A view of All Souls after 10 years in the congregation (Summary and nuggets of truth)
Much concerning All Souls is without dispute; it has an enviable worldwide reputation that continues to ensure a full and diverse international congregation. There is an over-riding belief that the Bible is inerrant as the word of God, which under-pins everything that goes on. The general professionalism, particularly with regard to music and the public performance of services/meetings etc. is an uplifting experience for many in contrast to expectations of church and in line with middle-class values. It is accepted that there are issues concerning its size, the fact that most of the congregation live some distance away, together with busy London lifestyles, and the natural British reserve, which do not lend itself to a community or family feeling. But aside from relationship skills, people that the church attracts generally have a high level of integrity. There is an extensive range of resources available, and plenty of opportunity to gather head-knowledge through courses and groups as well as to contribute in service. In contrast to ten years ago, there is more priority in evangelism, but many attending the Christianity Explored course are Christians already, brought in by the reputation of the church; few of the congregation bring in non-Christians and the church is not growing. The increasing number of students, visitors, and those from overseas staying for a number of years, is balanced by increasing transience and fewer younger or English people. There are a very large (>70%) number of ‘passengers’ who attend regularly, but contribute little, except perhaps financially, as well as the sizeable few who stay a long time. In a recent Church of England survey 40% of the congregation volunteered that they were lonely, assuredly an under-estimate; the capacity of many for witnessing, growing, and exploring gifts is seriously curtailed through lack of affirmation and support.

Many church members try very hard to do everything right, but because they do not have the right gifts or are not the right type they are over-looked for the affirming roles, which are normally given to those who come to the church from outside, and are fast-tracked over their heads. Having a daily quiet time is virtually compulsory, and is a stick with which to beat people with pastoral problems; there appears little inclination or ability to meet people’s needs beyond being confrontational about their quiet time; rather people are seen as a distraction from word-ministry and achieving tasks. The central role of relationship is not understood, and there is a conspicuous lack of development of Christian character, especially beyond the first few years after conversion. People wear masks and are afraid to share their feelings, often justifiably so as others gossip, and put the knife into weaknesses thus blocking opportunities in the church. There is a great tendency to protect oneself in relationships, and be demanding of others and of God. Almost everyone seems to believe there is an exalted plane of relationship with God attainable if the right formula is followed, or buttons pressed, especially amongst younger singles. Friendships are a struggle, and there is little practical help given to one another or commitment to overcome any difficulties in relationships. There is little feeling of communion aside from the uplifting nature of the services; it does not feel like a church, rather a teaching centre, or one-stop-God-shop. I do not believe all the preaching in country churches with few members is necessarily a lot worse; many in All Souls attend for reasons other than good preaching.

For many it takes a few years to work out what is going on at All Souls followed by a realisation that while being grateful for the Biblical input gained, one may well not be fulfilled there, and it is time to move on. Some retain a firm belief in the church, while being disappointed with their own experience. A few suffer badly as previously hidden hypocrisy becomes apparent and, instead of expanding the legalistic ‘straight-jacket’ of thinking and behaviour, they break out all together into an un-Christian way of life. Others remain comfortable not really understanding how anyone with God, the Bible, the church, and prayer, cannot be prospering, yet their unavailability is part of the reason for other people’s problems. For me there was a second phase of recognising problems in the church while still feeling the teaching was good. Then, in a third phase, I had a growing feeling the teaching was slightly off-centre, and so I have been trying to connect that in with the issues in the church. Many become All-Souls centred rather than Christ-centred, and it is then quite harrowing getting the focus back on being in a relationship centred on Jesus, the difference seeming small and unclear. The belief in the inerrancy of the Bible often leads to legalism, religious behaviour, hierarchy, and a judgmental attitude, such that many community issues stem from these spiritual deviations. Perhaps also issues of past eras, such as the cult of pulpit worship, have not been faced and so are still present as ‘sins of the Fathers’ passing down generations. (A real danger is worshipping ‘creature’, rather than ‘creator’, or otherwise putting idols (e.g. money, power, or sex) above God.)


Whatever the reason, for people to feel unable to share their personal thoughts and emotions is dreadful; there can be no excuses for preachers and others, however gifted they may be in one area (such as teaching), to neglect fundamental qualities such as being welcoming, caring, and approachable (to discuss any matter). Everyone, especially the ministry team, should endeavour to put themselves in other people’s shoes, empathising with them, and sharing their burdens. All Souls certainly ignores the ‘everyone’ in Colossians 1:28: We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. 


There is a blind spot allowing people to play to their strengths without needing to cover their weaknesses, usually relationships. A loving church that puts people as a priority, and models Christ-likeness is not seen as properly evangelical. Rather the emphasis is on programs not people, a task-orientated mentality ‘short-sighted’ in its failure to invest in people. All Souls has far too many membership commitments, and they all distract from giving time to each other, and building relationships. Relationships are not a distraction, nor even a means to an end of evangelism, or Bible teaching; they are the end, the purpose of salvation as in 1 John 1:3: We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. So the purpose of the Gospel is to have fellowship with each other, which is Fellowship with the Holy Trinity. This purpose is thwarted if people are made to be very competitive and have to fight for attention. Yet He has done so much so that we do not have to fight for His attention.


A visitor of mature and knowledgeable evangelical understanding came with me to All Souls one Sunday evening and, while being convinced that the church is honouring Christ and God is honouring the church, came up with the following comments:

1. The welcome was poor with few people making introductions or being in conversation with each other.

2. The service was very fast paced with little time for reflection. (Even at the end when the Rector suggested a moment of quiet, he proceeded to talk through it.)

3. The service was very cerebral, with a lack of emotional engagement.

4. He disagreed with the fundamental point that the preacher made about the passage.

5. He disagreed with the application of cross-references to the passage made by the preacher.

6. He did not feel the basic idea of how great it is to be a Christian, and how awful it is not to be a Christian needed to be repeated throughout the thirty-minute sermon.

7. He felt that controversial statements made by the preacher needed fleshing out, not just stating.

8. He felt the preacher might not appear approachable, to those who might want to question the sermon.

9. He did not like the assumption of authority for interpretation of the Bible, assumed for the preacher. 

10. He was very surprised at the emptiness of the Waldergrave Hall below, given how full the church was.

11. He was surprised how few people were welcoming or extending themselves to others after the service.

12. In discussion in the pub afterwards he was surprised to hear of the preacher’s basic understanding of the Bible (the assumed extent of Old Testament figure’s knowledge of Christ) and shocked that having a quiet time was seen as an answer to pastoral problems, and in fact was the only solution the church offered in that area. 


A fundamentalist theological view tends towards legalism and disengagement with issues. The priority of a sermon should be to offer something additional to believe, and something additional to do. Too often sermons dwell on making the same points in a different way with little or no practical application and it may be ‘drunk in unchallenged’ leaving no residual knowledge or benefit. The listener is not impacted to do anything and issues are dealt with only superficially as the passage demands. As with many evangelical churches, the focus is more on what distinguishes it from other churches (and denominations) rather than what unites the Christian church.

The central issue is one of character: are people who stay at All Souls for any length of time developing Christ-like qualities and character? Sadly, beyond the initial months after conversion, they do not seem to be, with no obvious ‘mark of love’, which the Bible states is the sign of a Christian. The ability to love, to accept, and to forgive, seems to diminish, as whatever is in the love-tank is dissipated into knowledge-gaining and religious activity. A major reason for this is that people do not practice being open, honest, and vulnerable, as they are commanded to be, so God has little opportunity to ‘speak’ to and mature them. On one level, the failure of many leaders to take part in welcoming duty is just a weakness, but, on another, it is a failure to make one’s election sure. The worry then is that there is no need to love someone, who is for whatever reason unattractive, and such people will then become unable to do so, such that in the end God will say to them that He never knew them. For ‘holier-than-thou’ types to gossip amongst themselves and avoid ‘ordinary’ church members after the service is a huge and tragic error. Those who venture down to the Waldergrave Hall see space, huddles, and often no one in leadership, or anyone else, available to talk to them. This is very damaging, with leaders missing such beneficial opportunities to empathise with church members and their struggles. If even some of the many leaders made an effort to meet people after the service, even if only every three months, it would make a huge difference - the open spaces does not say a lot for their priorities. Passively ignoring people does actually imply an active hatred of them. Welcoming is not a gift that some people have and some do not, everyone has the potential for this gift within them and it should be nurtured and continually extended. People’s needs must first be met to enable them to absorb knowledge and love others; we all come to church with hurts, habits, and hang-ups blocking our path. God’s commandment for us to love each other implies the requirement for a Christian to have a welcoming heart.


If the instruction to desire spiritual growth for all was taken seriously, then there would be less priority on preaching/teaching and more on fellowship, exploring other gifts, equality of treatment, discipline, meeting needs (practical/emotional/financial), and general pastoral care. There would be the necessary focus on ensuring an atmosphere of unconditional love, so that whatever someone’s status, looks, class, intellect, effort or behaviour, one would be loved, accepted, and listened to, indiscriminately. This would be for three reasons:
1) It was the reason that we proclaimed the Gospel in the first place. Heaven is not accessed to avoid loving.

2) It is God's command to love one another as He has loved us, and we are exhorted to extend ourselves in order to make our election sure.

3) It demonstrates that God can be trusted and a healthy church will reap many evangelistic dividends over time. Preaching and teaching will only fully hit home if delivered and lived out within relationship.


Particularly in a post-modern world, there is every chance that a preacher, teacher, or leader may fall from grace or that on the other hand a ‘rough diamond’ may be unearthed from amongst the masses to be used mightily by God. (As if this has not been the norm since Biblical times!)

Everyone, including ministers, shares gossip and personal information, which may then be used against an individual, who in any case is only given one chance of consideration for leadership - one blemish and they are not accepted. Church culture must include an understanding that confession of sins, failures, and misdeeds, as with any vulnerable sharing of feelings, is known to be a very positive action, not something that will not continue to rebound against the confessor. Within reason, the individual must be put first and the reputation of the church last if the Bible is to be trusted and obeyed. Management and manipulation of relationships in order to maintain reputations, rather than living gracefully leaving reputations for God to handle, is to be pitied.

Many members of All Souls have a very spiky maturity that is very strong in some areas, and very weak in others (it is difficult to tell if the church attracts such people or ‘creates’ them or both) and much more attention should be paid to covering weaker areas. People can be pushed into a slate of beliefs and a straightjacket of behaviour that stifles them resulting in many strengths and weaknesses, which are common to virtually all. Although a great deal is theoretically preached on, there is still a sense that people believe what they want to believe and are allowed to do so if it is perceived that the Bible is unclear, or there is no wish to upset them. Fellowship must be seen as valuable in itself and not just a means to allow teaching or evangelism. Many churchgoers do not rest, some rest in order to go again and others find God's wisdom that rest is great for rest’s sake. Hostility to being busy should prevail so that people can both rest, and be available to one another.


A survey at a quite evangelical church asked their congregation what the key factor was in their salvation. Ninety percent said a Christian friend, and it was extremely rare that anyone said they were saved through a particular preacher, sermon, or course. Therefore it is completely bizarre that so much effort is focussed on how to evangelise, as the questioner asked at evangelism training after a detailed exposition of how to tell the Gospel, 'But where do we find these people?' There was, and there still is, no answer, there is no training in how to meet non-Christians and develop friendships, largely because of a lack of self-acceptance and capacity to love others. Surely, roughly 90% of evangelism should be in how to build and sustain relationships, for God can work through any Christian who has an answer for what they believe, without them needing in-depth pat answers to all difficult questions. But most of the congregation are lacking self-worth and it is all they can do to hang on to the religious strictures of the church by their coat tails. Many feel guilty about not living up to required standards asking themselves ‘What am I doing wrong?’ (with all around seemingly problem-free), which is a double-whammy giving rise to lack of self-acceptance, and belief in their own ability, as well as preventing them from taking opportunities to witness and not helping their effectiveness if they try. ‘Open Home - Open Bible’, which I commend in this document, is only fifteen hours long but I realised that I knew and agreed with almost all of the content. It could be taught to Christians in a week so it must be possible to then just tick over in gaining further Biblical knowledge, and focus rather on living out that knowledge, and gaining relationship skills through example and fellowship. 


One should not strive to be perfect but to grow in relationship with God aiming to perfect the love in one’s heart. Striving through effortful religious or legalistic behaviour is wrong; all behaviour is anyway covered by the safety net of grace. The church should fundamentally be an organism not an organisation, a living family, not a collection of task fulfillers. We are called to follow Jesus not mimic Him, a possible symptom of severe mental illness. Christians should love everyone each being an imitation of God, fully, appropriately and intimately. Love and fellowship should promote change, but All Souls is more like a salt ‘shaker’, than a provider of salt seasoning. As Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats implies, Christians must actively care for others. 

Church culture should include rebuking and correcting, two of the four purposes of the Bible that it claims for itself. But almost invariably, a first hint to someone of a perceived fault in them, results in them retreating and ignoring the purveyor of such a comment. We must assume we are horrible compared to Christ, and want to change to be more like Him, so welcoming the chance to improve our relationship with God through being told of sin we may have committed, and can repent of or happily ignore if we have not. As R.T. Kendall writes ninety percent of the time when you rebuke someone, they are unaware even of the possibility that they have been sinful as you describe. So when someone makes the effort, probably at significant personal cost, to rebuke you, then you should welcome their criticism, they are much more likely to be right, the Bible tells you to, and doing so will benefit you. Since people cannot trust that they will be reconciled if they cause difficulty, they are not able to be themselves, for example in voicing concerns, and so relationship is greatly stifled. Knowing you can criticise or blast off, and you will still be unconditionally loved means also that you will be more judicious in choosing when to do so. Communion at All Souls is full of hypocrisy, as many do not have any intention of putting themselves right with their brother or sister before taking the bread and wine. Indeed as people are 'promoted' in church their standards tend to drop considering themselves 'above' ordinary members, unwilling to associate with them. Generally, people’s attitude is completely opposite to what it should be: they think of themselves as special and right with God, not perfect but unaware of any sins they are committing; rather they should see themselves as sinners, who can only do good in partnership with the Spirit around and within them. 


Do you know the name Tracey Housel? He was an Englishman executed on death row a few years ago – his new lawyer sat with his old one, whose performance in the original trial may have been sub-standard, as he asked for particular Bible passages to be read out prior to receiving his lethal injection. To me it was really emotional to read; he was not known for being religious, but the passages he chose and his calm demeanour spoke volumes; his family were outside not allowed to be present, but many on the victim’s side were watching. I can only marvel at the way he effectively said ‘as for me I trust God’, with his final moments on this earth. Many who contribute much more to this world fail to give such a good account on their ‘death-bed’, and as someone who has previously made a few ‘death-bed’ type speeches to God I was really touched. We must always remember how truly corrupt our sinful heart is compared to that of Christ, and how as such we are on a par with all human beings, however awful their behaviour may be, or serious the crimes they may commit.


Any individual or church should welcome ideas both for improvement and for new initiatives; it is not possible to want to stand still, let alone to resist improvement on the ridiculous grounds that change would look like it had been wrong before. Any lack of approachability in this area needs to be addressed. Worst of all would be that the reputation of the church and not Biblical principles are used in evaluating suggestions for change. As with matters of discipline, political considerations seem to be paramount, and practical application of the Bible ignored in favour of ‘keeping things happy’. From the bottom right up to the top, people find that, however much they have contributed to the church feeling that they are valued, they are in fact expendable for the ‘cause’. Even a churchwarden can have a clandestine campaign launched against her, while standing up for Biblical principles. Many are mentally crushed, but at least she had the choice to work on for good inside the tent. The PCC is controlled with ministerial approval for candidates clearly indicated prior to election and then shorn of all real power to challenge and change. Many PCC members, though carefully selected, leave disillusioned. It is a definite no-no for the ministry team to get actively involved in the make-up of the PCC and the churchwardens. In the end, the desire to control everything stems from a deep insecurity and a lack of faith and trust in Him.


I can understand how All Souls wants to react against the so-called ‘liberal and woolly’ teaching and church experience on offer around the country, but I feel they quite severely over-react. Never would I contend that such preaching, inadequate doctrinal understanding, or lack of outreach, are to be condoned, but All Souls goes too far to the other extreme in persistently failing to relate to the circumstances of peoples lives. (I also feel that there are in fact many smaller evangelical churches up and down the country these days, and many ‘liberal’ churches are not as liberal as imagined.) There is a balance between the relational, mental, practical, and spiritual, and there is no advantage in going from one extreme to another in each aspect. The legitimate concern of All Souls to counter the 'woolly liberals' has induced a massive over-reaction in pushing vigorously, if humbly and subliminally, for a constituency of stipulated beliefs and modes of behaviour that works to deny love, acceptance, and a spirit-filled family. Comments such as advice not to read commentaries as the authors are not writing from a pure God-centred perspective, rather one should only read the Bible are extreme. Seeing the Bible as a source of knowledge, rather than an instrument that teaches relationship is a significant error. Consequently, it is not understood that giving of the self, and considering alternative Biblical interpretations is helpful for maturity and fellowship, rather the preachers are falsely set up as having authority in being able to tell us accurately what the Bible does mean.

The preaching at All Souls is supposedly the raison d’être, but the standard is far from perfect. Much of it does not connect with people, is lacking in application, and rarely addresses topical issues. What is the first thing which teachers are taught? Well, most likely it would be to get to know their audience properly first. Surely, God adhered to this principle by dwelling among us, getting to know us, and empathising with us intimately, before embarking on His ministry. Yet, in All Souls, the congregation is never researched to glean issues to preach on, or as context for Biblical understanding. Using head-knowledge, intellectual discussion with other leaders, and their Bible meditation, is deemed enough. Sermon series are set out months in advance without reference to what is happening in the church, and fail to connect properly with the hearts of the congregation. People come to church wanting to believe they are special, and wanting the experience of church to back them up, and sermons play to this wrong attitude, yet this is a short-term fix compared to the proper attitude of knowing one is a sinner, and yearning to know how to change to grow in love. And it is not good enough, for example, to preach that sex is only meant for within heterosexual marriage, a) without ensuring the church does its best to provide such an opportunity for all, but, more importantly, b) establishing procedures and behaviour for when any such rules/guidelines are broken. Also, it is not right that people should find the worldly qualities of the management consultancy, and the merchant bank, in the church, and those values preached to, in order to appeal specifically to such people. Rather we should appeal to them that we have different values, but are sinners just as they are, so like us, God can also love and bless them. (It is ironic for All Souls members who have had a variety of high-pressure jobs in the city, to find that life in the church community is far more stressful, politically cutthroat, and unaccommodating, than their life at work.) Further, the sermon is built up as too much of an authority: (If 100 points are made with 99% accuracy then there is a 63.4% chance of an error and with 95% accuracy on each point over 99.4% chance of an error.) In reality, each statement may well not be accurate, at least relative to being the whole truth and nothing but the truth, and I do not believe the sermon is the voice of God, but human interpretation that needs to be challenged by the listener.


My exaggerated picture of the misunderstanding of the role of pastoral care would be a pile of all the books ever written by All Souls ministers in one column reaching a mile high or more. (A clear measure of the lack of importance placed on pastoral care by those with preaching and teaching gifts is the huge amount of resources they manage to produce in their ‘spare’ time.) Beside it would be a pile that represented the sum total of their inclination, ability, and understanding of pastoral care, a sheet of paper with 'Get your quiet time sorted out!' in bold letters. When there is a vacancy for a curate the world is searched, but it usually takes eighteen months to find someone with the requisite theology, and this makes it very unlikely that they will have an instinct for pastoral care. Yet Paul the great preacher did not spend all his time preaching, but took on a role as a tent maker in order: 

1)  To keep in touch with the lives of his audience so he could empathise with them.

2)  So that he might contribute financially to the support of his ministry and not be a burden on his congregation.
3)  So that he would benefit himself in doing practical work, and giving time to mull over his thoughts.

God is a God of meeting practical and emotional needs and all Christians, especially ministers, should be suitably focussed on this objective. Often it is important that issues are addressed early, or they will get worse, and be more difficult to deal with. The wrong analysis may be given because the build up to the situation is not properly ascertained and understood, leading to a misguided attempt to deal with the consequences. People must be encouraged to come forward with issues and be able to trust that they will be met. But All Souls generally responds to theological questions much more promptly than pastoral matters, though such issues are of much greater importance to the individual church member, who therefore may feel reluctant to share their concerns.

People are blinkered to the status quo, lacking vision, and not seeing all the possibilities for how things could be different. They are often unwilling to believe anything is wrong, or could be better, until they have gone on to another church, but meanwhile they can be so caught up in believing in All Souls that they prefer to believe someone a liar than accept there is even something in their criticism, or alternative vision for the church. 


Many from overseas testify how difficult it is to get people to share their feelings even in a safe, conducive environment. It is so ironic that on a psychiatric ward patients, who may be worried that a 'wrong' thought may condemn them to 'virtual imprisonment' in the short-term, or perhaps even eternal damnation, are better able to be themselves and share their feelings, than the majority of church members. The policy that people are only given one chance for ‘promotion’ to leadership in All Souls is quite wrong and disastrous. We should not be competing or comparing ourselves with each other, but rather being supportive and affirming to each other regarding a perspective of how God sees us as vastly more important. Christians have been set free in Christ and do not deserve to feel, or in fact be, continually on trial, judged or ignored as unsuitable for roles and relationships, that would do most to affirm them, mature them and enable them to contribute properly to the kingdom.


The way notices are given, opinions are expressed, and resources are produced, smacks of a well-oiled propaganda machine. Even if accurate there is a sense of selling the church as the last one true remnant of how a church should be, not just advertising what is going on. There is evidence of hushing up difficulties and situations, rather than opening them up in prayer. Furthermore, a particular church style is practically forced upon people.


I can find little positive to say about missionaries, who seem to think themselves superstars and feel that other Christians are fortunate to be able to support them, and need not be treated with reciprocal love; indeed when someone becomes a missionary they can write to former friends on headed notepaper as if they have become royalty. The cost in lack of self-worth, and resulting inhibition at spreading the gospel for 'ordinary' Christians is disastrous for the kingdom. Throughout my experience, from prior to being a Christian onwards, I feel I have had poor and sometimes awful treatment by missionaries. I find it so sad that it is deemed necessary to screen missionaries from those who have given their time, money, prayers, and letters in support, even when they have returned home for sabbatical, or retirement, in case they are ‘sub-standard’. Missionaries work for the church, the family of believers, and, in particular, their supporting churches, not primarily the Christian organisation that hired them. I also feel that fund-raising for missionaries, and Christian organisations in general leaves a lot to be desired. Many regular churchgoers are donor-fatigued with so many approaches for financial support, but very little positive, inclusive affirmation in what is going on. Sending out mass mailings anticipating the usual 8% response does not properly take into account the effect that the mailing has on the other 92% at least some of whom may feel they have received a negative experience, which they associate with Christianity. All Christians need to know they are missionaries in their own right, and fully part of what is done in the mission field, even if they are only a supporter; all are members of the priesthood, with great purpose in the kingdom of God.


Many issues highlighted by Phillip Yancey in his books are demonstrated in All Souls, in particular trying to out-do every other church in almost every area except trying to out-grace them. Appropriate intimacy is not understood, and the attitudes and modelling of leaders to the opposite sex is far from Christ-like. Fear of impact on reputation is a real barrier to natural relationships. We are designed to live side by side not to see each other as potential sex-mates, or to be avoided. Same-sex friendships can be too dominant for women, and too distant for men. The enemies of love: pleasantness, niceness, and superficiality, are rife, and consequently there is little accountability; privately people quite often stray radically from normal acceptable behaviour, to the surprise of those around them who thought they were progressing well with their Biblical understanding. Hate is not the opposite of love, it is indeed a characteristic of it; the real enemy is indifference, superficiality, and pleasantness.


As previously stated, people do not properly understand what it means to ‘love’ and to ‘submit’, and the willingness to suffer those words imply. Rather they are easily irritated, not coming to church to suffer even minor discomfort. They do not listen, or want to listen, as it may mean they have to do something, endure emotional discomfort, or realise they are not the Christian they want to be, or feel that they are. This adds to the irreversible momentum against relationship. There is poikilothermic shaping of people towards a stereotype in a very slow drip-by-drip way, which does not encourage being at peace, but rather striving to be what one is not. 


The services and prayer gatherings have a triumphal tone, which sometimes lacks appeal for some. We should be humbly respectful of what has been done for us by Christ and by the church through history in the light of our wickedness and inability to help ourselves. There should be, on occasion, a sense of gravitas and regularly a period of quietness for reflection. False expectations and wrong attitudes arise from the speedy, triumphal nature of services and the consequences when reality sets in can be serious. I do not believe in aiming to whip people up in to a high; there is a big drop back to reality from the emotional experience of the service the moment it ends. It is hard to relate the apparent excitement of a living Christian faith to real life and fallen people.


I disagree with the supernatural powers attributed to the exposition of the Bible. Luther said, “Scripture is the manger in which the ‘God-child’ lies.” I do not see any direct benefit in Biblical exposition, beyond its own value. There is little benefit to the listener, unless the sermon connects in to their heart. There is often hypocrisy in that the preacher preaches unconditional love, but does not live it out, rather dropping people like a brick if it is seen they cannot perform to ‘standard’. Increasingly, the passage is made to fit the theory rather than preached on in the light of all of scripture, leaving room for error in interpretation. The counter-weight to what is being preached, the safety net of Grace, is often left out completely. The balancing love of God for His believers is not accompanied by the rhetoric of exhortation that comes from the pulpit. We are called to perfection of the heart and not behaviour, which is covered by Grace and the love for Him in our hearts. One can explode right out of the straight jacket of ‘performing’ right behaviour, through temptations, pressures, and suffering.


Those who feel they are in control of their sin, or appear to be, are not and need to unconditionally love others who are not. They should affirm those who confess sin or ask for prayer, not make them feel second-class, that they are failing where others would not. Backsliding, becoming an outcast, or an embarrassment, could be avoided sometimes if the unconditional love and acceptance implied by grace was prioritised and lived out a lot more. It may even be the case that a little private sin is the lesser of two evils sometimes, such that we experience escape, forgiveness, and Grace, to keep in perspective the huge sins of failing to love, forgive, keep ones word etc.


Standards of private behaviour are not mentioned on the membership form, or properly spelt out in any church meetings or groups. A long-time Fellowship Group Leader states that his group do not call him at all, even after a life event and, for example, if he were moving house non-Christians are much more likely to offer to help and turn up, whereas Christians may well be unwilling to help, or may even let him down having said they would help. There is a real atmosphere of winning favours and not wanting to be in debt to people rather than freely giving support without any reciprocation required, so naturally people are slow to ask for help.  


It is ironic that many Old Testament and many New Testament figures would have very little chance of being a leader in All Souls with their curriculum vitae, and even Jesus might well be seen as too disruptive. Image is King, and people keep asking themselves: ‘How would it look if …?’ Rather than ‘How might it be beneficial if ….? And ‘What would I like to do here?’ There is too much politics, which prevents people and ideas from being nurtured. The church should invest in people not programs, and organise around what people want to do, not decide to do something and then try to find people. The motto for running a church should be: 

People not programs, Principles not formulas, Demonstration not argument

All the issues I highlighted in my critique are in some context live. An All Souls curate suggested in his sermon that an answer to the prevalent loneliness might be coming to the Prayer Gathering, probably pushed in to doing so by his boss. I wrote to him one sentence saying the Prayer Gathering would be the last place on earth I would ever go if I were struggling. Some weeks later he just came over and shook my hand, I was not sure what he was up to, but now I feel he may well have been affirming me. The issues of welcoming, male-female interaction, and fear of disputes and their proper resolution, are dealt with elsewhere, but they are very significant.


Many people fall in to the trap of playing at being Christians, doing good things but really doing them selfishly for personal benefit or good feeling, rather than flowing from the love of God in their heart. This is the heart of hypocrisy, which comes from the Greek ‘hypocrates’ meaning to act. Unfortunately, many people’s love of God and each other is similar; it is fair-weather and depends largely on their getting what they want, thus they become increasingly like the friend’s of Job, with the underlying problem of the ‘prosperity’ gospel infecting their motivation and advice. The biggest issue in combating this is the need for people to stay strong in doing the right thing, and not lower their standards in order to gain prosperity or to avoid short-term suffering.


Personally, I believe many problems stem from having an inerrant view of scripture, which gives rise to a culture of the celebrity preacher, and those attending church not listening to anybody else. In fact, many cannot treat the preacher and the person next to them in the pew the same, which probably means they do not love either of them. For many reasons putting someone up on a pedestal is very unwise, and the last ten years has seen no retreat in the cult of the personality in Christian circles. I cannot condone the building of the reputation empire. We have seen devastating falls from grace such as with Roy Clements, the leading evangelical leaving his family for his homosexuality, with the many repercussions for his followers. Whatever needs to be done to level out a hugely hierarchical church must be done, as Jesus displayed on the cross dying for all, equally. Jesus principle for organising a church was from the bottom up, with his disciples a unified, equally important, demonstrative example.  

The danger in all this is that the salt loses its saltiness as we are caught up in legalism and religiousness and prevented from making a real difference. All Souls can become the ‘meaning of life’ for some people, the foundation of their lives, rather than Jesus and the cross. An evil spirit could prevail and in a loose sense anti-Christ’s bred where something, such as the church, a particular preacher, or legalism are put in the place of Christ. More likely, there are many weeds or tares in the church indistinguishable from the true wheat, except to God, and we are to love them unstintingly until the harvest is done. Yet there seems to be no attention from the Ministry Team to people, who are in this predicament, or application of any remedy. The manic strategy of deciding between giving people hell/strict obedience from the pulpit, or in the other extreme not wishing to upset anyone, claims this truth as a victim. To declare that there might be many people in the church who are not true believers and we need to love them unstintingly, should not be too much for the reputation of a church.
