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Episode 4              Reason & Experience                                                 
Archbishop Phillip 

 

The original text 

Now, as if it’s not complicated enough to try to hold together the catholic 

stream with its emphasis on traditional faith and order, and the protestant 

stream with its emphasis on the scriptures, Anglicanism insists on 

recognising and including a third element. 

 

Human reason, experience and intellectual enquiry also have a proper place in the life of faith, 

according to Anglicans. Behind this emphasis is the influence of the renaissance and the flowering of 

thought and discovery of all sorts which accompanied the reformation movements in continental 

Europe. The emergence of critical reasoning, historical awareness and methods of scientific enquiry 

all had their impact in the life of the church too (Wolf, 1979, 144). 

 

You often hear of the role of reason in Anglican theology. But by reason we mean more than simply 

the human capacity to think. Reason certainly includes that, but encompasses much more besides. 

Reason requires an openness to all fields of human intellectual enquiry including the sciences, the arts 

and the humanities and even other religious faiths and traditions. And this openness is based on much 

more than curiosity and good manners. It derives from the conviction that all truth no matter how it's 

arrived at, ultimately comes from God and that God has blessed human beings with minds to explore 

and inquire. 

 

Charles Raven, a noted Anglican scientist, sees ‘the freedom to investigate as the particular glory of 

Anglicanism’ (Rowell, Stevenson, Williams eds. Loves Redeeming Work. OUP. 2001 p.616). 

 

So Anglicans tend to hear the voice of God in reason and try to remain open to truth discovered by 

whatever means including intellectual, artistic, scientific and intuitive apprehensions. This gives a 

'common-sense' flavour to Anglican theology and an inclusive character to Anglican spiritual life (Wolf, 

1979b, 143-146). 

 

This openness to truth wherever it is found also means that Anglican churches tend to have an open, 

engaged, affirming stance towards the societies in which they are set. This flows from the doctrine of 
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the incarnation – the Word becoming flesh and living among us. It’s the kind of stance you see 

expressed in Jesus’ own life. Not that everything is to be accommodated. It’s not anything goes. There 

is a critical edge to it. But what can be affirmed should be affirmed. 

 

You can see this, well before the enlightenment and the Reformation, right back in Pope Gregory the 

Great’s instructions to Augustine. He told him that pagan temples were not to be destroyed; only the 

idols within them. So the buildings were to be purified and consecrated for use as churches for 

Christian worship. Where it was possible to retain local customs and practices without offending the 

Christian faith, that was to be done. Gregory told Augustine to substitute festivals for Christian martyrs 

and saints for the heathen festivals; to take them over and transform them, as it were. 

 

In general terms the missionary strategy was wherever possible to look positively at local culture and 

practice and Christianise it, baptize it as it were. 

 

This initial approach set a tone for Anglican character and identity down the centuries. Our approach 

tends to be to put down deep roots in local communities. We aim to be around for a long time, not 

flash in the pan kinds of exercises. Where possible we try to make common cause with local 

communities, adopting an open and affirming stance, rather than standing over against them. We 

provide places where people can search for meaning and purpose in their own way, at their own pace, 

and contribute to the community’s and the world’s well-being. We try to become partners with God, 

empowered by the Spirit, in healing and renewing the world. We are caught up in God’s outward 

movement to love and heal the world. It represents a particular approach to the relationship between 

gospel and culture. Affirming and transforming is our outlook.  

 

So the third element in the heart of Anglicanism is valuing reason and experience and openness to 

advancing knowledge. 
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The Discussion Questions 

a.      When we say to someone, “Be reasonable”, what do we really mean? What can we learn from 

that towards our discussion here about reason and experience? 

b.      In what ways is reason an important aspect of Anglicanism for you? 

c.        Is reason as discussed in the video the same as ‘common sense’? Or is it different? In what ways? 

d.     John Wesley of the Methodist movement listed experience separate to reason in his thinking 

about these aspects of faith. What do you think? How is experience linked to reason? 

e.        How do you see the Anglican idea of reason and experience expressed in the life of your Anglican 

context (Parish/School/Agency/etc) 

f.       In this section, Archbishop Phillip discusses “an openness to advancing knowledge and 

truth...including intellectual, artistic, scientific and intuitive apprehensions”. What kind of issues do 

you think this refers to currently? 

g.       What issues do you detect making themselves known in the next few years in this regard? 

h.       In your experience, what are the limits of the role of reason and enquiry on matters of faith? 

 

Extra content – Some more to think about… 

An example of using our reason and experience 

Paula Gooder  https://www.reform-magazine.co.uk/2013/02/a-biblical-relationship/  

“What I love about the Bible is it feels as though you’re going on a constant adventure with it, so 
you’re constantly being pulled into a greater maturity. 

Are Christians allowed to disagree with Bible? 
I think we have to at times. The famous bit which sticks out in everyone’s mind is Psalm 137: 
“Blessed are those who dash the babies’ heads against the rocks.” Nobody in their right mind can 
say: “Yes, excellent theology there.” But then you have to do what we have to do with the whole of 
the Bible, which is to say: What was the context that made them want to say that? What is the 
theology that arises out of that? We find it very distasteful, but let’s just stay with it a bit and try to 
work out: why did they feel the need to say it, what was right about them trying to say it, was there 
anything wrong with their trying to say it, and what can we therefore learn about it? It’s a more 
complex process than: “The Bible says… and therefore it’s right.” 

 

https://www.reform-magazine.co.uk/2013/02/a-biblical-relationship/
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