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This book was written in 1998 after Tony had been campaigning publicly at national level for 14 years in
the Church of England General Synod and the media, for traditional, biblical credal beliefs and morality.
During this time he had taken up the issues of Episcopal denials of the Virgin Birth and undermining of
belief in the bodily resurrection of Christ, interfaith compromise which undermined the uniqueness of Jesus
as the only Saviour and toleration of sexual immorality — heterosexual and homosexual by the church.

He founded Action for Biblical Witness to our Nation which had thousands of people, including clergy on its regular
mailing list. He wrote many articles and was often approached by the U.K. media (press, radio and T.V.) to comment
on matters of Christian concern.

Initially ABWON witnessed to the truth of the Virgin Birth and Bodily Resurrection of Christ when David Jenkins
became Bishop of Durham.

In addition to contributions to synod debates he proposed private members motions. In 1987 his private member’s
motion led to General Synod reaffirming (by a 98% majority) traditional and biblical views on sexuality.

In 1990 Tony presented a petition to the Queen, signed by 77,000 Anglicans, asking for an end to interfaith worship
which undermined the uniqueness of the person of Christ. In 1991 he and his wife Patricia organised with other
clergy an Open Letter against such multifaith worship which was signed by over 2000 Anglican clergy. This
effectively halted such worship in the Church of England for many years.

In 1994 Tony wrote **Jesus, the Only Saviour™ - a study book designed for group use.

In 1997 Tony circulated all 10,000 English clergy with a Study Guide for Leaders and a popular Study Course for
churchmembers on the subject of homosexuality. He suggested wording for motions on the issue which parishes could
pass and send to their archbishop, bishops and General Synod representatives.

This book is about his experience and the lessons he had learnt from his 14 years of outspoken ““prophetic’ ministry
within the Church of England. It offers advice and biblical insights to anyone sensing a similar call to prophetic
witness. He also refers to a life-transforming encounter with the grace and mercy of the Lord which he had towards
the end of this 14 year period, which positively affected his attitudes, although he has continued to reaffirm his
traditional beliefs.
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Chapter 1: A prophetic call

‘I think you should remember that your salary is paid by the Church of England.” | felt somewhat put in my
place by these words from a middle-aged churchmember. She and her husband were committed Christian
people from the polite, respectful, pro-establishment Anglican stable. I had publicly criticised the church and
she had felt this wasn’t cricket.

It all began two years after | was ordained. Having joined the Church of England in 1964 by conviction,
after being brought up in an independent church, I was more pro-Anglican than most. It was helpful to me,
as a newcomer with an evangelical background, to discover that the bishop who ordained me in 1967 stood
in that same evangelical tradition. Imagine my devastation when the newspapers reported in 1969 that he
was having an affair with an actress.

At the same time, as a young curate looking after the parish in an interregnum, | found myself caught up in a
determined political move by the diocese to weld together three disparate churches in an early team ministry
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experiment. The protests of the congregations fell on deaf ears, but it was 20 years before the thriving
church where | had begun my ministry recovered fully from the negative effects of that episode.

During the early 1970s, before we moved to Hawkwell in Essex, | found myself conveying news items to
prayer gatherings indicating that all was not well with the Church of England and with our society.
Somehow it seemed effective: they really prayed in depth. But in those days this was an occasional
emphasis.

Gradually, this aspect of the ministry developed during the early years in Hawkwell, whilst we were
majoring on the renewal of the parish’s life, worship, prayer and evangelism. God gave us numerical growth
and a strong sense of being a united, outward-looking community. The church was gripped by a vision for
mission which led them to send my wife, Patricia, and me to many parts of the world encouraging and
resourcing local churches to be united for every member intercession, ministry and evangelism. A canon
theologian commented recently that in many ways we were prophetic in those positive aspects of church
development - ahead of our time as God gave us insights as a couple about how to implement every member
ministry and mission. The result is that for ten years 90% of our church members have been actively
involved in the work of the church, for which we praise God.

But the profound concern about the problems in the Church of England would not go away. Through the
Charismatic Movement we mixed with a whole range of Christians: from Catholics to housechurch people.
Seeing it in such a broad context highlighted the weaknesses of the Anglican Church. Sometimes the grass
certainly seemed greener on the other side. And yet I loved the richness of the liturgy of the Church of
England and the dignity of its ceremonial. | valued its historical continuity and wealth of tradition. And |
believed the comprehensiveness of the parish system and the influence upon the nation to be great assets.

At various crucial points in our pilgrimage God seems to have led us to offer back to him the things which
are precious to us: the ministry we were involved in; the place where we lived. For example in 1983 we
came to a point where we were prepared to serve God in Israel, but we were prevented at the “‘eleventh
hour’. A similar thing happened in February 1984 over our position in the Church of England. For a few
months we had seriously been considering leaving the denomination because of what we saw as serious
failings.

We couldn’t continue to live in limbo. We had thought and prayed a lot about it: a decision must be made.
What mattered was not our feelings about the church or about leaving it, but rather knowing what God was
saying to us. | therefore arranged a short private retreat from the parish.

So on a cold February afternoon I drove 20 miles into the Essex countryside to a fairly deserted conference
centre. Later in the day, in private prayer | offered up to God my ministry and security in the Church of
England as well as any desires to leave it. This was no pious ritual. I’ve learnt over the years that if you offer
things to God in this way he has a habit of taking you up on it!

I had no idea how God would speak to me or what he would say. All I knew was that he had brought me to a
point of being genuinely ready to do his will. My daily reading was from Lamentations: not a book that
suggests itself as a source of guidance in such circumstances.

As | read about a situation far more devastating than anything which had happened to the Church of
England, I sensed the danger of dire consequences if the church did not repent. Nevertheless I felt I glimpsed
something of the heart of God towards the church. The mixture of deep sadness and love expressed by the
prophet was surely inspired by the Holy Spirit. ‘My eyes fail from weeping, | am in torment within.” (2.11)

The writer’s analysis of the causes of Judah’s downfall seemed relevant to the situation in the Church of
England: *The visions of your prophets were false and worthless; they did not expose your sin...” (2.14)

His message was one of hope and challenge:



“Yet this I call to mind and therefore | have hope: Because of the LORD's great love we are not consumed,
for his compassions never fail. .... Though he brings grief, he will show compassion, so great is his unfailing
love..... Let us examine our ways and test them, and let us return to the LORD. Let us lift up our hearts and
our hands to God in heaven, and say: “We have sinned and rebelled .... Restore us to yourself, O LORD, that
we may return; renew our days as of old.” *

The thought that struck me most was that God had not abandoned his failing people. But the prophet was
called to share God’s grief over his beloved nation. With this thought came the overwhelming sense of call. |
was not to pull out of the Church of England: | was to stay put but not to stay quiet. Although I’ve never
been tempted with any delusion of grandeur to compare myself remotely with the biblical prophets, yet |
was to follow the example of the writer of Lamentations: to share God’s grief over the failings of the church
and to call the God’s people to repentance.

However much | may fail in fulfilling this call from God I don’t think | could live with refusing to obey him.
But saying yes to such a calling is like signing a blank cheque for God. | suppose that’s one definition of
faith. | had no idea what | was letting myself in for. | was to find much of it very difficult and unpalatable,
and some of it nerve-wracking! Had I known in February 1984 all that it would mean 1’d probably have
been tempted to follow Jonah’s example to emigrate!

As it was, within a couple of months, David Jenkins, the Bishop-elect of Durham, had publicly denied the
virgin birth and cast doubts on the bodily resurrection of Christ. When there was as resounding silence from
the evangelical wing of the church, I knew this was the time to go public. Resulting from this Action for
Biblical Witness to our Nation (ABWON) was born.

The Church of England understands the roles of pastor and teacher quite well, and it regards some inspiring,
provocative teachers for prophets. There may be prophetic elements to their ministry but they are not
prophets in the biblical sense. The church also has some (in my view, limited) understanding of the
apostolic role of bishops. In recent years, as the emphasis has begun to swing towards mission, it has begun
to understand the role of evangelist too. But it finds great difficulty coping with the prophetic role unless
prophecy takes the form of a call for social justice (which is, of course, a vital aspect of prophecy). It doesn’t
help that prophetic people (including myself) are imperfect and get things wrong. But that is also true of
apostles, evangelists, pastors and teachers.

All institutions have a powerful tendency towards self-preservation. Consequently they find criticism and
calls for change threatening. The Church of England is a largely conservative institution and so is
particularly prone to feel threatened. Yet criticism and calls for change are essential aspects of prophetic
ministry. The church can easily see prophets as mere irritants, arrogantly and judgmentally threatening the
status quo.

But the prophetic ministry is vital to the welfare of the church, as Scripture and, for that matter, common
sense indicate. An organisation which is not self-critical or doesn’t carefully weigh up criticism or resists
calls for change, will fossilize and die.

Both the Old and New Testaments teach the importance of prophecy. It is to be eagerly desired as a gift (1
Cor 14.1, 39). Prophetic understanding may come in the dramatic form visions and dreams (Num 12.6; Acts
2.17), supernatural knowledge (2 Kings 6.12; John 4.19) or sudden revelation of God’s purposes. More often
it comes through listening to the “gentle whisper’ of the Spirit of God (1 Kings 19.12), based upon studying
the word of God in the Scriptures. The prophet will measure the situation (s)he is facing (whether in the
local or wider church, or the nation) according to the plumb-line of God’s word, then speak forth God’s
‘now’ word into the situation.

The gift is given by God to encourage, strengthen and comfort his people; to remind them of his will and
faithfulness®and to confront compromise over fundamental doctrine, immorality or injustice.* At times the



prophet is called to rebuke sinners and to warn of judgment.® He or she may also make predictions,®but this
is only one element in prophecy.

God has appointed prophets (amongst other ministries) in the church (1 Cor 12.28; Eph 4.11). In fact the
church is built on the foundation of the apostles and (NT) prophets.” A number of prophets are identified in
the NT: Zechariah, Anna, John, Jesus, Philip’s daughters, Agabus, Judas, Silas and various others.

Part of the divine strategy seems to be summed up in Amos 3.7-8 “Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing
without revealing his plan to his servants the prophets. The lion has roared-- who will not fear? The
Sovereign LORD has spoken-- who can but prophesy?’ This passage also clearly describes the prophetic
obligation to speak which | described above. ‘The Sovereign LORD has spoken-- who can but prophesy?’
Sadly many Christian leaders seem to have not a prophetic obligation to speak but a pathetic determination
to keep quiet!

Christians are urged not to treat prophecy with contempt (1 Thess 5.20). In fact a duty to respect but weigh
prophecy is laid upon the people of God (1 Cor 14.29). The prophet must be biblically orthodox, particularly
concerning the Person of Christ (1 John 4.1-3), and must be seen to show the fruit of the Spirit resulting
from a relationship with Christ (Matt 7.15-23).

I find it ironical that there are conservative Christians who fervently claim to be biblically orthodox, but
nevertheless believe charismatic gifts and ministries such as prophecy are no longer available to the church.
They think that NT passages urging us to seek them are no longer relevant today. According to such folk,
these gifts have been replaced by the NT Canon. | fail to see any distinction between such an argument and
the arguments, which these conservatives would roundly reject, that other parts of the NT are no longer
relevant to us.

There is no biblical justification for teaching that the gifts have ceased already. In fact the NT teaches when
they will cease, namely, ‘when perfection comes’ and ‘the imperfect disappears’; ‘when we shall see face to
face’; “‘when | shall know fully” (1 Cor 13.10-12). This is clearly referring to the consummation of all things,
when the Lord returns. Some equate prophecy with preaching. | don’t deny that some preaching may be
prophetic. But the NT makes a clear distinction between prophets and teachers in the church (Acts 13.1).
Having said all this, | want to stress that all prophecy is subject to Scripture and must be tested by Scripture.
If it conflicts with Scripture it must be rejected.

The church needs prophets, alongside all the other gifted ministries. But to be prophetic is a costly ministry.
In the next chapter we examine some aspects of this cost.

Chapter 2: Outgrowing the Nice Guy Syndrome

‘Mr Tony Higton, Bigots Incorporated ...." read the address on the envelope. It didn’t take all my prophetic
insight to discern that the letter inside was less than positive! It was anonymous except for a scrawled,
indecipherable signature and the postmark was ‘Mount Pleasant’ - the only pleasant thing about it. The
message, typed in capitals, was:

“‘What a poor and sad creature you are when you can find nothing better to do than straight away jump on
the anti-gay bandwagon and have yet another go at something you simply do not understand. *You display
all the usual signs of a wretched, uncaring person who claims to be a Christian. Christ never once
condemned homosexuality - he clearly had more sense than people like you. “You will suffer your sad state
of mind for a long time - closet homosexuals always do suffer and it is so sad.’

I include that letter because it is the most recent I’ve received, arriving just a fortnight before | wrote this
chapter. It is nowhere near the worst of the many hundreds of vitriolic, often anonymous, letters sent to me.
Some of them are blasphemous. | have some sympathy with the writer of the letter quoted. He or she may be



a homosexual or a close relative or friend of a homosexual. There is a heart cry amidst the aggression which
inspired my prayers for the person concerned.

All I had done, however, was to write to The Times correcting a false impression given by the General
Synod Press Office that the Church of England accepts ‘committed, faithful’ lay homosexual relationships. 1
pointed out that actually the official line was reaffirmed by General Synod in an amendment to my 1987
Private Member’s Motion, namely that homosexual practice ‘was to be met by a call to repentance.’

How do you cope with the widespread unpopularity which a public prophetic ministry can engender? The
first thing to do is to seek to be sure of your ground biblically. This means not only ensuring your message is
theologically accurate but also checking the way it is put over. It’s not easy, even after over 12 years of
receiving such letters, to know someone thinks you’re ‘a poor and sad creature’ who is ‘anti-gay’ and ‘a
wretched, uncaring person who claims to be a Christian.” The time when I find it easy will be the time to
give up. And the time when I no longer examine my motives, words and actions, even after the most vitriolic
and grossly inaccurate letters, will be the beginning of the end.

The example of Christ

It is important to go back to the example of Christ. The western world’s image of Christ is largely based on
folk memories of songs like ‘Gentle Jesus meek and mild.” As a study of historical theology clearly shows,
the church takes on board much of the cultural baggage of the surrounding society.

Obviously the real Jesus did exemplify gentleness and humility. After all, it was he who said: ‘Come to me,
all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me,
for 1 am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” (Matt 11.28-29).

When the disciples turned away the children whose mothers were bringing them for blessing, Jesus rebuked
them and took the children in his arms to bless them. He had compassion on the crowds “because they were
harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” (Matt 9.36). In his compassion he healed the sick.

He wept at the graveside of Lazarus and over an unbelieving Jerusalem. He refused to condemn the woman
caught in the act of adultery. In humility he washed his disciples’ feet. And he prayed for those who
crucified him with the words: ‘Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke
23.34)

So Jesus epitomises humility, meekness, gentleness and compassion. Thank God that he does, because he is
the supreme revelation of the Godhead. Without such qualities in the divine character we would be lost and
hopeless. And since we are called to be Christ-like we too must show humility, meekness, gentleness and
compassion. All of this is the acceptable face of Christianity according to western culture.

But that is not the whole story!

| fail to see how anyone can read the Gospels and conclude that Jesus is only humble, meek, gentle and
compassionate.

In various ways, Jesus made himself thoroughly unpopular. Because of his “hard teaching” (John 6.60),
challenging people to a discipleship based upon ‘feeding on him’ as the Bread of life, “‘many of his disciples
turned back and no longer followed him.” He thought even the Twelve might leave too (John 6.66-67). In
fact he had warned that his teaching would result in division, even within the family (Luke 12.51-53).

On several occasions he firmly rebuked the fear and lack of faith of the disciples, for example, when they
were afraid in the violent storm on the lake (Matt 8.26, 14.31), or when they were unsuccessful in exorcism
(Matt 17.14-21). He even gently rebuked the grieving disciples on the road to Emmaus for their unbelief
about his death and resurrection (Luke 24.25-26).



When Peter, in misguided human compassion, tried to dissuade Jesus from going to the cross, Jesus said to
him: “‘Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God,
but the things of men.” (Matt 16.23). Peter would hardly have enjoyed such a strong rebuke.

There are only two explicit references by Jesus to ‘the church’ recorded for us in the Gospels. One is his
statement that he would build his church (Matt 16.18). The other is his teaching on reconciliation. He
teaches that an erring brother is to be approached privately by the person he has offended. If this is
unsuccessful in bringing about repentance and reconciliation, that individual is then to take two or three
witnesses with him. If that fails, the church is to be informed. And should that fail, the offender is to be
treated as out of fellowship (Matt 18.15-17). To gauge how popular this teaching is, it is only necessary to
seek to put it into practice in the modern church!

Jesus not only rebuked and corrected his disciples. He also strongly rebuked those Pharisees who
hypocritically rejected him. He publicly called them a “brood of vipers’ who were “evil” and therefore
couldn't do anything good (Matt 12.34). He called them “hypocrites’, ‘sons of Hell’, “blind guides’, ‘blind
fools’, “‘whitewashed tombs’. He said, * You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being
condemned to hell?” (Matt 22.18; 23.13-17, 19, 23-33). He was angry at their hardness of heart (Mark 3.1-
6).

On another occasion he said they were liars, children of the father of lies (John 8.44, 47, 55). When his
disciples told him he had offended these Pharisees he responded by saying that they should be left alone as
blind guides (Matt 15.12-14).

Jesus cleansed the temple by driving out with a whip all the sheep and cattle on sale, scattering the coins of
the moneychangers and overturning their tables. How embarrassing to the devotees of a Jesus who is solely
‘Gentle Jesus, meek and mild’!

His teaching on the End Times would go over like a lead balloon in some polite Anglican circles! In his
great prophecy of the signs of the second coming and the end of the age in Matthew 24, 24 of the 31 verses
(77%) refer to “doom and gloom’. The End Times will include war, famine, earthquakes, pestilences and
revolutiogns. 12 out of the 14 specific references to ‘hell’ as a place of punishment in the NT are from the lips
of Jesus.

It is crystal clear from the Gospels that Jesus is not only humble, meek, gentle and compassionate. He is also
the prophet whose hard teaching lost him many disciples and caused division, even within the family. He
firmly rebuked the lack of faith of his disciples; taught church discipline for the persistently impenitent;
strongly rebuked hypocritical religious leaders; used physical force to cleanse the temple and sometimes
taught a sombre message of judgment and hell. Little wonder he was unpopular in various quarters!

Jesus makes it very clear that if he, the Master was unpopular, ignored and persecuted, we should expect to
be so too (John 15.18-20).

He added elsewhere: ‘It is enough for the student to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master. If the
head of the house has been called Beelzebub [the prince of demons], how much more the members of his
household!” (Matt 10.25)

However we live in a culture which is dominated by the feel-good factor, by individualism and consumerism
(alias selfish materialism). It is the supermarket syndrome. ‘If | don’t like that brand there are 12 others next
to it ... I’ll pick and choose to suit myself.” The pressure is on us to take that approach to Christianity: to
choose the nice bits and ignore (or, at least, soft-pedal) the unpleasant aspects, like following Christ in
risking unpopularity or persecution.

The desire for acceptability



One of the pitfalls therefore in the modern church (particularly a state church) is of Christians expecting to
be acceptable to society and compromising in order to maintain that acceptability, or, in Jesus’ words, of
belonging to the world rather than living as those he has chosen out of it. We have forgotten the words of
Jesus: “Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for that is how their fathers treated the false prophets.’
(Luke 6.26). That verse should be mounted on the study wall of every Christian leader.

But it is not just in the world that modern Christians (including leaders) are tempted to compromise. Many
seem to be afraid of the reaction of their congregation, their peers and of those over them.

We all have a need to be liked, a desire to be accepted. Only Christian nutters look forward to being
unpopular and hope to be persecuted. But to be prophetic means to be being willing to risk unpopularity or
persecution. Little wonder few seem to accept a call to be prophetic, and those who do, constitute a serious
threat to comfortable Christians.

There is great pressure to toe the line and only say what people want to hear. It’s nothing new. The
messengers from King Ahab said to the prophet Micaiah: ‘Look, as one man the other prophets are
predicting success for the king. Let your word agree with theirs, and speak favourably.” (1 Kings 22.13-28).
Isaiah condemns those who ‘say to the seers, “See no more visions!” and to the prophets, “Give us no more
visions of what is right! Tell us pleasant things, prophesy illusions. Leave this way, get off this path, and
stop confronting us with the Holy One of Israel!”” (Isa 30.10-11). Micah puts it picturesquely: “If a liar and
deceiver comes and says, “I will prophesy for you plenty of wine and beer,” he would be just the prophet for
this people!” (Mic 2.11).

I understand such pressure only too well. Coming from a Free Church background and overcoming my
suspicion of Anglican ways, | fell in love with the Church of England. Although *Series 2> Communion had
just been authorised, the worship was often from the Book of Common Prayer. | loved its depth and
comprehensiveness, and the sheer beauty of its language. It opened up to me the subject of worship for the
first time. The dignified but simple ceremonial of the services appealed to me although I was still working
through a tension between a profound appreciation of more complex ritual and symbolism on the one hand
and a deep-rooted suspicion of anything not traditionally ‘evangelical’ on the other. I have a strong sense of
history and the historicity of the Church of England had a powerful effect on me.

Given such reactions, it was easy to be caught up by the power of an institution like the church. And that is
exactly what began to happen. It was partly a sense of the numinous®and partly a sense of being admitted
into a humble but privileged place in the hierarchy of a church rich in historical splendour. | was ordained
in Southwell Minster, one of the most beautiful Norman buildings in the country. | felt so honoured yet so
insignificant against the background of the centuries as well as the pomp and ceremony. Similar thoughts
occur to me whenever | am in York Minster for the Eucharist of the July General Synod each year. The
archbishops, dressed in splendid robes, process solemnly down the aisle. Compared with us lesser mortals in
mufti, they seem so dignified. But against the lofty arches of the Minister which soar heavenwards, they
seem very insignificant.

The negative experiences of the Church of England I had during my first curacy in Newark were a shock but
didn’t destroy these early reactions. In 1970 we moved to Cheltenham to what is now a team ministry. In
those days many of the people in the four churches were good people but ultra-conservative evangelical.
You wouldn’t have found even a cross in the parish church and candles would have been anathema! The
relationship with the diocese (and perhaps with the Church of England) was distant, apparently by mutual
agreement.

I could never be happy with such a situation and, where possible, sought to build bridges with the diocese. I
got involved with the work of the Diocesan Youth Chaplain and I joined a clergy study group which met in
the beautiful setting of the cathedral.



Difficult though some people might find to believe it now, in my early years after ordination | learned how
to ‘get on’ in the church. That’s why I am embarrassed when | come across ambitious clergy who are doing
just that. | knew what to say and what not to say. | knew who to get involved with and how to be in the right
place at the right time. | understood how to work the system. 1 still do, but I’ve a shrewd suspicion I’ve
blotted my copybook in a big way! Had I continued to ‘behave myself’, who knows where I would have
been now. (Not in the centre of God’s will, that’s for sure!).

The fact that | was also, up to and including my early years in Cheltenham, often majoring on social and
political issues (which I still regard as very important), could also have helped me to ‘get on’.

In view of all this, | understand those ambitious clergy who work the system and cultivate popularity for
their own advancement. I know how some of them attempt to justify their ecclesiastical climbing as
altruistic (‘I’m doing it so | can have more influence for good in the church’). But I am profoundly saddened
by it. When they stand before God, how much of their privileged ministries will be “burnt up’ as ‘wood, hay
or straw’? (1 Cor 3.10-15). Although it is obviously right for some to receive promotion, that should be as a
result of faithfulness, humility and entrusting their future to God.

Not all clergy (or lay leaders) are called to be prophets, of course. But we are all called to prophetic action at
times, for example, when necessary expressing strong disagreement and criticism concerning the failings in
the church. Such is not the way of improving career prospects.

In Old Testament days some of the false prophets ‘prophesied’ for personal gain. The Lord laments through
Jeremiah: ‘From the least to the greatest, all are greedy for gain; prophets and priests alike, all practice
deceit. They dress the wound of my people as though it were not serious. “Peace, peace,” they say, when
there is no peace.’ (Jer 6.13-14). Through Micah he condemns ‘the prophets who lead my people astray, if
one feeds them, they proclaim “peace”; if he does not, they prepare to wage war against him.” (Mic 3.6).

Some false prophets simply spoke their own opinions as if they were the word of God.*® One used
‘prophecy’ to intimidate an opponent (Neh 6.14). Jeremiah says some of his contemporary ‘prophets’ are
‘but wind and the word is not in them” (5.13). The Lord sums up the desperate situation in Judah through
him: ‘A horrible and shocking thing has happened in the land: The prophets prophesy lies, the priests rule by
their own authority, and my people love it this way. But what will you do in the end?” (5.30-31).

Ezekiel is called to prophesy against the prophets of Israel who speak out of their own imagination (13.2-3).
Jesus warns against dishonest prophets: “‘Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing,
but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.” (Matt 7.15).

If we’re not going to give way to the strong temptation to seek acceptability we shall have to face up to the
trauma of losing popularity.

The Pain of Rejection

God chooses the most unlikely people to fulfil his purposes. | would have thought | was in some ways the
last person he would have chosen to speak prophetically in such a public fashion into the failings of the
Church of England.

I was a sickly, nervous child who was, perhaps inevitably, over-protected by a loving mother. It didn’t help
that, because of her illness, | had been separated from my mother for the first few weeks of my life. The
main thing | remember about my early birthdays was being ill. | started school only to be rushed into
isolation hospital for almost two months with scarlet fever followed by measles. As a very insecure child,
being almost entirely separated from my parents for so long was traumatic. Shortly afterwards | remember
being allowed to go late to school for a period of time because | was on medication for a nervous condition.
Frequently, I was off school and enjoying the security of home. | was also very sensitive, often feeling
deeply hurt as a result of incidents which another person might not have noticed.



My father was a committed Christian and occasional lay preacher. He was a man of prayer who every
morning at 5am would spend a long time with God, including praying for me. I may never know how much
I owe to his prayers. But he was also a shy and fearful man. I too was painfully shy and picked up his fear.
Like him | became a fearful, negative thinker. Because of all this school was a struggle even though I did
fairly well academically.

During my mid-teens | decided | was tired of being a wimp. | wanted to be one of the boys and so forced
myself out of my shell and deliberately chose to be involved in some more risky activities. For example, |
joined the school rugby team. | was totally useless at the game but that didn’t matter as much as it may
seem, because the team wasn’t much better!

So | broke out of my over-protected childhood, but at a high cost. | was still suffering inwardly from deep-
seated fear and negative thinking. My philosophy seemed to be: ‘If it can go wrong, it will go wrong and if it
can’t go wrong it still might do anyway!” Although there was improvement these problems were not to be
finally resolved until I received counselling and healing in 1981, just three years before the prophetic call
came.

I shall return to the subject of fear later. But another aspect of my story is relevant here. Because of my
insecurity and over-sensitivity, | had a deep need for affirmation by other people. | needed to feel accepted.
This was why | had broken out of my childhood caution as a teenager. | wanted to be one of the in-crowd,
and | succeeded for the rest of my school career.

Even after the initial healing, | perhaps retained for a number of years a slightly above-average amount of
sensitivity, fear and desire to be accepted. This was hardly conducive to a calling to confront the whole
Church of England hierarchy, as well as the media and opposing pressure groups about the failings of the
church. And yet, perhaps it wasn’t entirely unhelpful. Doubtless it made me more self-critical and
conscientious about a calling fraught with pitfalls.

But it also made coping with unpopularity particularly painful. For my first three years as Rector of
Hawkwell | sought to be popular but eventually I had to give in to the prompting of the Holy Spirit and
address the persistent wrong behaviour manifested by a few influential lay leaders. 1 did so in private
conversation as gently and lovingly as possible. But the reaction was negative and in one or two cases
furious. I went through agonies and became very unpopular in certain quarters. But the conviction that,
whilst avoiding legalism, we must practise what we preach kept me on course. | had to learn to off-load in
prayer the threat and pain onto the Lord. This was important for the parish but it was also a preparation for
the wider prophetic ministry which was yet to emerge.

Shortly after the Lord’s call to me to be prophetic, when the Durham Controversy flared up in 1984 | wrote
to all 11,000 clergy in the Church of England challenging them to uphold the traditional beliefs of the
church. Although precipitated by David Jenkins’ denial of credal doctrine, the letter covered other serious
doctrinal aberrations amongst clergy; compromise of the uniqueness of Jesus as the only Saviour in
interfaith worship and the toleration, or even justification, of sexual immorality (heterosexual as well as
homosexual) within the church.

The letter was basically a call for all grass-roots clergy to stand up and be counted over these fundamental
issues. Being rather green in those days I don’t think 1’d given two thoughts to the possibility of negative
responses. | anticipated the wrath of some of the bishops, including the Bishop-designate of Durham. But |
suppose | made two naive assumptions: one that only positive clergy were likely to respond and the other
that the situation amongst the clergy wasn’t as serious as | subsequently discovered it to be.

My education on these two points was soon underway. Out of some 2000 immediate replies (an amazing
response to an unknown clergyman) about two thirds were positive. But there were also 653 negative letters



from clergy. Of these 370 were fair; 189 were rude, some vitriolic, 94 were anonymous, and some of them
were quite sick. Remember | had only written to clergy.

In the early days, whilst these replies were arriving, | found the need to get away to be alone with the Lord at
frequent intervals. | remember walking through the fields near our home feeling emotionally bruised,
battered and almost in a daze at the continuing onslaught. With that and disturbed nights, | was on a crash
course in coping with unpopularity.

The following year | was amazed to be elected to General Synod. | anticipated this responsibility with a
combination of expectation and dread. One of the main problems | had was not knowing where | stood with
people. True, a good number of my fellow clergy in Chelmsford Diocese had voted for me (that accounted
for the amazement!). But where did I stand with synod members or with the bishops? That question has
stayed with me through most of my 12 years on the synod.

There are various problems in English Anglicanism which led to this uncertainty. Firstly, unlike the
Americans, most English people are about as good at affirming one another as they are at speaking
Norwegian. We may be embarrassed by the fulsome affirmation beloved of our American cousins but that is
preferable to the ambiguous politeness at which we excel.

Another problem is the forked-tongue syndrome. Many Christians will be polite, friendly and apparently
completely positive, even though they may privately (or in conversation with others) think you are, for
example, a fundamentalist cretin. Not that I’m against being pleasant, even to antagonistic opponents.
Because of my public image, | have frequently surprised people who have never previously met me by being
warm and friendly. Actually that is my normal approach to life, even with my opponents within the church.
The difference between this and the forked-tongue syndrome is that they know where I stand and what |
think of their views or behaviour.

So one difficulty 1’ve had, particularly in synod, has been relating to people who are friendly without my
knowing what they really think of my views and actions. Obviously | can’t go round asking them what they
think about me! And because I have been rocking the synodical boat, as well as speaking out controversially
in the media, I’ve tended to feel faintly paranoid.

One aspect that can’t be put down to my subjective feelings was the reaction to my speeches. It reached the
point where whenever | stood up to speak in a debate, | sensed strong negative vibes and even heard audible
groans. Applause is almost mandatory after any speech in General Synod - even the most appalling drivel
gets a hand. But in my case applause tended to be non-existent or apparently from a dozen enthusiastic
friends around the chamber! Much of this was simply a reaction to what | believe to be a genuinely
prophetic word to the synod. But I eventually learnt important lessons about where | was at fault too:
namely, | believe I delivered true words from the Lord, but couched in language which was in the style of
the biblical prophets. | failed to realize that, had | used phraseology which was more culturally sensitive,
without diluting the message, more people would have responded positively. | also did not balance my
critical remarks with sufficient affirmation - but more of that later.

During the period from the late eighties until 1995, | grew to hate going to General Synod. I still felt called
to be a member; | enjoyed some of the fellowship and the most vital debates were interesting. But basically,
I really hated being so unpopular. At the same time the prophetic obligation to confront the doctrinal and
moral confusion in the church remained as strong as ever. So | never had the slightest intention of backing
off from fulfilling that to the best of my ability, not only because it was a divine calling but also because of
my concern for the Church of England and its mission to the nation.

I found the pilgrimage out of the nice guy syndrome very painful indeed. | was consoled by the fact that
even the great biblical prophets experienced rejection.
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Stephen reproached his persecutors with the question: “Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not
persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One.’** Jesus, who himself as
a prophet was rejected in Nazareth, laments over Jerusalem: O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the
prophets and stone those sent to you.” (Matt 23.37).

Jeremiah certainly suffered a great deal of rejection. He was ignored or attacked. The priests had him beaten
and put in the Temple stocks. The men of Anathoth threatened him, ‘Do not prophesy in the name of the
LORD or you will die by our hands.” (Jer 11.21). The priests and prophets also called for him to be
executed.

Hosea criticises the people of God because ‘the prophet is considered a fool, the inspired man a maniac.’
(9.7-8). That has a remarkably modern ring about it. Call yourself a prophet in many circles today and
people will put you on a level with a man who thinks he’s a poached egg!

In view of the persistent rejection of his prophets there is little wonder the Lord announces: ‘“They made
their hearts as hard as flint and would not listen to the law or to the words that the LORD Almighty had sent
by his Spirit through the earlier prophets. So the LORD Almighty was very angry. “When | called, they did
not listen; so when they called, | would not listen,” says the LORD Almighty.” (Zech 7.12-14).

Jeremiah had to learn to depend on God and to transfer onto the Lord through prayer the pressure coming
from his persecutors. He prayed: ‘Listen to me, O LORD; hear what my accusers are saying!’ (18.19). This
is a very powerful form of prayer, but perhaps not one in common use today. Asking God to listen may seem
illogical, in that God knows what will be said to us before we hear it. But then, from one angle, all
petitionary prayer seems illogical since God knows what we need before we do. The benefits of a prayer like
Jeremiah’s include reminding ourselves God is with us in our difficulties and that, as the cross shows us, he
bears our burdens. It also reminds us, as Paul discovered on the Damascus road, that to persecute Christians
is to persecute Christ. So, in such a heart cry we become conscious of the Lord identifying with our pain.
There is healing in this sort of prayer.

Jeremiah also knew that God has his ways of protecting persecuted prophets (as well as persecuted
Christians in general). When King Jehoiakim sent men to arrest Jeremiah (and Baruch the scribe) we read
the intriguing statement: ‘But the LORD had hidden them.” (Jer 36.26). Obviously, biblical history shows
that this does not mean prophets will never suffer. But even then God will be there for them. When King
Zedekiah handed Jeremiah over to his officials because his prophecies were regarded as treasonable they put
him, unbeknown to the king, in a water cistern where he sank in the mud and was likely to starve. But a
Cushite official in the royal palace heard of his plight and told the king who had him rescued.

A more spectacular experience of God’s protection for prophets took place almost 300 years earlier. Elisha’s
servant was terrified to find they were surrounded by a hostile Aramean army. “”’Oh, my lord, what shall we
do?” the servant asked. “Don't be afraid,” the prophet answered. “Those who are with us are more than those
who are with them.” And Elisha prayed, “O LORD, open his eyes so he may see.” Then the LORD opened
the servant's eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha.” (2
Kings 6.15-17). In other words the servant was granted a vision of the angelic protection around Elisha.
Angelic protection is, of course, not just for prophets but for the people of God in general. But it is a
particular help to Christians who are threatened or persecuted to know that it is there.

The corollary of this divine support and protection is that the prophet must persist in his ministry even if he
is rejected and persecuted. So God said to Ezekiel:

‘The people to whom | am sending you are obstinate and stubborn. Say to them, “This is what the Sovereign
LORD says.” And whether they listen or fail to listen-- for they are a rebellious house-- they will know that
a prophet has been among them. And you, son of man, do not be afraid of them or their words. Do not be
afraid, though briers and thorns are all around you and you live among scorpions. Do not be afraid of what
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they say or terrified by them, though they are a rebellious house. You must speak my words to them,
whether they listen or fail to listen, for they are rebellious.” (Ezek 2.4-7).

He continued:

“’The house of Israel is not willing to listen to you because they are not willing to listen to me, for the whole
house of Israel is hardened and obstinate. But | will make you as unyielding and hardened as they are. I will
make your forehead like the hardest stone, harder than flint. Do not be afraid of them or terrified by them,
though they are a rebellious house.” And he said to me, “Son of man, listen carefully and take to heart all the
words | speak to you. Go now to your countrymen in exile and speak to them. Say to them, "This is what the
Sovereign LORD says," whether they listen or fail to listen.”” (Ezek 3.7-11).

I am encouraged by the phrase ‘I will make you’. It speaks of God giving the prophet strength beyond that
which was natural to him..

In the light of this divine support, protection and strength, as well as his or her divine calling, the prophet
can, when rejected or persecuted, face the challenge of Jesus’ words to all who are persecuted: ‘Blessed are
those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you
when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice
and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who
were before you.” (Matt 5.10-12).

So those called to prophetic ministry are to press on with that ministry as conscientiously as possible,
following Jesus who wasn’t merely a ‘nice guy’, facing up to and seeking to rejoice amidst the pain of
rejection and even persecution.

Chapter 3: Communicating the Prophetic Word

I remember many years ago an evangelical clergyman saying we should not make public criticism of David
Jenkins’ (very public) denial of aspects of credal doctrine. He is now a bishop! Yet public confrontation of
public compromise over fundamental doctrine is part of a prophetic ministry.

Other aspects of this ministry, as we have seen, include encouraging, strengthening and comforting God’s
people; reminding them of his will and faithfulness; confronting immorality or injustice; sometimes
rebuking sinners and, on occasions, warning of judgment or predicting future events.

The encouraging, strengthening and comforting side is a great ministry but, in terms of personal cost, it is
not difficult. People don’t get rejected for encouraging, strengthening and comforting. They might even get
promotion! I shall return to this very important side of the ministry later.

The Courage to Criticise

The crunch comes with confronting compromise over fundamental doctrine or immorality, rebuking sinners
and warning of judgment. Such concepts are alien to our easy going society. (Confronting injustice is
sometimes more acceptable, depending on the issue being addressed).

In our culture, dominated as it is by relativism and pluralism, to affirm absolute norms of truth or morality is
widely unacceptable. Basically we make up our own truth or moral values as we go along. What matters is
what is true for the individual. All the belief and value systems are thought, generally speaking, to be of
equal validity. We all win and we all get prizes.

Affirmation of a particular system of basic beliefs and morality is acceptable. But claiming any such system
is absolute, i.e. required of everyone, is now considered heretical. Worse, to assert that those contradicting
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this system are wrong and, in the case of the church, should if they persist ultimately be disciplined, is an
even greater ‘heresy’. Yet these “heresies’ are fundamental to a prophetic ministry. Little wonder prophets
are unpopular today.

It is illuminating that many bishops are willing to affirm the truth but not to drive away error. Yet Canon
C18 of the Canon Law of the Church of England states that Bishops are not only ‘to teach and uphold sound
and wholesome doctrine.” They are also obliged ‘to banish and drive away all erroneous and strange
opinions’.

However it is very rare to come across bishops doing the latter. As children of our age they are (to some
extent unconsciously) heavily influenced by relativism and pluralism. And they have, more often than not,
seriously failed the church by not publicly confronting the scandalous undermining of credal doctrine and
basic morality in certain sections of the church. A number would make, for example, public speeches
affirming the bodily resurrection of Christ, without overtly speaking against the undermining of that view.
They appear not to understand that serious public offences require public correction for pastoral and
evangelistic reasons. Yet such a public prophetic ministry is required of bishops both for the protection and
encouragement of those harmed or distressed by the offences, and to dispel confusion in the minds of those
not yet involved in the church. And it cannot be achieved without both affirmation of truth and
confrontation of error.

If the bishops keep quiet or only affirm the truth the impression given is that it is acceptable within the
church to hold their view and the heretical or immoral views scandalising many of the faithful. The result:
confusion. A number of bishops doubtless correct clergy, where necessary, privately - but if the offence of
that clergyman is in the public domain, bishops owe it to congregations and the wider public to make a
public correction.

They need to follow the example of the apostles who exercised a prophetic ministry in exposing and
condemning the views of false teachers. Paul warned the Corinthians about false apostles in the church who
rejected his apostolic authority. We may parallel them with modern Christian leaders who reject the
authority of apostolic (biblical) teaching. Paul called them servants of Satan (2 Cor 11.13-15).

He warned the Galatians of false teachers in the church who were undermining the gospel with “another
gospel’ of salvation by works. He calls down a curse on them (Gal 1.8-9). He warns other churches against
false teachers and their deceitful scheming and hollow philosophy (Eph 4.14; Col 2.8).

John also calls false teachers in the church who deny the incarnation “antichrists’*?and he warns of false
prophets (1 John 2.18f; 4.1). Peter condemns false teachers who exploit the faithful (2 Peter 2.3).

Paul was not only be specific about failings and solutions, but named names. He named Demas, who had
deserted him. He also named Alexander and warned the believers about him, although he was, of course, an
unbeliever. Similarly the prophets publicly named people in their words from the Lord, not only to their
face but also indirectly."®

Many of the bishops are good men who conscientiously perform their diocesan duties and fulfil a pastoral
role in caring for clergy. Some of them have been working away behind the scenes, fighting for truth on
committees, councils and within the House of Bishops. They have at times suffered unfair opposition, even
vilification, because of their stand for the truth. And they are determined to continue in this witness. | accept
all this and thank God for it.

Nevertheless they failed the church very seriously in not giving a public prophetic witness over the
scandalous controversies afflicting the church in recent years. When they are pressed to comment on them
they seem to live up to the saying: “The bishops of the Church of England are, generally speaking, generally
speaking!’
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Christianity claims to be the absolute truth. Biblical morality claims the status of absolute values. That is
scandalous in our society. But there is little scope for prophetic ministry without this foundation of
absolutes. The great controversy in the Old Testament was whether Yahweh was the only God,**or whether
he could be worshipped alongside other gods. The prophets strongly affirmed the former. In the same way
the New Testament affirms the uniqueness of Christ as the only Saviour.”

Similarly biblical morality (bearing in mind the importance of reading the Old Testament ‘through’ the New
Testament) is absolute and will be part of the basis of final judgment. We are saved by grace but judged by
works (Rev 20.12-13, cf Eph 2.8-9).

We have seen that critical prophecy has always been unpopular because of the pride and selfishness of
human beings. But because of the antagonism towards affirmations of absolute truth and values in our
relativist and pluralistic society, it is doubly unpopular today. Add to this the modern sentimental definition
of love as only being nice to people and this increases the unpopularity of prophecy. A prophetic ministry
today therefore perhaps requires more courage than ever.

I have said enough earlier to show that | am no stranger to fear. Before | received counselling and healing in
1981, not infrequently | experienced quite serious attacks of fear. Sometimes the fear was irrational: it had
no known cause but was simply the combination of the insecurity and negative thinking which I described
earlier. I managed to cover all this up (which didn’t help) with an English, clerical, male mask, but the
problem was | was trapped in my own prison. The later years in Cheltenham and some of the early years in
Hawkwell were characterised by this problem.

In those early Hawkwell years, whilst the fear remained, the Lord enabled me to make radical changes in the
worship, not least introducing an almost totally spontaneous evening service which | found quite traumatic
and emotionally-draining to lead. He helped me to tackle some quite serious incidents which required firm
church discipline and to face some traumas in the church which, at times, seemed to threaten its survival.
Because of my tendency to intense fear the emotional cost of all this was enormous. Looking back I don’t
know how I survived, let alone came through successfully. And yet I do: it was a remarkable experience of
the sovereign grace of God. | mention this not to claim any credit - there is none to claim - but simply to
testify that God can enable us to continue in obedience even in the midst of such fear.

In Hawkwell, the result was that the Lord brought about in-depth renewal to the whole church in the
eighties, together with extraordinary fruit in evangelism, widespread corporate intercession, and every
member ministry based upon a deep unity. At least 1000 churches in the UK and overseas have used the
resources we have produced which witness to these principles. Called to Serve, Minister’s Guide to Church
Development Strategy

The other fact | can testify to is that God can deliver us from intense fear like that. I was counselled by an
older minister and a very experienced woman counsellor. It was the first time | had opened up to anyone
about the fear. When at length they came to pray for me (with my ready consent) a strange thing happened.
I suddenly felt a deep resistance to their prayers. Yet | felt this wasn’t my real attitude. It was as if | were a
spectator, watching something happen to me. The clergyman sensed this and prayed authoritatively against
it. After this they prayed for healing.

Some 16 years later | can affirm that the results of that prayer were quite remarkable. The intense fear
disappeared. As | said earlier, | perhaps retained for a number of years a slightly above-average amount of
sensitivity and desire to be accepted. It lasted well into the time when God led me into the public prophetic
ministry within the General Synod, the church and the media.

I remember walking past Church House, Westminster shortly after | was first elected to General Synod but
before my first synod. The prospect of standing up in front of all those people, some of them very able
debaters, and confronting the whole House of Bishops (including my favourite northern bishop of the time!)
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filled me with dread. | decided I simply had to make a speech on my first day in the synod, otherwise |
might remain silent for ever! 1 did speak - probably my briefest speech ever - but it was important for me
because it broke the ice. Since then, threatening though it sometimes is to give a speech, | have not looked
back.

A certain amount of fear is normal in life: some of it is beneficial. At times the audacity of some of our
campaigns or the confrontational nature of some of my statements continued to engender a certain degree of
anxiety about negative reactions or consequences. But one must press on regardless.

I have included a description of my own experience of fear for two reasons. One is that it may encourage
those who wish to obey God in a prophetic ministry but are fearful. The other is that fear is the main reason
why those who should speak out don’t. | want to challenge such people to speak out anyway, and to do so
as a person who is recognised as knowing what intense fear is and has experienced God’s grace overcoming
it.

Micaiah was an example of a prophet who did not give way to fear in spite of pressure. King Ahab said to
Jehoshaphat: “... he never prophesies anything good about me, but only bad?’ (1 Kings 22.18).

When the Lord called Jeremiah his response was: ‘Ah, Sovereign LORD ... | do not know how to speak; |
am only a child.” But the Lord replied: ‘Do not say, “I am only a child.” You must go to everyone I send
you to and say whatever | command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you.’
(Jer 1.6-8).

The Lord continued that Jeremiah was to be primarily a prophet of doom to the nations and only secondarily
a prophet of restoration. In the light of this very daunting task the Lord reassured him further: *Get yourself
ready! Stand up and say to them whatever | command you. Do not be terrified by them, or I will terrify you
before them. Today | have made you a fortified city, an iron pillar and a bronze wall to stand against the
whole land-- against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land. They will fight
against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you and will rescue you.” (Jer 1.17-19).

Later in his ministry Jeremiah sent prophetic messages to the kings of Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre and
Sidon, as well as Zedekiah king of Judah saying that they must surrender to Nebuchadnezzar. That’s like
telling Winston Churchill to surrender to the Nazis, and required great courage (Jer 27).

Similarly when Ezekiel was called to prophesy the Lord reassured him:

‘And you, son of man, do not be afraid of them or their words. Do not be afraid, though briers and thorns are
all around you and you live among scorpions. Do not be afraid of what they say or terrified by them, though
they are a rebellious house ....But | will make you as unyielding and hardened as they are. | will make your
forehead like the hardest stone, harder than flint. Do not be afraid of them or terrified by them, though they
are a rebellious house.” (Ezek 2.6; 3.8-9)

Jesus continues this divine ministry of encouragement to fearful prophets:

‘What | tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; what is whispered in your ear, proclaim from the roofs.
Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can
destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to
the ground apart from the will of your Father. And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So
don't be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows. ‘“Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also
acknowledge him before my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns me before men, 1 will disown him
before my Father in heaven .... Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will
find it.” (Matt 10.27-33, 39)
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There is no excuse for giving way to fear when God has called us to fulfil a particular ministry, in this case,
prophetic ministry. Those who rely on the strengthening grace of God will overcome their fears and know
his protection and deliverance. They can be encouraged by knowing that God loves them and knows
everything about them and their needs. And Jesus the great High Priest acknowledges them before the
Father in heaven.

Knowing all this and beginning to face up to the pain of outgrowing the nice guy syndrome with its desire
for acceptability prepared me for the main campaigns we have launched within the Church of England.

The Ministry in Practice

I believe God called me primarily to speak prophetically into the Church of England, addressing its current
doctrinal and moral failings. Speaking prophetically directly to society is a secondary aspect. Others will be
called to major on the latter. It is very important to be clear as to one’s particular calling, otherwise energy
will be dissipated.

Back in 1984, just before I wrote to all the clergy in England, I gave much thought to the title of the
organisation we were setting up. My concern was to call the church back to its biblical basis, not as an end
in itself but as a means to fulfilling its mission to the nation. Also | didn’t want a mere talk shop or moaning
society, | wanted action. Having a gift of never using one word when several will do, it wasn’t long before |
reached ‘Action for Biblical Witness to our Nation’ (ABWON).

Credal doctrines

In 1985 we encouraged our supporters to write to their bishops asking for a public statement of their views
on the three theological issues raised in the Durham Controversy: the virginal conception and bodily
resurrection of Christ and the less-publicised issue as to whether a Christian had to believe Jesus was God in
the flesh. We had an excellent response in terms of the number of replies. Nowadays bishops are wise to the
fact that the media will seize on their response and as a result are far less likely to reply to a questionnaire as
“Reform” has discovered.

However, the answers gave great cause for concern, revealing that, at the time, our bench of bishops did not
excel in orthodoxy. The need for a prophetic witness became even more apparent. The replies were as
follows:

Those who regard it is necessary to believe that: Diocesan Suffragan Both

Christ is ‘God made flesh’ 33% 41% 37%

The virgin birth was a historical event 61% 59% 60%

The resurrection of Christ was a bodily resurrection 67% 59% 63%
Those who would allow bishops to hold unorthodox views 45% 15% 32%
Those who replied but refused to answer the questions or were unclear 30% 33% 32%
Number of replies 33 (57%) 27 (44%) 60 (57%)

Later that year | presented to Dr Runcie a petition signed by 20,000 Anglican communicants, asking for only
orthodox bishops to be appointed in future. It was my first visit to Lambeth Palace and the Archbishop
received me graciously. He spent a whole hour listening to my concerns and said he would convey them to
the Crown Appointments Commission.'® At the end he leant across, put his hand on my knee and prayed an
extemporary prayer. | left, more impressed than | should have been.

In the Autumn of that year | was elected to General Synod. At the end of the first day | was standing
chatting to a couple of friends in the vestibule of Church House, Westminster when the Archbishop came
down the stairs. He made a bee-line for me, put his hand on my shoulder and said, ‘1 hope you’re not too
discouraged, Tony.’

16



I realised that he was seeking to win me over by being nice to me. After all, it isn’t everybody who has the
Archbishop of Canterbury giving him an hour of his time in the splendour of Lambeth Palace and being so
solicitous after his welfare.

It is easy to disagree strongly and publicly with someone from a distance. But my experience is that when
you mix with “liberals’, syncretists, gay activists and the like you discover that often they are nice people.
On experiencing this, many Christians find it very difficult to retain as strong a prophetic witness against
these people’s errors as they did from a distance. This is one of the main reasons why people who get
involved in the church structures or the hierarchy all too frequently lose their cutting edge.’

God forbid that we should harbour personal antagonism or convey uninformed and inaccurate criticism. But
the “niceness’ wins these people over and they begin to compromise where they shouldn't. How many
prophets have been silenced in this way?

Later Dr Runcie was clearly irritated when he discovered he had failed to win me over. This annoying Essex
clergyman was not going to keep quiet. From then on his responses to my probing questions in Synod were
sharp and even cynical.

I continued through speeches, questions, articles and interviews to press for correction of the damage done
by the Durham Controversy. In November 1986, after ABWON had mobilised thousands of Christians to
pray, the Houses of Clergy and Laity, by a large majority, reaffirmed belief in the virgin birth and empty
tomb.

In July 1987 a major debate took place on the Bishops’ Report The Nature of Christian Belief which was a
response to the Durham Controversy. The Report acknowledged that belief in the empty tomb “can be held
with full intellectual integrity ... is the understanding of the witness of Scripture which is general received in
the universal Church ... [and expresses] the faith of the Church of England and of its historic teaching...”
(para. 50).

It says of the virginal conception: ‘only this belief can claim to be the teaching of the universal Church...”
(para 62).

However, sadly it adds: ‘On the question of whether ... Christ's tomb that first Easter Day was empty we
recognize that scholarship can offer no concl