Beckly Lecture 2011: “What has the Bible ever done for us? History, Politics and the English Bible”
2011 has done unto the Bible what 2009 did unto Charles Darwin: celebrate. 
You would need to have been wilfully blind not to have noticed the various articles, programmes and events held on the mainstream media and across the country lauding this most influential of Bible translations.

Even more remarkable, there appears to have been a degree of unanimity in their tone. Everyone, from Richard Dawkins to the most evangelical of believers, agrees that the Bible is a national treasure, indispensable for a fully-rounded life.

But it is always good to read the small print. 
By ‘the Bible’ we mean the Kings James Bible. 
By ‘national treasure’ we mean national literary treasure. 
And by a fully-rounded life we mean a fully-rounded cultural life. 

Thus Professor Dawkins said to the King James Bible Trust last year: 

“You can’t appreciate English literature unless you are steeped to some extent in the King James Bible…Not to know the King James Bible is to be in some small way barbarian.”

This is what we agree about. The significance of the Bible lies in the King James’ impact on our language and our literature. 
Not to know it is not to know the origins and in some instances meaning of many everyday phrases. It is to shroud in obscurity large tracts of English literature. It is to deafen us to the music of Tallis, Byrd, Bach, Fauré, and Pärt. It is to veil the art of Giotto, Michelangelo, Jan Brueghel the Elder and Stanley Spencer. All in all, not to know the Bible is to close down innumerable avenues of cultural enrichment.

Yet, the story goes oddly quiet when we move from language, music and art to politics. We all know what an impressive impact the Bible has had on English literature but it appears to have had little impact on our political life. 
Or, rather, in as far as it has any connection with our political life, it is as the out-dated justification for the kind of intolerant, violent, autocratic regimes from which the Enlightenment liberated us.

***
I would like to argue that nothing could be further from the truth. The Bible has been central to our national politics from the earliest days. Mediated through missionaries and monks, pastors and philosophers, theologians and translators, kings and councillors, factory workers and farmhands, the Bible has been the single most influential text in British political history.

Now, it is important to get two big caveats in straightaway. The first is that to claim for the Bible such influence is not to claim it has been the only influence on national politics. Whether it is the customs of Anglo-Saxon culture, or the rediscovery of Aristotle in the 12th century, or the classical tradition of civic humanism in the 15th century, or anti-Christian radicalism in the 19th century – or whether simply by the pressures of circumstance – British politics has always been a confluence of traditions, ideas, customs, and hopes. The Bible has always worked alongside other political actors, even when it dominated the stage as it did between the 1530s and 1650s. 

The second caveat is that to make such a claim for the Bible is not to say that it has always been on the side of the political angels. It has not. The Christian scriptures have been used by many over the centuries to justify political disenfranchisement, subservience and inequality. It is sobering to remember that one of the reasons why the abolitionist campaign was so biblical was that there were serious, intelligent, faithful Christians arguing for the slave trade on explicitly biblical grounds. 

To claim that Bible has been the most influential text in British political history is not, therefore, to ignore, oversimplify or air-brush history.

Rather it is to attempt to rescue the King James’ celebrations from the bosom of leisure-time Christianity, and to assert that just as it is impossible to appreciate our national literature fully without recourse to the Bible, so it is impossible to understand our politics.
Let me give you a few examples of what kind of impact the Bible has had. 

***

First, we owe our notions of ‘England’ and subsequently ‘Britain’ as political entities to the Bible. What do I mean by this?

When Pope Gregory sent his missionaries to the English people in 597, the English people did not exist. In its place were numerous separate, militaristic kingdoms that lived in a state of more or less constant conflict. 
Conceiving of them as a single unit and sending his missionaries to them all was a momentous move on Gregory’s part, causing one recent historian to remark provocatively that “the English owe their existence as a people, or at least the recognition of it, to the papacy.” 

It was a slow process. When the Venerable Bede wrote his Ecclesiastical History of the English People 130 years later, the English people were still not cemented into any meaningful political unit. It was only over the next century and a half that a genuine political identity began to emerge, in large measure because of King Alfred and the Viking invasion that threatened the country.

That invasion was widely understood as a sign of divine judgment and Alfred was determined to respond and repent accordingly. He embarked on a reform of the ecclesiastical, educational and moral life of the people, much of which centred on a conscious turning to the Bible. 
It was in this context that Alfred issued a seminal law code towards the end of his reign. The code itself is long and without any obvious structure. In an introduction that takes up about a fifth of the entire work, Alfred writes how he “collected [earlier law codes] together and ordered to be written many of them which our forefathers observed.” Most interestingly for our purposes, the code illustrates an explicit and repeated biblical basis.  

The introduction begins with the Ten Commandments from Exodus 20 and sixty-six verses of Mosaic law from the following three chapters of Exodus.  It then moves from the Old Testament to the New by means of Christ’s words from Matthew’s gospel, “think not that I am come to destroy the law.”  It explains that Christ “had come not to shatter or annul the commandments but to fulfil them; and he taught mercy and meekness.” It then quotes the golden rule, as given in Matthew 7.12, of which it remarks, “A man can think on this one sentence alone, that he judges each one rightly: he has need of no other law-books.” The introduction then goes on to quote the apostolic letter of Acts 15.

The law code itself is less explicitly biblical but is divided in 120 chapters, 120 being the age at which Moses died,  the number of believers in the earliest church  and standing for law in the number symbolism of early medieval biblical exegetes. 

Historians have observed that, at least as existing manuscripts preserve it, Alfred’s law code would have been of little use to a judge in court, it being disordered and full of contradictions. It was not intended, however, to provide a comprehensive law code for English society. Rather, Alfred’s law code was meant to be powerfully symbolic, placing the king’s legislative activity on an historical stage that stretched back through the early church and Christ to Moses and the divine law itself. 

By explicitly acknowledging and integrating earlier law codes from different English kingdoms, of Kent and Mercia, this king of the West Saxons was consciously integrating the historically warring English kingdoms into a whole. 
And he was doing so by inviting all the people to see themselves as a, even the, people of God. Alfred helped forge the identity of a Christian people that was defending itself against a violent, irreligious menace, in much the same way as Old Testament Israel had done. 
He was, in effect, forming the idea of the English people by means of the biblical law and narrative, and placing them firmly within God’s protection and his purposes for the world.

***

As with England, so with Britain, albeit in rather different historical circumstances nearly a thousand years later. 
In the 1670s England and Scotland were still living in the shadow of two painful civil wars followed by a decade of political instability. Much of this was associated with the political ambitions of Puritan sects that had flourished when the system of censorship and church courts broke down in the 1640s. 

There were, however, more pressing religious concerns, mainly about the Catholicism of James, Charles II’s brother and the heir to the throne. Tensions grew through the 1670s and parties divided (into Tory and Whig). When James succeeded to the throne in 1682 and then, three years later, secured a male heir, civil war beckoned again. 

The fact that not only did the nation not descend into civil strife but that James was unseated in favour of his (Protestant) daughter Mary and her husband William of Orange was judged by many at the time as little short of a miracle. The so-called ‘Glorious Revolution’ would inform national politics for over 150 years. 

The ensuing Bill of Rights, passed by Parliament in 1689, secured a limited kingship, parliamentary privilege and a subject’s right to petition the monarch. The Act of Toleration, also passed in 1689, helped effect a rapprochement between Anglicans and dissenters, exempting from punishment those dissenters who were prepared to take the Oath of Allegiance, and allowed their clergy to practise their ministry if they signed up to 36 of the 39 articles. 
In other words, freedom, toleration and the contours of national sovereignty were anchored within the nation’s Protestantism, the icon of which was, of course, the Bible.

This was well drawn in William and Mary’s coronation, the service of which was remodelled to highlight the indispensability of their faith. For the first time, a copy of the Bible was carried in procession to Westminster Abbey. The king and queen had to swear, as none of their predecessors had, to rule according to the “true profession of the gospel, and the Protestant reformed religion by law.” Once crowned, Bibles were handed to each “to put you in mind of this rule and that you may follow it.” 

That Protestantism became even more important as a means of establishing a common identity following the Act of Union, in 1707, which joined the kingdoms of Scotland and England into Great Britain. In the words of the historian Linda Colley, “Protestantism was the foundation that made the invention of Great Britain possible.”  

Thus, enemies of the new nation, such as Jacobites or the French, were regularly identified as Assyrians. Britain was often compared to Jerusalem. Isaac Watts published a translation of Psalms in 1719 in which he rendered Israel as “Great Britain”. George Handel regularly inserted comparisons between his patrons and the heroes of the Old Testament into his work.  Zadok the Priest, the anthem he composed for George II’s coronation in 1727, has been played at every subsequent coronation.

A state poem, published in 1716, effortlessly elided two of the most salvific prophecies of the Old Testament, Micah 4.4 and Isaiah 9.6, with praise of the nation’s new, safely Protestant, king. 

Under our vines we’ll sit and sing,
May God be praised, bless George our King;
Being happy made in every thing
Both religious and civil:
Our fatal discords soon shall cease,
Composed by George, our prince of peace;
We shall in plenty live at ease,
In spite of popish envy. 

The fact that King George could be readily identified with Christ without alarm shows the way in which British identity was forged through Protestant Christianity. Just as the political identity of the English was forged through the Bible nearly a millennium earlier, so was that of the British in the eighteenth century.

***

So, the Bible was foundational in helping us shape the political territory – literally in this instance – beneath our feet. And I would argue that this is how it has operated for much of our political history. 
Only rarely can you trace the development of a specific political structure or institution directly to the Bible or, vice versa, build up a definitive, unarguable case for some political process from the words of scripture – although rarely does not mean never, as we shall see.
What the Bible has done is, if you like, lay the spiritual and moral foundations for many of the nation’s political structures and virtues. 

One of my favourite quotations, which I used as an epigraph for my book Freedom and Order which deals with this issue, comes from John Locke’s Reasonableness of Christianity written in 1695. At one point in this Locke writes:

He that travels the roads now, applauds his own strength and legs that have carried him so far in such a scantling of time; and ascribes all to his own vigour; little considering how much he owes to their pains, who cleared the woods, drained the bogs, built the bridges, and made the ways possible.

In Britain it has been Christianity that – albeit slowly and painfully – has drained the political bogs, built the bridges and cleared the ways. Our concept of nationhood is one example of this, but there are others.
Take our very idea of what political power is for. What, in other words, makes a king, or any ruler, legitimate?

The Bible has – or can be quoted to justify – a very high view of political power. Old Testament kings were anointed, thereby sanctifying them with the very authority of God. The New Testament is, superficially at least, highly deferential to the powers that be, Romans 13 being the proof-text of choice: “Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God”. 

Such views underpinned the view of emperor that persisted in the East, in which “the imperial rank” was exempted from legislation, because he himself was “a living law”.

The collapse of the Roman empire took history in a different direction in the West. There royal power was still validated on biblical grounds and coronation services marked with ritual anointing at least from the eighth century onwards. 
But the closeness of the Eastern link between empire and church was never quite replicated in the West, with churchmen claiming and sometimes exercising the right to stand apart from and to judge monarchs. 

This meant that the question about when was a king not a king lay with churchmen and, behind them, the Bible. The answer to the question of what made a king legitimate was therefore, at root, biblical. The answer was, in effect, when he failed to discharge his responsibility to do justice.  

Kings were kings not by force of arms or even inheritance, but by the grace of God. “[It was] not your own merit but the abundant goodness of God [that] appointed you king and rule over many,” St Boniface told King Aethelbert of Mercia. 
This legitimised monarchy but it also limited it, because if kings were only kings on account of the “goodness of God”, it meant that they had to pay attention to his terms and conditions, i.e. to do justice. 
This placed upon them certain specified duties, such as securing peace (a huge challenge in cultures formed by a warrior ethic), protecting the weak (especially the Old Testament triad of the poor, widows and orphans), and defending and advancing the Christian faith (a responsibility that would lead down some ethically murky paths). Only if a king did this could he rightfully claim the mantle of king; only then could his power be considered to be authority.

Of course, all this was fine in theory. Practice was a different matter. Some educated clerics, like John of Salisbury in the twelfth century, mused at length on when it was right to challenge, depose or even kill a tyrannous ruler. 
Other, more powerful ones, like Popes Gregory VII and Innocent III, pronounced judgement on errant monarchs in such a way as has led historians, most recently Tom Holland, to claim that the Gregorian papal reforms of the 11th century constituted Europe’s first political revolution. That may be so, but one must recognise that the impact of this revolution was still a long time coming and far from always supported by the church.

Nevertheless, the building blocks were there. The principle of justice was the foundation stone for political authority. Only by faithfully adhering to the principles of justice, as defined and articulated by biblical witness and theological reflection – only by judging rightly, by defending the weak, by seeking peace, by tempering judgment with mercy, by protecting the church – only then would kings be kings. 

One day this would point towards the idea that the people themselves should have some say in what comprised justice for them. Indeed, this idea can be seen embryonically as early as the tenth century. Thus the Anglo-Saxon monk Aelfric in a homily for Palm Sunday: 
“No man can make himself king but the people has the choice to choose a king whom they please; but after he is consecrated as king, he then has dominion over the people, and they cannot shake his yoke from their necks.” 

This was an extraordinary idea for the time, not so very far from the ideas of Thomas Hobbes or John Locke over six centuries later. 
***

The irony is that such a strong commitment to justice actually impeded rather than encouraged a commitment to democracy. Put simply, if there was a right way and wrong way to govern, why risk allowing the people to choose the wrong way? 

That recognised, democracy did evolve in Britain and the fact that it did so owes much to one of the least democratically-minded Christian thinkers in the English tradition, William Tyndale. 

Tyndale was one of the most brilliant linguists and wordsmiths of the Reformation. He was also about as far from a democrat as it is possible to be. His most substantial work of political theology embraced, almost without reservation, the extreme political authoritarianism that marked out the early years of the Reformation. 

His most substantial work of political theology, The Obedience of a Christian Man, did what it said on the tin, advocating an all-but absolute duty of political obedience. 

However, Tyndale the political theorist was matched – and badly undermined – by Tyndale the evangelical. As an evangelical, his overwhelming concern was to make the scriptures accessible to everyone in their own language, no matter how poor or socially browbeaten they were. 

Not only did this put before all manner of classes the very founding documents of society and encourage them to read and discuss them, but it simultaneously removed the safe, guiding hand of the learned and ordained. So important was it to clear a path for the unmediated relationship between God and the individual believer, that it was worth risking political disorder in order to enable that religious freedom. 

This spiritual democracy inherent in reformation Protestantism prepared the ground from which ideas of political democracy would one day grow. 
It was only because Tyndale had done what he had done that Colonel Thomas Rainsborough could remark in the Putney debates a little more than a century later:

“every man that is to live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government.”

Rainsborough was somewhat out on his own even during the comparatively radical Putney debates, and it took a good century and a half for such views to fight their way back into the political mainstream, usually, it must be said, in the teeth of Anglican – and some Methodist – opposition. 

Nevertheless, when they were back in the limelight, it was often Tyndale-derived arguments that were used as their justification. 
Early nineteenth-century Christian radicals trod a difficult path between establishment Christians, who thought they were basically French revolutionaries in disguise, and secular radicals, who thought they were basically reactionaries in disguise. 
Nevertheless, they argued powerfully (and biblically), repeatedly drawing on the idea of a spiritual democracy to defend a political one. If God considered even the humblest man competent to judge for himself the means of eternal salvation, they contended, and government was simply the means of temporal salvation, it followed that government should involve the people in the formation of its laws.

***
So, a commitment to political justice and democracy can be fairly said to have grown in a biblically-nourished soil. What about that other, apparently quintessentially modern political virtue, equality?

Once again, there is a story here but, once again, it is a complex one.
The ancient world knew two classes of human, slave and free, so distinct as to be almost different species. Centuries later, the immediate post-Darwinian world often claimed that even if people were indeed from the same species, the different evolutionary routes they had taken has confirmed rather than eradicated their inequality. 
We should not, therefore, underestimate how counter-intuitive and counter-cultural human equality is. Nor should we underestimate the extent to which our contemporary commitment to equality is drawn from biblical Christianity. 
More than anywhere else, this commitment was derived from Genesis 1.26-27 – “…So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them” –perhaps the single most influential biblical text in the British political history. 

This is not, of course, on the surface of it, a political text at all. Yet, the manner in which it has been used has been repeatedly – and controversially – political. 
It was here that lay the basis of John Ball’s aggressively egalitarian preaching during the peasants revolt in the 14th century: “When Adam delved [dug] and Eve span,/ Who was then the gentleman?” – preaching that earned him a particularly gruesome death.

It was here that lay the basis for John Locke’s more sophisticated and more influential First Treatise on Government, which took on and methodically demolished Robert Filmer’s argument that political inequality was built into creation. Humans were equal. That meant political equality was the intended of things rather than political hierarchy. And that meant government should be by consent rather than by subservience.

It was here that lay the basis for the abolitionist claim that the slave trade was a monstrous abuse of God’s own creatures. 
It was even here lay the basis – well, a basis – for Thomas Paine’s cry of political emancipation: “If [Genesis] be not divine authority, it is at least historical authority, and shows that the equality of man, so far from being a modern doctrine, is the oldest upon record.” 

In actual fact, the imago dei was only one of the two main pillars for the Christian insistence on equality. 
The second was its New Testament counterpart: just as all are made in the image of God, all are saved – or, rather, are offered the gift of salvation – by the same God. 

Once again, all meant all, in spite of what the educated and sophisticated might have wanted. Christ was disparaged for having time for low-lifes. St Paul intimated that the poor and ill-educated were specially open to the gospel. Locke referred in this when he wrote how the erudite are “[shut out from the simplicity of the gospel; to make way for those poor, ignorant, illiterate, who heard and believed promises of a Deliverer.”  Just as God made all in his image, so Christ offered all his image, to replace the broken original. 

***

So we have justice, democracy and equality, all traceable to biblical Christianity: traceable that is, if you are prepared to follow the confusing and often dismaying twists of Christian history in Britain.

Let us look at one further, apparently quintessentially modern, political virtue: toleration. Contrary to received wisdom, this is one of those rare instances where a political idea can be traced to and defined explicitly by scriptural reasoning. The irony of this, given the reputation Christians have often rightly earned for intolerance, hardly needs stating.
The Bible certainly has the seeds of intolerance in it. Put simply, if eternal salvation or damnation is at stake, what does a little temporal coercion matter? ‘Compel them to come in’, St. Augustine said, fatefully, about the schismatic Donatists.

Yet, if the Bible carried with it the seeds of intolerance, it also bore the seeds of toleration.  This came in concept of adiaphora – ‘things indifferent’ – derived primarily from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians and referring to the conviction that some matters, such as eating meat sacrificed to idols, were not essential to faith. 

The idea bore fruit, albeit painfully slowly, in the 16th century, when (some) reformers began to argue that the magistrates’ power (which they had recently boosted considerably) should be limited. 
Not only was there the imperative not to legislate against God’s law (an imperative that was universally acknowledged) but there was also an imperative not to “command certain ‘indifferent things’ as if they must be done of necessity.” 
Thus Robert Barnes, an early English reformer (and martyr) argued that there were a number of activities that God apparently neither prescribed nor proscribed, and that “an erroneous situation” would be created “by enacting them into laws”.

It was from this idea that the concept of toleration arose. At first, and not surprisingly, it was advocated most insistently by those who were on the religious periphery.  
(Some) Puritans liked to cite the example of Luke 9, when Jesus rebuked those disciples who had wanted to call down fire on a Samaritan village, in order to show how Christ had commended love even for those of a different creed. 
They cited the parable of the wheat and the tares in Matthew 13, in which Christ explained how the godly and ungodly were to be allowed to grow peacefully alongside one another in the world until God separated and judged them. 
They cited St Paul’s teaching that the Christian’s weapons were spiritual rather than worldly (2 Cor.  10, Eph. 6), that charity suffered long and was kind (1 Cor. 13), and that the “servant of the Lord must not strive, but be gentle unto all men ... in meekness instructing those that oppose.” (2 Tim. 2.24-5) Toleration, according to such reasoning, was a Christian duty.

Although it was only the more daring ‘dissenters’ who argued this in the early 1600s, by the end of the century it was the well-connected, well-respected, learned, Anglican philosopher John Locke who was making the most cogent case for toleration. 

Locke had initially been opposed to religious tolerance but experiences abroad and a careful reading of the gospels persuaded him that “toleration [is] the chief characteristic mark of the true Church.” 
Locke began by making the – admittedly highly questionable – observation that:

“scripture speaks very little of polities anywhere … and God doth nowhere by distinct and particular prescriptions set down rules of governments and bounds to the magistrate’s authority.” 
He was then able to draw a crucial distinction between sin and crime, or between religious transgressions and political ones. The church had its rightful sphere (of spiritual government) and the state its rightful sphere (temporal government), and short of some gross incursion from one or the other – an incursion that the civilised Locke found it hard to imagine – the two spheres could co-exist happily. 

Many years later we can see that Locke’s scheme was overly neat and simplistic, and came at the cost of effectively enervating the Church. The Bible has a lot to say about politics and is pregnant with the potential for political conflict. In this regard, Locke was simply wrong.

But coming when it did, after 150 years of religious conflict, Locke’s was a bold, brilliantly- and biblically-argued and much-needed justification of toleration. 

***

We clearly do not have the idea toleration licked today, for all we unthinkingly genuflect before it. The question of what political states should and shouldn’t tolerate remains a live one, renewed by the appearance of muscular Islam in Western Europe over the last generation or so. 

You could say the same about equality. Few political virtues are so frequently invoked and few are so poorly understood. Equality of what? For whom? Achieved by what means? Does equality mean the women must pay the same insurance premiums as men? That co-habitation must have the same protection as marriage? That all beliefs should be equally treated? The answer you will get will often depend on the person you ask.
And while we’re at it, democracy has one or two problems with it. Gerrymandering is thankfully exceedingly rare in the UK. But were you an alien observing our political culture you might have some problems in understanding why a process and virtue that we so enthusiastically celebrate is at the same time one we so studiously ignore or claim to be pointless. Democracy in Britain is a classic example of a virtue who soft core of personal commitment has badly corroded leaving only a hard case of process.

And let us not forget the very strange attitude we have to nationhood today. Put aside the prospect of a referendum on devolution. Put aside the question of unprecedentedly high levels of immigration over the last decade, justified largely on economic grounds and without any commensurate idea of integration or social cohesion to act as a balance. Put aside the various political pronouncements on British values that focus on generic qualities – such as toleration or fairness – that fail ever to grasp the nettle. Just ask the question: what does define us as a nation? Nations need more than institutions to hold them together. And people need a good reason, other than the accident of sharing physical space, to justify the degree of self-sacrifice that comes with pursuing the common good. 
I am not, in case you are wondering, advocating a return to a national identity based on the Bible. Nor am I suggesting that we are wholly incapable of generating a clarity about and commitment to virtues like equality, toleration and democracy without biblical foundations.

Rather I am making a humbler claim, two in fact. The first is that, whether we like to admit it or not, these political virtues have been founded on and shaped by biblical Christianity. The Bible is as fundamental to our political history as it is to our literary one.

My second, attendant, claim is that biblically-rooted Christianity still has much to contribute to these debates. 

It is one of those ahistorical fallacies to assume we have moved on from such discussions, or that the past has little to teach us because we are so much more liberated and sophisticated today. 
Just as we shall always have the poor with us, so will we always have questions of toleration, equality, justice, democracy and nationhood – and these are questions to which biblical Christianity has a vital and insightful contribution to make. 
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