CHAPTER 8

Reflections
Brian E. Beck

This contribution, which is substantially the text of an address
given at the final session of the Institute, is inevitably personal and
selective. It cannot represent the experience of all participants. Some
one hundred thirty papers were read and discussed in ten working
groups, and there were thirty interdisciplinary discussions. No
attempt is made here to sum up those discussions.1 What is offered is
reflections on the Institute as an event, a compound of formal lectures, formal and informal responses, group work, casual conversations, worship, and ancillary events. It is a commentary on more than
the text of the papers printed in this volume. It is offered from the
perspective of one who is a presbyter and church official in the
British tradition, white, male, in the second half of life, classically
trained, and far from the fields where the battles for justice and the
soul of communities are won and lost. Others will have seen the discussions differently.
It was a good Institute and felt good. People related well, had
real work to do, with papers of quality to respond to, and shared in
some stimulating discussions. By comparison with previous
Institutes, there was an improvement in the cross-cultural mix. Some
parts of the world were underrepresented still, partly because of the
uneven distribution of scholarship and theological institutions
around the world, and partly because of lack of funds to gather more
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participants together. The voices of the Third World were listened to,
although there remains a question mark over the extent to which
they were heard and understood.
There was a significant number of first-time participants. Tribute
was paid to the founder-figures Dow Kirkpatrick, Rex Kissack, and
Raymond George, who were all present at the final dinner; it was
encouraging to see the community of the Institute being renewed
with new members. The scope of its work was broadened, with the
number of specialist groups increased from six on previous occasions
to ten. Charles Wesley as well as John Wesley attracted interest, a
welcome development, although it needs to be remembered that
although they were brothers, they were not theological twins, as is
evidenced by John's editing of Charles's work. There is scope for further work here.
The Institute dealt with the doctrine of the Trinity—the Trinity
not as God is, but as God is revealed. There is no keyhole by which
to spy into the domestic life of God, only the authenticated portrait
God has released. That portrait we take on trust, given by revelation,
as the only outline we are capable of comprehending of how things
are. So the focus was on the given: God's operation towards the
world; God's energies, not God's essence.
Two aspects of the debates were surprising. First, their starting
point, as in Wesley's writings, was the received doctrine. There was
little or no real discussion of the origins of the doctrine or testing
of it against the biblical texts as currently understood. The biblical
studies working group did not address this. But historically, the
development of the doctrine depended in part at least on viewing as
a unified whole texts in the Gospels and Epistles that would now be
regarded as evidence of diversity in the New Testament period. Does
the synthesis of biblical evidence that once undergirded the doctrine
still hold? If not, what does that say about the foundations and
authority of the doctrine, and of the fact that members of the Institute
were willing to affirm it nevertheless? The present writer is reasonably optimistic that an exercise of this kind would support and not
undermine the traditional doctrine, but what is interesting is the
apparent lack of interest in the question. Not so very long ago it was
a live issue.
Second, the approach to the doctrine relied heavily on the
Cappadocians. Augustine does not seem to have been noticed. This
observation is not a plea for a radically different approach—this
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