
whether they were being 
written by high-church 
Anglicans, low-church 
Anglicans, Roman Catholics, 
Methodists, or others.  
(About half of Williams’ 
book is a reflection on the 
history of written church 
histories.)  When church 
historians became more 
ecumenical and more 
methodologically critical, 
their role in the theological 
curriculum began to be a bit 
puzzling.  I have a sense that 
the erosion of their authority 
was accelerated by the 
strictures of Karl Barth, who 
derogated critical 
historiography as a 
theologically sterile program 
rooted in a seventeenth-
century Cartesian 
epistemology of doubt.  
Indeed, I wonder if Why 

(Continued on page 2) 

Rowan Williams, Why Study 
the Past? (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 129 pp. 
 
 History, like 
Rodney Dangerfield, gets no 
respect.  In our cultural 
setting, Williams says in this 
book based on lectures 
which he delivered at 
Salisbury Cathedral, “a 
sensible understanding of 
history is not much 
encouraged.”  And the 
modern church has followed 
suit.  Unfortunately, in 
failing to appreciate the 
church’s historical 
development in its various 
cultural contexts, we’ve 
created distortions in our 
theology and our mission.  
At a couple of points, 
Williams mentions in 
particular our “theological 
‘culture wars’”, such as 

Anglican debates about the 
ordination of gay people.  
Fruitful discussion about 
“fresh developments in 
Christian identity,” he says, 
really requires “an informed 
awareness of our Christian 
origins,” such as many 
disputants lack.  (“Christian 
origins,” in this context, 
seems to mean the first four 
or five Christian centuries in 
particular.) 
 Williams argues 
that the critical study of 
history has theological 
purposes.  This is an 
important point for my own 
field of church history.  Once 
upon a time, the theological 
point of church history was 
quite clear: it was a kind of 
denominational apologetics.  
Narratives of church history 
accordingly looked quite 
different depending on 
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Study the Past? is 
Williams’ response to Barth 
(though Williams does like 
Barth’s theological 
retrieval of the past).  
Among the several 
theological purposes that 
Williams sees for church 
history, here are two.  First, 
when I study the Christian 
past, I’m attending in love 
to another member of the 
Body of Christ, looking and 
listening for how the prayer 
of Christ sustains and 
transfigures that life, “so 
that it becomes a gift for 
my own growing and 
nurturing.”  Second, a 
Christian studying the past 
is invited to wonder at “the 
capacity of God to maintain 
the steadiness of his work 
in the middle of earthly 
conflict.” 
 But couldn’t a 
Christian derive these 
benefits from an un-critical, 
mythologizing, and fuzzy 
sense of the past?  Couldn’t 
we, for instance, take 

(Continued from page 1) comfort in the witness of a 
golden age when 
everything was All Right? 
– whenever that golden age 
was: perhaps the 
“undivided patristic era” 
beloved of some earlier 
Anglican controversialists?  
Couldn’t we be satisfied 
with simple theories as to 
how things went wrong? 
 Well, no.  A 
recurring phrase in the 
book that summarizes 
Williams’ sense of the 
historian’s task is “making 
strange”.  Traditionalists 
miss the point because they 
aren’t prepared to be 
surprised by the past; 
progressives miss the point 
because they aren’t 
prepared to be questioned 
by it.  Traditionalists make 
the past too accessible, as if 
our Christian goal were to 
figure out the things that 
early Christians thought 
and did, and then faithfully 
repeat them.  Progressives 
make the past too distant, 
as if it were a story of 

ignorance and barbarism 
which we have happily left 
behind, unaware that “the 
way things presently are is 
something that has come to 
be, not something self-
evidently right and final.”  
Good historical writing 
engages with the 
strangeness of the past.  
The gift of good church 
history for the Christian is 
that it “establishes my or 
our identity now as bound 
up with a whole range of 
things that are not easy for 
me or us, not obvious or 
native to the world we think 
we inhabit, yet which have 
to be recognized in their 
solid reality as both 
different from us and part 
of us.” 
 I have no idea how 
an archbishop of 
Canterbury can find time to 
write at all, and I constantly 
marvel that this particular 
archbishop of Canterbury 
continues to produce works 
of brilliance and erudition 
in which every single 
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sentence is a little gem.  
This book may be 
particularly valuable for 
those thinking about 
theological curriculum, as 
we’re doing at Wycliffe in 
this year of self-study 
towards the renewal of our 
accreditation.  Over the past 
generation, many or most 
schools, including 
Wycliffe, have given up 
requiring its students to 
have a survey knowledge of 
the breadth of church 
history, plus an in-depth 
knowledge of their 
denominational history.  In 
fact, many schools, 
including Wycliffe, now 
have programs that don’t 
require students to study 
any church history at all.  If 
Williams is right, this 
deficit has tended to isolate 
us in our individualistic 
pieties, our narrow 
sympathies, and our culture
-bound assumptions.  Our 
church is now paying the 
cost. 
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Confirmation Classes… 
Would you like to be Confirmed in the Anglican 
Faith? A couple of students have expressed this 
desire -  if you would like to take part in a 
Confirmation Class please speak to Karen in the 
Principal’s Office (Rm. 104). 
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“The Leonard Griffith Prize for 
Expository Preaching” 

The Leonard Griffith Prize for Expository 
Preaching is awarded annually at Wycliffe’s 

Convocation. Please submit sermons for 
consideration, to Karen in the Principal’s Office 

by: Monday, March 29th, 2010. 
This award is open to any Wycliffe student; the 
recipient does not have to be a member of the 

graduating class. 
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   Circulation Desk duties  
  Shelving 
  Book Processing 
  Trouble-shooting basic computer problems 
  Other duties as required 
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Martin Moser Society for Theological Studies 
 
Applications for bursary help from this fund established in Alberta to 
honour Father Martin Moser are available from the Front Desk 
 

Eligibility 
The applicant must be a lay man or woman of any Christian 
denomination who is enrolled in a recognized Canadian Theological 
School who is pursuing a graduate or undergraduate degree in theology 
or theological Studies in preparation for ministry in the Canadian 
Church. 
 

Note: this bursary is not intended for those preparing for ordained 
ministry 
 

The deadline for applications is April  30th 2010 
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Election call for all other student council positions!  
Nominations will be accepted from March 8th, until 

March 19th, 2010 at 5pm. 
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Responsibilities  
All student council members are 
charged with the responsibility of 
governing and administering the 
Association in accordance with the 
guidelines laid out in the Constitution, 
By-Laws, and Standing Rules.  In 
addition to the specific duties described 
below, MEMBERS CARRY OUT 
OTHER DUTIES AS A RESULT OF 
THE CONSTITUTION, BY-LAWS AND 
STANDING RULES. 
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Second Year Representative: 
The Second Year Rep is responsible for the 
interests of the second year theological 
students, providing opportunities for them to 
express their needs and concerns; ask 
questions, and gather for fellowship, teaching, 
discussion. 

Day Student Representative: 
The Day Student Rep is responsible for the 
interests of the theological students not living in 
residence, providing opportunities for them to 
express their needs and concerns; ask questions; 
and gather for fellowship, teaching, discussion. 

House Advocate : 
The House Advocate represents all Wycliffe residents.  The responsibilities include: 
liaising with the school on maintenance, security and other issues; creating opportunities 
for residents to have fellowship; ensuring residents are invited to student council/school 
events. 

Sports Representative: 
The Sports Rep is responsible for the athletic 
activities and programs of the community. 
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Missions Chair  
The role of the Missions Chair is to promote 
the ministry of missions both in the local and 
international context.  The responsibilities 
include creation of a team (committee) to 
undertake local outreach such as the 
sandwich run, overseeing the newly created 
affiliation with a theological college in Kenya 
(coordinating the connection between Kenyan 
and Wycliffe students); planning a missions 
night that focuses on a particular aspect of 
missions. 
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VP Theology:  
The role of VP Theology is to promote and 
encourage theological reflection and 
discussions among students.  This includes 
helping to create an environment where 
students can share theological questions with 
which they are struggling.   

VP Spirituality:  
This is a position created in 2002 to respond to the students’ expressed need for more 
attention the spiritual formation of both theological students and other members of the 
Wycliffe community seeking support to grow in this area. 

 The VP Spirituality will be responsible for proposing and implementing with the help of 
Student Council a program of spiritual formation that takes into account the perceived 
needs of students and other members of the community.  The program may include: co-
coordinating workshops on prayer and meditation; exploring the benefits of and interest in 
group spiritual direction and communication the results with the administration; 
encouraging prayer groups; giving special focus in planning activities leading up to the end 
of term to help students cope with the chaos.  The VP Spirituality will also be consulted by 
faculty in the planning of “retreats” (quiet days). 
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