this common work is not done is a mystery especially insofar as there are individuals here and
there who have the expertise and talent.

Back to England. John Hull is an Australian. He is a former editor of the British Journal of Religious Education and is
the general Secretary of the International Seminar on Religious Education and Values. He is Emeritus Professor
of Religious Education in Birmingham and fulfils a vocation that is absent from most, if not all, synods in this
country. Hull brings to his theological response to the report an ecumenical experience which has the capacity to
stave off the temptation for much mission talk to be captured by variations of denominational branding.

Hull is a sympathetic critic of the report released in 2008. Right from the outset he acknowledges that it has ‘sold 
well’ and was received with ‘general enthusiasm’. Hull agrees with many of the practical recommendations made. 
He is deeply conscious of the role the report has played in the establishment in various ventures into fresh
expressions of the church. But he is a critical nevertheless. Hull cannot be otherwise. He has major reservations
about some of underlying theological principles and these matters have to do with the nature of what it means to
be the church, how mission is understood and how the life of faith is to be presented in a multifaith, secular,
highly culturally diverse and pluralistic culture.

The report itself was based on the assumption that the Church of England depended too much on local parish
churches and was essentially spatially, geographically organised. The task group which produced the report was
calling for the renewal of local church life but realised the need ‘to encourage other kinds of ecclesial formation’. 
The parish church was reckoned to be not the only way church can be conceived. The diversity of associations –
like a café church - had previously been thought of as being ‘bridges’ into traditionalchurch structures: now they
should possess an ‘integrity in themselves’.

Hull draws upon his theological and ecumenical experience to put forward a timely and constructive critique.
The initial difficulty he discerns is the occasional confusion with respect to the inter-relationship between key
theological building blocks: church, mission and kingdom of God. The problem resides at times in the
temptation to think of the church as having a mission and being the product of mission, rather than its being a
sign of the Christian calling to mission. This is an important point. In the report Hull is critiquing some of the
difficulties lie embedded in the reading of what is the vocation of the Church of England and its usage of
Donald McGavran’s principles of church growth. The lack of clarity and precision evident in this report leads to
a ‘limited ecclesiology’ and a ‘restricted view of mission’.

The report describes the ‘mandate’ of the church to be engaged in mission. It is called to ‘growth’. That is the 
‘normative condition’ even, if and when, local parishes cannot measure up. It is assumed that churches ‘are 
[indeed] created by God to grow’. The church is called to ‘reproduce’ and ‘fill the earth’. The Church of England, 
more particularly, exists to ‘the church for the nation’. The report does not believe this to be a claim to being the 
established church so much as a ‘statement of its mission purpose’. It is the Anglican calling ‘to be a church for 
all’. It is called to be such a church in a society which has born witness to the emergence of multiculturalism and
consumerism.

Hull argues that the report is very much an Anglican project and represents a highly ‘church-centric’ view of 
cultural and social change. The report casually ignores other denominations in England. There is no attempt to
furnish an ecumenical overview of what might be the calling of the church in a paradigm and culture that has
changed dramatically. There is very little awareness of other ethnicities and other faiths. There is certainly an
awareness of much social change but it is not seen in the light of any benefits such change might bring. The
report does not see the Christian faith as being potentially problematic in any sense. In the kind of world in
which we now live it is arguably very important to note the shadow side of the church, how people have
sometimes taken their leave on account of the trauma they have suffered or because faith has simply not seemed
plausible.

Hull believes that there is a basic confusion at work in the report. It concerns how we understand mission. The
theological nature of the church is to be a ‘fruit’ and an ‘agent’ of mission. It exists to ‘serve’ and ‘participate’ in 
the ongoing mission of God. The ‘flowering’ of mission is not the church but the kingdom of God. The failure
to make these distinctions leads to easily into a conflation of church and mission and a well-intentioned
triumphalism.
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Hull is also critical of the tenor of the report in one other significant way. It harbours what he calls a
‘Deutoronomistic spirituality’. Here ‘we have allowed our culture and church to drift apart’. It has been the 
church’s failure to respond fast enough to the changes in society and it should bear the responsibility for this 
cleavage. It is a small step before the spectre of guilt raises its head. But is this a fair diagnosis? Why have other
institutions also struggled? Is it not always part of the biblical narrative that the people of faith become a
minority, a remnant through their faithfulness while the surrounding society pursues other gods?

Hull’s response to the report on the mission-based church is accessible; it is short and it is written to the point. It
raises a number of questions which should also be addressed in the various councils of the Uniting Church. It
raises a most nagging question as to what constitutes mission in a highly pluralistic, secular and multifaith society.
It presuppose that this work has not been widely done.

Clive Pearson.

inFocus: Interfaith Relations
Although modern day interfaith relations and dialogue dates back officially to the first meeting of the Parliament
of World Religions in Chicago in 1893, it has since September 11th become an area of avid growing interest. The
purpose of this bibliographical essay is to survey some of the current texts and resources held by Camden
Theological library in the area of interfaith dialogue that I have found useful both for my PhD research in
interfaith relationships and dialogue and for ministry in the Australian context. Interfaith relations and dialogue is
an exciting growing edge. It requires both a well thought out theology as well as the development of practical
skills, awareness and a spirit of openness. This book list is in no way exhaustive, but it is a start in engaging with
relevant interfaith issues, both practical and theological.

The meaning and method of interfaith dialogues are varied. At its most basic level interfaith dialogue is the
meeting of people of different faiths who intentionally come together to talk about their faith and to deepen their
understanding of the faith of the religious other. There are different types of dialogue and each will have a
different objective. Leonard Swidler identifies three main categories: the cognitive which are the academic
theological type of dialogues, the spiritual in which participants engage in the practices of each other’s faith 
tradition such as Buddhist mediation and the practical where communities of faiths work together to tackle a
particular issue or project. Women have their own methods of dialogue and engagement although this is not
widely documented. The following books offer a detailed discussion on the purpose and method of interfaith
dialogue:

Egnell, H. (2006). Other Voices: a study of Christian feminist approaches to religious plurality East and West Upsalla: Studia
Missionalia Svecana C.

Mays, R. K. (Ed.). (2008). Interfaith dialogue at the grass roots. Philadelphia: Ecumenical Press.

O’Neill, M. (2007). Mending a torn world: women in interreligious dialogue. Maryknoll: Orbis.

Race, A., & Hedges, P. (Eds.). (2008). Christian approaches to other faiths. London: SCM Press.

Wingate, A. (2005). Celebrating difference, staying faithful: how to live in a multifatih world. London: Darton Longman &
Todd.

It is also very useful to place the discussion of interfaith dialogue historically and globally. Marcus Braybrooke
has to date offered a comprehensive guide (1893-1992) to global interfaith dialogue. Braybrooke, M. (1992).
Pilgrimage of hope: one hundred years of global interfaith dialogue. New York: Crossroad. Bharat, S., & Bharat, J. (2007). A
global guide to interfaith: reflections from around the world. Winchester: O Books, is a survey of interfaith dialogue groups
and projects. This book covers the gap of interfaith relations from 1992 to post September 11th. In addition,
Forward, M. (2001). Inter-religious dialogue: a short introduction. Oxford: OneWorld, presents a theological and
historical survey of interfaith dialogue drawing on his experience of the British Council of Churches and his
experience of working in India. This book is helpful in that it integrates theology, history and practice of
interfaith dialogue. The Quiet revolution by Peter Kirkwood, past producer of the ABC program Compass is an
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engaging and resourceful book for those wishing to know more about the interfaith movement and key thinkers
in our current time. Kirkwood provides a good overview of interfaith relationships and dialogue post September
11th. Kirkwood surveys the key literature, thinkers and organisations thereby making this book a key introductory
text to the global interfaith movement. Kirkwood, P. (2007). The quiet revolution: the emergence of interfaith consciousness.
Sydney: ABC Books.

Interfaith dialogue has not been without its critics. In seeking to move dialogue beyond being just a “talkfest” 
there have been a number of collaborative interfaith projects documented in the following books, which cover a
number of areas such as youth, chaplaincy and education in schools. This section of books is a great resource for
ministry. They highlight issues that arise in interfaith relationships and provide creative strategies and practical
steps to work through them.

Engebretson, K. (2009). In your shoes: inter-faith education for Australian schools and universities. Ballan: Connor Court.

Patel, E., & Brodeur, P. (Eds.). (2006). Building the interfaith youth movement: beyond dialogue to action Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield.

Schipani, D., & Buecket, L. D. (Eds.). (2009). Interfaith spiritual care: understandings and practice. Ontario: Pandora
Press.

Torry, M., & Thorley, S. (Eds.). (2008). Together and different: Christians engaging with people of other faiths. Norwich:
Canterbury Press.

In a similar vein one of the impressive set of books that only just recently arrived in the library is Sharma, A.
(Ed.). (2009). The world’s religions after September 11(Vol. 1-4). Connecticut: Preager Publishers. This four-volume
set looks at interfaith relations according to the following four themes: Religion, war, and peace; Religion and
human rights; the interfaith dimension and spirituality. Each theme is explored from a variety of faith
perspectives making this collection a truly collaborative interfaith project.

The risk of being practically oriented towards dialogue is that theology can easily be sidelined. Interfaith dialogue
is often confused with being the same as a theology of other faiths. It is important not to fuse the two. This
section of books gives an introductory overview of Christian theologies of other faiths and their relationship to
interfaith dialogue. Of note is the World Council of Churches reflection on their 1979 document, Guidelines on
dialogue with people of living faiths and ideologies thirty years later. Other theological issues such as the place of
Christian belonging in a multifaith context, religious superiority and emerging theologies of other faiths are also
explored.

Barnes, M. (2002). Theology and the dialogue of religions. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Cracknell, K. (2006). In good and generous faith: Christian responses to religious pluralism. Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press.

Cornille, C. (Ed.). (2002). Many mansions? Multiple religious belonging and Christian identity. Maryknoll: Orbis.

Dupuis, J. (2001). Christianity and the religions: from confrontation to dialogue. New York: Orbis.

Karkainnen, V. M. (2003). An introduction to the theology of religions. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press.

Knitter, P. F. (Ed.). (2005). The myth of religious superiority: a multifaith exploration. New York: Orbis Books.

Queiruga, A. T., Susin, L. C., & Vigil, J. M. (Eds.). (2007/1). Pluralist theology: the emerging paradigm. London: SCM
Press.

WCC (2003). Ecumenical considerations for dialogue and relations with people of other religions: taking stock of 30 years of
dialogue and revisiting the 1979 guidelines. Geneva: World Council of churches.

There are a number of interfaith practical resources that can be used to facilitate interfaith discussions or as a
means of introducing the congregations to the topic. The Uniting Church National Assembly has put together
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two DVD resources with the objective of encouraging UCA congregations to develop relationships with the
religious other.

ROF (2006). Getting Started: Why engage in interfaith relationships? Sydney: Uniting Church National Assembly

ROF (2009). Neighbourhoods of difference: the Uniting Church in Australia and interfaith relations. Sydney: Uniting Church
National Assembly.

As Islam has been a constant focus of the media the two following resources are an alternative to the story of
Islamic fundamentalism. Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought (2007). A common word between us and you:
an open letter and call from Muslim religious leaders. Strathfield, NSW: Columban Institute. This document was signed
by 138 Muslim scholars, clerics and intellectuals declaring that the “love of God and love of neighbour” to bethe
common ground between Christians and Muslims. This document has inspired many interfaith discussions. The
Imam & the Pastor (2006). London: FLT Films is a powerful movie that explores the relationship between Imam
Muhammad Ashafa and Pastor James Wuye in Kudana, northern Nigeria whose respective Muslim and Christian
communities are torn apart by religious conflict. It is a story of forgiveness and reconciliation and a case study of
grass root peace building initiatives by two communities torn apart by interreligious conflict. This DVD is a great
discussion starter not only on issues relating to interfaith but also reconciliation. If you are looking for a more
reflective, meditative interfaith resource then Bradley, R. (2008). Mosaic: favourite prayers and reflections from inspiring
Australians. Sydney: ABC Books is a wonderful Australian resource. Mosaic has been described as “a collection of
favourite prayers and reflections chosen by a broad range of Australians from different backgrounds and faiths,
people who range from quiet achievers to high-profile individuals.”

In conclusion, it is only fitting to end with a couple of books that explore Australia’s religious landscape. Healey, 
J. (2009). Religious beliefs (Vol. 292): Spinney Press, is a great start if you are looking for an introductory overview
of religious beliefs and issues in the Australian context. It interprets the findings of the 2006 census and maps
emerging religious issues. It includes a section on the difference between agnostic and atheist views. For a more
in depth discussion and reading of the Australian religious landscape see Bouma, G. (2006). Australian soul: religion
and spirituality in the twenty first century Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Bouma provides a sociological
perspective on religious diversity.

Seforosa Carroll,
August 2009


