
But the image conveys other messages too which are more of a
challenge to evangelicals. It suggests that evangelical theology is shal-
low. This is presumably the main thrust of the imagery: it is a superfi-
cial Christianity that evangelicals proclaim. It might be helpful for
bringing people to faith in Christ but it is surely not enough to de-
velop Christian maturity, to “plant oaks of righteousness” (Isa 61:3)
that can withstand the storms of life. Evangelicals are seen as offering
glib answers to the deep perplexities of life. And I guess few of us can
deny this is ever a problem. Our desire for simplicity that enables the
uninitiated to enter the kingdom of God as little children, can elicit
simplistic responses to the big questions of our existence.

It also implies that loud Christian voices are drowning out more
thoughtful ones. Again, we may not like the criticism, but it is hard to
deny it entirely. In an age of sound-bites and bumper stickers, those
skilled in putting their ideas into such formats do seem better able to
get the ear of the reporters than those whose ideas don’t readily fit
such media. And it may indeed be that some evangelicals, well prac-
ticed in popular communication skills, get the attention of the news
media in ways that make it harder for more nuanced and sophisti-
cated speakers to be heard. So it is an uncomfortable message, but
one to which we should pay attention.

So what might we learn from this challenge to evangelical Christi-
anity?

Where do we want to be, and how do we get there?

Let us begin by asking: How do we wish to be perceived? If we
adopt the swimming pool analogy, where do we want to be seen and
heard? We might say we wish to keep up the noise in the shallow end
but get heard in the deep end too. We want to keep helping non-
swimmers and new swimmers, but we want to be known for forming
great swimmers and swimming coaches as well.

If we accept such a goal, the question then arises: How do we get
there? What would we need to do to be heard not just in the shallow
end of the pool but in the deep end too? This is the sort of issue that
has been critical to the life of Trinity School for Ministry from its in-
ception and to which Dr Les Fairfield has contributed so much in his
vital role at the school from its earliest days. Four areas might be iden-
tified: thorough biblical scholarship, familiarity with the history of
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The view from the poolside

The former Archbishop of Canterbury, Michael Ramsey, famously re-
marked that, “All the noise comes from the shallow end of the swim-
ming pool.” He was quoting W.H. Vanstone, better known for his,
“Love’s endeavour, love’s expense,” who coined the phrase to describe
the Church of England. It is a wonderfully vivid image that brings to
mind an outdoor pool thronging with children and adults enjoying
the sunshine and cooling off in the water. But there is no mistaking
the challenge it levels at the evangelical wing of the Church: it is
being accused of shallowness and a lack of theological rigor. 

The reason I like the image so much is that it offers a view of
evangelicals in the Church of England, and presumably the wider An-
glican Communion and beyond, that helps us to see ourselves as
other people see us. And it does so in a way that offers encourage-
ment as well as rebuke.

It suggests that evangelical voices get heard in the wider society.
This is, perhaps, a mixed blessing if we feel that the particular voices
that get heard the loudest are not voicing evangelical Christianity as
we see it. But it does indicate that the Gospel is being heard from a
Bible-believing perspective in the wider society and we may rejoice
simply because “Christ is preached” (Phil 1:18).  The sense of fun and
laughter associated with the shallow end of the pool is itself very at-
tractive.

The image also suggests evangelicals are busy with non-swim-
mers and new swimmers. This might be pushing the image further
than Vanstone or Ramsey intended but the evangelical priority of
evangelism, following from our commitment to personal conversion,
can perhaps also be seen in the swimming pool analogy. Evangelistic
sermons, rallies, camps, courses, all coupled with personal evangel-
ism, surely lie at the heart of evangelical convictions that we must
take the Gospel of Jesus Christ to all people. And we do not just want
to present the Gospel, or even just to see conversions, but to make
disciples: to train the new swimmers in the ways of Jesus Christ.  All
this is very encouraging.

1This article was originally given as a lecture during the Fairfield Symposium,
April 20, 2006.



modernism? We all owe Les Fairfield a great debt for the way he has
brought to the fore the importance of understanding the history of
thought.

3. Well informed about current worldviews.

Another one of the great contributions of Les Fairfield is stressing
the importance of understanding worldview. In any age there is rarely,
if ever, just one view which is held by everyone. There are instead a
number of competing views that shape the answers we give to ques-
tions like: Who are we? Where are we? What is wrong? and What is
the solution?3 Today, important worldviews would include:

• Pluralism: there are many ways of understanding the world and
these need to be held alongside each other.

• Scientific reductionism: a scientific explanation of any occur-
rence is a sufficient explanation and does not need supplement-
ing by, say, religious explanations.

• Secular humanism: human beings are the measure and judge of 
all things, and we do not need to invoke God in our public dis-
cussions.

• Those associated with Christianity, Judaism, Islam, etc.

If we are to be able to have fruitful dialog with people who hold a
different worldview from our own, we need to try to understand theirs
as well as ours. If we don’t, then we may find ourselves talking past
each other because we have different assumptions and may even use
the same word with different meanings. Taking the trouble to under-
stand someone else’s outlook is itself an act of loving service through
which we seek to spread the Gospel.

4. Deeply grounded in the great exponents of Christian thought.

One of the things that I think is most impressive about Trinity,
and to which again Les Fairfield has contributed so much, is a seri-
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thought, being well informed about current world-views, and getting
deeply grounded in the great exponents of Christian thought. Let us
consider each of these in turn to draw up an agenda for keeping the
Church theologically rigorous.

1. Thorough in our Biblical scholarship.

This is something Trinity has been committed to from the start.
The importance of biblical theology for preaching and teaching under-
girds the whole program we offer. And this is no simplistic bury-your-
head-in-the-sand approach that says we will just do Bible study and
avoid the difficult issues it raises and the intellectual questions posed
to the Bible from those both inside and outside the Church. It is a rig-
orous study of the books of the Bible in the light of the message of the
whole Bible. It is mainly carried out in the original languages, with
students now being required to study both Hebrew and Greek. It
takes seriously critical biblical scholarship whilst at the same time
being critical of the assumptions imbedded in that scholarship. It also
asks constantly, “What does this mean for the Church, for the world
and for my own discipleship of Jesus Christ?” It treats the Bible not
just as the word of human authors but also as the Word of God. And
it sees the Bible as the “swaddling clothes and the manger” in which
we find Jesus, as Luther so attractively put it.2

2. Knowledgeable about the history of thought.

This is surely one of Les Fairfield’s greatest contributions: he
teaches history not just as the history of events, but as the history of
thought. He helps students to see the ideas that shaped each age and
how those ideas developed from era to era. This is vital for serious en-
gagements with the issues of our own day. None of the current chal-
lenges to orthodox Christian belief have appeared out of a vacuum: we
can trace the lines of thought back over the centuries. How are we to
understand our own evangelical convictions or those of a progres-
sivist/revisionist perspective without a good grasp of the Enlighten-
ment and the Romantic Movement? How will we make sense of the
development of postmodernism unless we have an understanding of
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views that resonate deeply with our evangelical convictions will want
to continue listening to the wisdom God gave them as we carry out
our various ministries.

From these three giants of evangelical theology, we may head in
numerous directions: back to Athanasius, Anselm and Augustine, or
on to Melanchthon, Jenson and Gunton, and to John Stott, J.I. Packer
and Philip Hughes. There is a great treasury of evangelical scholar-
ship, which reminds us that we do have numerous strong swimmers
and instructors in the deep end whose voices need to be heard. 

b. We need to understand the views of those with whom we disagree.

It may be a less comfortable experience, but it is no less necessary
that we be familiar with the views of those with whom we disagree.
This is not only about being introduced to the more liberal and revi-
sionist theologians I mentioned earlier, but also some of the key
philosophers who have shaped people’s worldviews. Here I am think-
ing of Descartes, Kant, Hegel and Nietzsche. Again, the list could eas-
ily be continued, but these four surely demand our attention, for: 

• The method of radical doubt, and re-centering thinking around 
the self – “I think therefore I am” (Descartes)

• Seeing human morality as the essence of religion and the basis 
of talk about God, allowing us to filter out any aspects of a reli-
gion that seem immoral to us (Kant)

• An optimistic view of human progress, and seeing incarnation, 
crucifixion and resurrection as metaphors for understanding 
historical development, rather than as unique and decisive 
events in the life of Jesus Christ (Hegel)

• The critique of Christianity for “turning every value into a dis-
value” by stressing humility and service rather than “the will to 
power” (Nietzsche)

These ideas are so powerfully entrenched in both modernism
and, in a different way, in postmodernism, that we are simply at a dis-
advantage unless we are familiar with them. 
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ousness about studying theology: biblical, historical, systematic,
apologetic, ethical and pastoral theology. Here our attention is also
drawn to Bishop John Rodgers, the founding Professor of Systematic
Theology at Trinity and later Dean/President, who, along with his suc-
cessors, has established a legacy of theologically rigorous seminary
education in the Anglican tradition. This, too, is an enormously im-
portant means of increasing the volume in the deep end.

Every student has to take courses in “Foundations in Systematic
Theology” and “Essentials of Evangelical Theology.” That in itself is
significant. We want every student to get an overview of the subject,
no doubt from an evangelical perspective, but by no means limited to
that. The liberal and revisionist theologies of Friedrich Schleierma-
cher and Paul Tillich are also introduced, alongside the more conser-
vative theologies of Martin Luther, John Calvin and Karl Barth. Only
then do we lay out the rationale for evangelical theology and set it in
its wider context. We also offer optional courses in “The Anglican Way
of Theology,” “Contemporary Theology” and “Readings in a Major
Theologian” to enable students to take the subject further. What a
wonderful way to prepare for Christian ministry in this country or
overseas. And if students wish to pursue the subject to the PhD level,
as increasing numbers do, they should be well prepared. As former
Dean/President Paul Zahl says, we are offering “a classical theological
education.”

So what are the lessons learned here at Trinity that might help ad-
dress the question of how to keep the Church theologically rigorous?

a. We need to immerse ourselves in the great exponents of Gospel faith

Both from the study of systematic theology and from ten years of
experience in ordained Christian ministry it has become increasingly
clear to me that we need to learn from the outstanding teachers in the
Christian tradition. We will want to drink deeply at the wells of Martin
Luther, John Calvin and Karl Barth, to name but three. These are
world-class thinkers that even those who disagree with them pro-
foundly cannot simply dismiss. Luther’s doctrine of justification by
faith alone, Calvin’s view of the sovereignty of God, Barth’s conviction
that Jesus Christ is the key to all biblical study and theology have to be
reckoned with. And those of us who find one or all of them offering
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c. Develop the skills of biblical-theological discourse

It is not enough, though, just to know what biblical scholars and
theologians have to say. We also need to develop the skills of analyz-
ing what they have to say and suggesting ways in which their ideas
could be adapted or developed to address current issues in the Church
and the world. If we are to be able to engage with new ideas as they
emerge, and to correct error as it arises, we must be able to assess
viewpoints and ask whether they are faithful to the biblical revelation,
make sense in themselves, and have useful application for us today. 

One aspect of seminary life that is new to some students is that of
learning to make an argument of their own: “What is your view on
this issue and how would you argue that case?” And yet, being able to
do this is important for preaching, teaching and debating in whatever
forum that may be required. This, too, may feel like pushing out into
deeper water. Initially it can be alarming: Will I be able to make a case
for something I hold dearly? The prayerful, worshipping, community
life of Trinity helps provide a safe context for such an adventure. But it
does not cease when we leave seminary and head out into new fields
of ministry. To be able to read, evaluate, and form our own views is an
on-going necessity to help us stay theologically rigorous.

In practice, I remember only too well how hard it is to defend
study time in parish ministry. Somehow, urgent needs can so easily
displace good intentions to read and think in a prayerful way. And
some church environments are more sympathetic than others to the
request for a study day once a week or even once a month. This Jour-
nal is in part an attempt to meet the needs of the busy pastor for
whom study time is short and precious. All I would say is that we
need not feel apologetic when we do make time to read, reflect and
write to clarify to ourselves and others where we stand on some of the
issues that press in upon us. It is an investment in the long-term min-
istry for ourselves and for the churches we serve. It is also a sign that
whilst we are determined to keep up the noise in the shallow end no
matter what anyone says, we also want to be heard in the deep end in
order to forward Gospel ministry by every means we can.
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