T am not sure that, as a maverick Christian, I am in the least
competent to comment on Dr Williams’s book Being Christian, but I
have read it with great interest and admiration. It is indeed a privilege
to enter into the mind of one of the most distinguished theologians of
the modern age, a former Archbishop of Canterbury whose life and
work have been rooted in his Christian belief. The book deals in what
have been seen, since the formation of the Church, as the essentials of
Christianity — baptism, Bible, Eucharist and prayer — which, despite
the variety, particularly today in Christian thinking and practice,
convinced Christians see as indispensible elements of their faith. Dr
Williams also addresses some of the questions that, for generations,
have occupied and sometimes perplexed the minds of believers. He is
discussing matters that are necessarily complex, but the style is
elegant and lucid, and the book, although written primarily for
Christians, will be interesting and helpful to those who are seekers
after, rather than finders of, religious faith.’

P. D. James, OBE, FRSA, FRSL, novelist

‘Unless we understand our faith we cannot live it, but it is the living
that matters. Knowing and thinking and understanding are all means
to draw us into the life of Christ, an active living and loving way of
being. Christianity is both simple and profound. Rowan Williams
understands these two levels and how we come to the depth of what
Jesus is by the simplicities of informed Christian practice. This is a
handbook for Christian living.’

Sister Wendy Beckett, Carmelite Monastery, Quidenham, Norfolk

‘Who better than Rowan Williams to be our teacher about the
essentials of Christianity! In this clear, accessible exposition, we get
Williams at his best . . . worldly-wise, pastorally gentle, grounded
deeply in tradition, acutely alert to the real world of violence where
God indwells. Williams ushers us more deeply into our best discern-

ment of the Christian life’
Walter Brueggemann, Emeritus Professor of Old Testament,
Columbia Theological Seminary

‘Full of rich metaphor and the sort of insight you want to spend
a week reflecting on, Rowan Williams’s Being Christian offers a
succinct introduction to four core elements of Christian life. The



book offers a vision of the Christian life that is both challenging and
attractive as we are encouraged to be “in the heart of a needy,
contaminated, messy world” as well as encouraging an authenticity of
life. Very readable yet profound, Being Christian has potential to be
formational for those preparing for confirmation or waiting to
understand what it means to be a Christian.’
Sally Nash, Director of Midlands Centre for Youth Ministry,
St John’s College, Nottingham

‘Young people need to hear about the essentials of Christian faith
from someone who knows them inside out. In this thought-provok-
ing book, Rowan Williams shares the riches of his wonderful mind in
a way that will inform, stretch and inspire people of all ages and
backgrounds. But young people, especially, will find this book
invaluable as they take their next step of faith.’

Jenny Baker, Development Manager, Church Urban Fund

‘With remarkable clarity, depth and simplicity, Rowan Williams
takes us into the heart of what it means to be Christian. A lifetime’s
immersion in the classics of Christian theology and devotion lies
hidden behind this fresh and illuminating sketch of the essentials, its
shape guided by tradition and its lines drawn from personal experi-
ence of Christian living and praying.’
Frances Young, Emeritus Professor of Theology,
University of Birmingham

“This is what you get when someone who is both very learned and a
former Archbishop of Canterbury writes about what Christians share
in practice, but does so from the perspective of living as an ordinary,
flawed Christian disciple himself. Simple and engaging enough to
read at a sitting, Being Christian is also profound and provocative
enough to provide material for fruitful reflection - and action - for
the whole of our Christian life.

No doubt this book will frequently be given as a most acceptable
confirmation present, but I think it should also be read by those of us
who have been around the block a bit with the Church, and probably
thought we had already grasped the whole point of the exercise.’

Janet Morley, author, speaker and worship leader



Born in 1950, Rowan Williams was educated in Swansea
(Wales) and Cambridge. He studied for his theology
doctorate in Oxford, after which he taught theology in a
seminary near Leeds. From 1977 until 1986, he was
engaged in academic and parish work in Cambridge,
before returning to Oxford as Lady Margaret Professor
of Divinity. In 1990 he became a fellow of the British
Academy.

In 1992 Professor Williams became Bishop of Mon-
mouth, and in 1999 he was elected as Archbishop of
Wales. He became Archbishop of Canterbury in late 2002
with ten years’ experience as a diocesan bishop and three
as a primate in the Anglican Communion. As archbishop,
his main responsibilities were pastoral — whether leading
his own diocese of Canterbury and the Church of Eng-
land, or guiding the Anglican Communion worldwide. At
the end of 2012, after ten years as archbishop, he stepped
down and moved to a new role as Master of Magdalene
College, Cambridge.

Professor Williams is acknowledged internationally as
an outstanding theological writer and teacher as well as
an accomplished poet and translator. His interests in-

clude music, fiction and languages.
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Introduction

What are the essential elements of the Christian life? I am
not thinking in terms of individuals leading wonderful
lives, but just in terms of those simple and recognizable
things that make you realize that you are part of a
Christian community. This little book is designed to help
you think about four of the most obvious of these things:
baptism, Bible, Eucharist and prayer.

Christians are received into full membership of the
Church by having water poured or sprinkled over them
(or, in some traditions, being fully immersed); Christians
read the Bible; Christians gather to share bread and wine
in memory of the death and resurrection of Jesus of
Nazareth; and Christians pray. There is a huge and
bewildering variety in Christian thinking and practice
about all kinds of things, but these four basic activities
have remained constant and indispensable for the
majority of those who call themselves Christians.

In this book we shall be looking at what those activities
tell us about the essence of Christian life, and what kind
of people we might hope to become in a community

where these things are done.
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Introduction

These chapters are based on talks given in Canterbury
Cathedral as part of a regular series of open lectures
during Holy Week. I am very grateful to Jonathan and
Sarah Goodall for all their work in transcribing and
editing these talks and for further generous help from
Philip Law at SPCK in preparing them for publication.

Rowan Williams
Cambridge, Advent 2013



1
Baptism

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into

Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore we have

been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as

Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so

we too might walk in newness of life. (Romans 6.3-4)
We begin with baptism: with the fact that people are
formally brought into the Christian community by being
dipped in water or having water poured over them.

The word ‘baptism’ originally just meant ‘dipping’. If
we turn to the New Testament we find this word
featuring in the ministry and teaching of Jesus, and also,
quite extensively, in St Paul’s letters. Jesus speaks of the
suffering and death that lies ahead of him as a ‘baptism’
he is going to endure (Mark 10.38). That is, he speaks as
if his going towards suffering and death were a kind of
immersion in something, being drowned or swamped in
something. He has, he says, an ‘immersion’ to go through,
and until it is completed he will be frustrated and his
work will be incomplete (Luke 12.50). So it seems that,

from the very beginning, baptism as a ritual for joining



Baptism

the Christian community was associated with the idea of
going down into the darkness of Jesus’ suffering and
death, being ‘swamped’ by the reality of what Jesus
endured. St Paul speaks of being baptized ‘into’ the death
of Christ (Romans 6.3). We are, so to speak, ‘dropped’
into that mysterious event which Christians commemor-
ate on Good Friday, and, more regularly, in the breaking

of bread at Holy Communion.

Out of the depths

As the Church began to reflect a bit more on this in the
early Christian centuries, as it began to shape its liturgy
and its art, another set of associations developed. In the
story of Jesus’ baptism he goes down into the water of the
River Jordan, and as he comes up out of the water the
Holy Spirit descends upon him in the form of a dove and
a voice speaks from heaven: ‘You are my Son’ (Luke
3.22). Reflecting on that story, the early Christians soon
began to make connections with another story involving
water and the Spirit. At the very beginning of creation,
the book of Genesis tells us, there was watery chaos. And
over that watery chaos there was, depending on how you
read the Hebrew, the Holy Spirit hovering or a great wind
blowing (or perhaps one is a sort of metaphor for the

other). First there is chaos, and then there is the wind of
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Baptism

God’s Spirit; and out of the watery chaos comes the
world. And God says, ‘This is good.” The water and the
Spirit and the voice: you can see why the early Christians
began to associate the event of baptism with exactly that
image which St Paul uses for the Christian life — new
creation.

So the beginning of Christian life is a new beginning of
God’s creative work. And just as Jesus came up out of the
water, receiving the Spirit and hearing the voice of the
Father, so for the newly baptized Christian the voice of
God says, ‘You are my son/daughter’, as that individual
begins his or her new life in association with Jesus.

In the tradition of the Christian East especially, when
the baptism of Jesus is shown in icons you will usually
see Jesus up to his neck in the water, while below, sitting
under the waves, are the river gods of the old world, rep-
resenting the chaos that is being overcome. So from very
early on baptism is drawing around itself a set of very
powerful symbols. Water and rebirth: rebirth as a son or
daughter of God, as Jesus himself is a son; chaos moving
into order as the wind of God blows upon it.

So it is not surprising that as the Church reflected on
what baptism means, it came to view it as a kind of
restoration of what it is to be truly human. To be baptized
is to recover the humanity that God first intended. What
did God intend? He intended that human beings should
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Baptism

grow into such love for him and

To be baptized is o\ 4, confidence in him that they

fo recover the could rightly be called God’s sons

hurr?ani'ty that God and daughters. Human beings have
first intended ) ) ]
let go of that identity, abandoned it,
forgotten it or corrupted it. And when Jesus arrives on
the scene he restores humanity to where it should be. But
that in itself means that Jesus, as he restores humanity
‘from within’ (so to speak), has to come down into the
chaos of our human world. Jesus has to come down fully
to our level, to where things are shapeless and meaning-
less, in a state of vulnerability and unprotectedness, if real
humanity is to come to birth.

This suggests that the new humanity that is created
around Jesus is not a humanity that is always going to be
successful and in control of things, but a humanity that
can reach out its hand from the depths of chaos, to be
touched by the hand of God. And that means that if we
ask the question, “‘Where might you expect to find the
baptized?” one answer is, ‘In the neighbourhood of chaos’.
It means you might expect to find Christian people near
to those places where humanity is most at risk, where
humanity is most disordered, disfigured and needy.
Christians will be found in the neighbourhood of Jesus
- but Jesus is found in the neighbourhood of human

confusion and suffering, defencelessly alongside those in
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Baptism

need. If being baptized is being led to where Jesus is, then
being baptized is being led towards the chaos and the
neediness of a humanity that has forgotten its own
destiny.

I am inclined to add that you might also expect the
baptized Christian to be somewhere near, somewhere in
touch with, the chaos in his or her own life - because we
all of us live not just with a chaos outside ourselves but
with quite a lot of inhumanity and muddle inside us. A
baptized Christian ought to be somebody who is not
afraid of looking with honesty at that chaos inside, as well
as being where humanity is at risk, outside.

So baptism means being with Jesus ‘in the depths’: the
depths of human need, including the depths of our own
selves in their need - but also in the depths of God’s love;
in the depths where the Spirit is re-creating and

refreshing human life as God meant it to be.

Sharing in the life and death of Jesus

If all this is correct, baptism does not confer on us a status

that marks us off from everybody '
else. To be able to say, Tm Baptism does not
C ) confer on us a status
baptized’ is not to claim an extra
o . that marks us off
dignity, let alone a sort of privilege
from everybody else
that keeps you separate from and
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Baptism

superior to the rest of the human race, but to claim a new
level of solidarity with other people. It is to accept that to
be a Christian is to be affected - you might even say
contaminated — by the mess of humanity. This is very
paradoxical. Baptism is a ceremony in which we are
washed, cleansed and re-created. It is also a ceremony in
which we are pushed into the middle of a human
situation that may hurt us, and that will not leave us
untouched or unsullied. And the gathering of baptized
people is therefore not a convocation of those who are
privileged, elite and separate, but of those who have
accepted what it means to be in the heart of a needy,
contaminated, messy world. To put it another way, you
don’t go down into the waters of the Jordan without
stirring up a great deal of mud!

When we are brought to be where Jesus is in baptism
we let our defences down so as to be where he is, in the
depths of human chaos. And that means letting our de-
fences down before God. Openness to the Spirit comes
as we go with Jesus to take this risk of love and solidarity.
And that is why, as we come up out of the waters of
baptism with Jesus, we hear what he hears: “This is my
son, this is my daughter, this is the one who has the right
to call me Father.” The Spirit, says St Paul, is always giving
us the power to call God Father, and to pray Jesus’ prayer
(Galatians 4.6). And the baptized are these who, going
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Baptism

with Jesus into risk and darkness, open themselves up to
receive the Spirit that allows them to call God Father.

So what else do you expect to see in the baptized? An
openness to human need, but also a corresponding
openness to the Holy Spirit. In the life of baptized people,
there is a constant rediscovering, re-enacting of the
Father’s embrace of Jesus in the Holy Spirit. The baptized
person is not only in the middle of human suffering and
muddle but in the middle of the love and delight of the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. That surely is one of
the most extraordinary mysteries of being Christian. We
are in the middle of two things that seem quite
contradictory: in the middle of the heart of God, the
ecstatic joy of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit; and
in the middle of a world of threat, suffering, sin and pain.
And because Jesus has taken his stand right in the middle
of those two realities, that is where we take ours. As he
says, ‘Where I am, there will my servant be also’ (John
12.26).

Growing out of that, the prayer of baptized people is
going to be a prayer that is always moving in the depths,
sometimes invisibly - a prayer that comes from places
deeper than we can really understand. St Paul says just
this in his letter to the Romans: “The Spirit helps us in our
weakness . ..that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too

deep for words’ (Romans 8.26). The prayer of baptized
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Baptism

people is never just ‘rattling off’ the words at surface level.
The prayer of baptized people comes from a place deeper
than we can penetrate with our minds or even our
feelings. Prayer in the baptized community surges up
from the depths of God’s own life. Or, to change the
metaphor, you might say that we are carried along on a
tide deeper than ourselves, welling up from God’s depths
and the world’s.

The prayer of baptized people is a growing and moving
into the prayer of Jesus himself and therefore it is a prayer
that may often be difficult and mysterious. It will not
always be cheerful and clear, and it may not always feel as
though it is going to be answered. Christians do not pray
expecting to get what they ask for in any simple sense -
you just might have noticed that this can’t be taken for
granted! Rather, Christians pray because they have to,
because the Spirit is surging up inside them. Prayer, in
other words, is more like sneezing — there comes a point
where you can’t not do it. The Spirit wells and surges up
towards God the Father. But because of this there will be
moments when, precisely because you can’t help yourself,
it can feel dark and unrewarding, deeply puzzling, hard to
speak about.

Which is why so many great Christian writers on the
spiritual life have emphasized that prayer is not about

feeling good. It is not about results, or about being
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Baptism

pleased with yourself; it is just what God does in you
when you are close to Jesus. And that of course means
that the path of the baptized person is a dangerous one.
Perhaps baptism really ought to have some health
warnings attached to it: ‘If you take this step, if you go
into these depths, it will be transfiguring, exhilarating,
life-giving and very, very dangerous.” To be baptized into
Jesus is not to be in what the world thinks of as a safe
place. Jesus’ first disciples discovered that in the Gospels,
and his disciples have gone on discovering it ever since.

One of the great privileges of my time as Archbishop of
Canterbury was being allowed to go and see some of
those places at close quarters where people live in
dangerous proximity to Jesus; where their witness
means they are at risk in various ways. And when you see
people in places like Zimbabwe, Sudan, Syria or Pakistan
living both in the neighbourhood of Jesus and in the
neighbourhood of great danger, you understand some-
thing of what commitment to the Christian life means,
the commitment of which baptism is the sign. But
you see it also when you look at the lives of great saints
whose path of contemplation has led them to deep
inner desolation, loneliness and uncertainty (think of what
Mother Teresa of Calcutta wrote in her diaries about the
many years in which she felt practically no ‘spiritual’

comfort, only isolation and darkness). All this results
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