
Imagine, if you will, a large group of people on a journey 
together. The first few miles had been easy, across flat 
countryside along well-marked paths. But now they stand 
on the edge of a deep valley. On the other side, in the 
distance, they can make out their destination, although it is 
sometimes obscured by patches of mist. But below them is 
a rough terrain of seemingly impenetrable forest, rocky 
outcrops and fast flowing rivers. This they must cross - but 
how will they find the way?


They start to argue. Some of them make a strong claim; we 
have a book, a book that centres on our teacher and guide 
who was the one who inspired us to make this journey and 
who, with his closest followers provided all the detail we 
need to find our way. The paths we must follow are clearly 
described in that book; we need nothing else. 


But others disagree. Your book, they say, was put together 
nearly two thousand years ago. In those two thousand 
years a countless number of our predecessors have made 
this journey and many have left advice and instructions, 
both written and by mouth, as to how to undertake it. We 
have this legacy; we should use it. 


Yet others can’t agree with either of these. We are rational 
human beings, they say; we have the power to work things 
out using our intellect and the knowledge that humanity has 
accumulated over thousands of years. We have the ability 
to work out where we should and shouldn’t go; where there 
is safety and where there is danger; what is right and what 
is wrong. 




Three different approaches to the same problem. And, of 
course, the body of people on the journey is the Church, 
that is, us. And the three approaches can be given titles


Scripture 

Tradition 

and Reason 


These three approaches, which Richard Hooker declared 
were together the bedrock of Anglicanism. Three 
approaches, used together. Working together, each 
dependant on and supportive of the other two.


Richard Hooker was writing at the end of the first 
Elizabeth’s reign. In the preceding century the English 
Church had been traumatised by the break with Rome 
under Henry, the swing to extreme evangelicalism under 
Edward, the reversion to strict Roman Catholicism under 
Mary and the uneasy settlement under Elizabeth which was 
a compromise between what was preferred by those who 
favoured a form of Reformed Catholicism and was 
demanded by those who preached extreme Puritanism. 
That battle was still being in fought in Hooker’s time 
between those who argued that all true religion required 
was the new interpretation of the newly translated Bible and 
those who insisted that the accumulated wisdom of the 
Church, or at least that which had been acquired in the first 
few centuries, should be respected and followed. 


Hooker wrote that only by the addition of Reason could a 
way be found to achieve a solution. And that is as true 
today as it was four hundred years ago. 




Reason tells us that rules and guidelines written in the Bible 
two thousand or more years ago may not be relevant today 
when science has advanced and the structure of society 
has changed to a major degree. Reason tells us that a book 
in English compiled from a large number of incomplete 
ancient manuscripts in Greek, Hebrew and Latin, each 
differing often significantly from the others, may not 
accurately report original words and actions. Reason allows 
us to admit that the Bible contains glaring inaccuracies but 
allows us to accept these without allowing them to damage 
our faith in it’s overall value. Without Reason, the Bible 
becomes a fundamentalist nightmare. 


Tradition too must be judged against Reason. Of course we 
need to keep the good things from the past but equally we 
need to discard those things from the past which no longer 
have value or, worse still, are positively harmful. At it’s best, 
tradition is the bedrock on which we can build and go 
forward; at it’s worst it is a straitjacket, preventing any 
meaningful movement or progress and leading to 
stagnation. 


But, as Paul pointed out to the philosophers in Athens, 
Reason alone is not enough. Without the stimulus provided 
by both Scripture and Tradition, without a leap of Faith, the 
thoughts of each of us are confined by the limits of our own 
intellect. We have to open our minds to both Scripture and 
Tradition to even attempt to see the full picture. 


Scripture, Tradition, Reason; the three legged stool on 
which it has been said we Anglicans perch. On which we 
rely. 




There are two reasons why I have put this to you today. The 
first is the pressing need for Evangelism; the need for all of 
us, all of you to spread the Gospel, the Good News. We 
must all be prepared to talk about religion but be prepared 
to approach it in these different ways. Some people are 
attracted to religion by Scripture, by the contents of the 
Bible. Others are drawn in by the depth and beauty of 
Tradition in Worship. Still others will come through thought 
and Reason; if on the basis of Reason a person concludes 
that God is more likely to exist than not to exist, then it is 
logical for her or him to want to find out more about him (or 
her). Don’t be afraid to use any of these three approaches; 
they will come together eventually. 


The second reason is more urgent. The whole of the 
Christian Church and the Church of England in particular is 
wrestling with the whole question of human sexuality. Next 
year and the year after crucial decisions will be made by 
our Governing Bodies that will permanently direct the 
course of Christianity both in this country and across the 
whole of the Anglican Communion. Our Archbishops and 
Bishops have emphasised that this is a debate that all must 
take part in, both by expressing our own opinions, 
convictions and fears but also by hearing the opinions, 
convictions and fears of other. And coming to a conclusion 
by using those three tools that have been given to us;

Scripture, Tradition and Reason. 


