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Questions: Christians
There are some controversies within
Christianity at the moment.
• The Church of England faces
crucial decisions over the place
of women as bishops, as well
as the extent to which equality
in leadership will be open to
homosexual Christians.
• Conservative Protestants are
debating whether the ‘New
Perspectives’ on Jesus and Paul
are faithful to the Bible and
to Reformation teachings: are
believers justified fully by faith in
the work of Jesus or do their own
works play some part in a process
of justification?
• The question of the reality or not
of hell, and the implications of this
on how people understand God
as loving, is currently a hot topic for
many Christian leaders.
On all these matters, serious
disagreements threaten to drive
Christians in different directions. For
some, this is evidence that Christianity
is just a human project – otherwise,
why would a God allow this level of
division? But many Christians see it as
evidence of a thinking faith, where
people are in pursuit of truth, trying
to gain a right understanding of
Jesus and the Bible, and looking to
find right ways of living and following
Jesus.

In fact, the controversies may not
even register with the majority of
Christian believers in the UK. They
vary in the extent to which their
faith dominates their worldview
and their behaviour. For some it is
not about believing certain things
but about how they live. For many,
being Christian involves a personal
struggle to be good, wrestling with
the tendency to sin in their own
lives, as well as working out how
to live a Christian life. This book
explores some key questions for
Christians, while addressing matters
of relevance to students. It starts with
John Hull’s call for an active, living
Christian faith (pp.2–3). It asks why the
Bible’s teaching endures – for many
because of the timeless wisdom it
offers (pp.5–11).
The balance of faith and works is
illustrated through the exploration of
the importance of Jesus (pp.12–18)
and the emphasis on loving God and
loving your neighbour, whether in the
local church (pp.19–24 ) or on a gap
year abroad (pp.25–30). Throughout,
students are challenged to deepen
their understanding of Christianity and
to engage in thoughtful reflection on
their own beliefs and actions, their
own impact on the world.
Stephen Pett
Editor
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The future of Christianity

John Hull is well known in the
world of RE, from his many
years at Westhill College and
the University of Birmingham,
and as editor of the British
Journal of RE. He now works
with candidates for Christian
ministry, teaching courses on
the theology of mission and
on the church in the modern
world. We asked him for his
reflections on the future of
Christianity.

John Hull

When did what we call
‘Christianity’ begin?
Jesus did not intend to found a
new religion but to announce the
coming of the reign of God. The
word ‘Christianity’ does not occur
in the New Testament. Certainly, the
followers of Jesus came to be known
as Christians, but this was probably
intended to be a sneer at their
enthusiasm for the Jewish Messiah,
the Christ, and their hope of his return
in glory. The early Christians were
regarded as a sect of Judaism, and it
was not until fairly early in the second
century that there was a general
agreement that Christians and Jews
were not the same.
We sometimes say that St Paul
was converted from Judaism to
Christianity, but that is to interpret the
event on the road to Damascus in a
modern way. Paul himself continued
to think of himself as a Jew, but
called to a special mission.
The Christians of the first century
sometimes described themselves
as followers of ‘the way’, and for
centuries it was usual to refer simply
to ‘faith’, ‘the faith’ or ‘the faith of
the church’ or ‘Christian faith’. It was
not until European explorers of the
fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries discovered that people in
other countries had sacred buildings,
practised prayer, and believed
in various gods that it became
necessary to distinguish the system of
Christian belief from these others.
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It was Europeans who gave names
such as Buddhism, Hinduism and
Shinto to what they thought they
had discovered, and by contrast,
their own European religion was now
called ‘Christianity’. So we see that
the history of Christian faith is actually
a lot older than the history of what
we call Christianity.

Christendom
If we think of the European Christian
tradition of the last thousand years or
so, we may divide it into three stages.
First, there was the Christendom
typical of Europe in the middle ages.
There was a territory dominated
by the church, hence the ‘dom’ in
Christendom.
Then as Christendom gradually
passed away (although there
are still many traces of it today)
we enter the second stage, the
period of Christianity. This refers to
the competition between Christian
faith and other religions, in which
Christian belief could be compared
and contrasted with other religious
systems as they were discovered and
given names. This was the time of the
worldwide spread of Christian faith as
the European empires propagated
the culture and religion of Europe,
and we may think of it as occupying
the fifteenth to the mid-twentieth
centuries.

Today the time of this kind of
Christianity is passing away. This is
partly because of the growing vitality
of other great world faiths, which
means that the hope, so vivid a
hundred years ago, of converting
the world to Christianity, has faded.
Another factor is the move of
Christian faith from Europe to Africa,
Asia and Latin America. The areas
of greatest growth in the numbers of
Christians are beyond the borders of
Europe.
Yet another factor is that the religions
of the world have, on the whole,
entered into friendly relations. We
are in a time of dialogue and the
attempt to understand each other
rather than to convert each other.
Of course, the global picture is very
patchy, and there are still parts of the
world where Islam and Christianity
are apparently locked in deadly
competition. But, as has been
wisely said, we have to learn to live
together like friends or we will die
together like fools.
So what future for Christianity?
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Wisdom for living and dying:
What is the best way to live?
Summary of learning
The Bible is the world’s bestselling
book – and also the world’s most
shoplifted book! Parts of the Bible
are available in 2400 languages and
some estimates say that about six
billion copies have been printed.
What is it that makes this book so
popular? Among other things, the
Bible provides a deep well of timeless
wisdom, gathered over generations,
which, for many, remains as fresh and
relevant today as when the words
were first uttered.
Written for students aged 11–12,
this section looks at the wisdom
of the Bible, and provides a series
of practical activities to engage
students in working with the text
and reflecting for themselves on
the meaning and contemporary
relevance of what they discover.

Using the pages
Activity 1
Bible wisdom card game
This activity provides an ideal starting
point for students working with
the biblical text and engaging in
dialogue about meaning, differences
of meaning and contemporary
relevance. Activity 2 (Why is it wise?)
and Activity 3 (Ranking ten wise
sayings) are excellent follow-up
activities to the card game.
Activity 4
What do others say?
This activity requires access to the
internet, either for students or for
the teacher to use from the front of
the class. It brings into the classroom
perspectives on the Bible from five
very different people, providing
a balanced stimulus to informed
discussion.
Activity 5

Resources
1 Bible Society
A useful source of information
about the Bible and the work of
the Bible Society today.
www.biblesociety.org.uk
2 BBC Learning Zone Class Clips Library
A searchable database of
short film clips for classroom use
arranged by curriculum subject.
See Clip 307 ‘What is the Bible’?
www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips
3 Understanding Sacred Texts
An interactive resource from the
British Library featuring the Hebrew
Bible, the Christian Bible and the
Qur’an.
www.bl.uk/learning/cult/sacred/
4 Bible Gateway

Reflection
‘The last piece of paper in the
world’ is an activity for the individual
student, providing a structure for
reflection on the activities that have
gone before. It is possible to use this
as an introduction to work on sacred
text; however, the outcomes are all
the more powerful if students have
previously given some consideration
to biblical or other texts.
Activity 6
The Gideons International
This activity requires access to the
internet, either as part of classroom
activity, or as a collaborative
homework task. The Gideons website
is simply presented, enabling students
to find what they need quickly and
easily, with the majority of time spent
in discussion, responding to findings.

Outcomes
Students can demonstrate
achievement at levels 4–6 in these
activities if they can say ‘yes’ to some
of these ‘I can . . .’ statements:
Description of achievement:
I can . . .

Level 4
• use the right words to show
that I understand how and
why Christians think the Bible is
sacred
• apply some ideas about
wisdom to situations in my own
life and the lives of others.

Level 5
• explain the importance for a
Christian of believing that the
Bible contains timeless wisdom
and guidance from God
• give my own views about
questions on life’s meanings
and values, taking account of
ideas from the Bible.

Level 6
• use religious concepts and
terminology coherently
to explain how Christians
understand and express the
importance of the Bible as a
sacred text
• express insights into my own
and others’ views of the
value of a sacred text in
contemporary life and culture.

An online searchable Bible in a
variety of translations.
www.biblegateway.com
5 The Gideons International
The Gideons aim to make copies
of the Bible available so that
people can read it and consider its
message for themselves.
www.gideons.org.uk
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Learning activities
Activity 1
Wisdom card game

Activity 3
Ranking ten wise sayings

Copy the 36 cards on pp.7–9
onto card and cut them
up, making enough sets for
students to play in groups
of four. It helps to do each set on
different coloured card.

Ask students to take their five cards
and five for their partner, and discuss
in pairs if they can rank the wise
sayings from 1 to 10, with the wisest at
the top.

W

What to do
• Playing in a group of four, deal
each student five cards, then
place the remainder of the pack
face down on the table.
• In turn, each student takes a new
card (unseen) and discards one,
placing it back at the bottom of
the pack.
• The aim of the game is to collect a
hand of five cards that are ‘wise
for you today’.
Move on to Activity 2.

Activity 2
Why is it wise?
Ask students to move to a different
group of four, taking their final hand
of wise cards with them. In turn they
are to share one of their cards with
the group and explain why they think
it is wise. Encourage them to listen to
others in the group as well.
Students might use these prompts:
• I’ve chosen this wise saying because . . .
• What I like about this one is . . .
• This might make life better by . . .
• My main reason for choosing this
one is . . .
Move on to Activity 3.

What do they notice? Why is this task
easy/difficult?

Activity 4
What do others have to
say about the Bible?
Understanding Sacred Texts is an
online resource from the British Library
(see below). It presents the Hebrew
Bible, the Christian Bible and the
Qur'an. For each text there are five
themes:

Then ‘snowball’ the pairs, getting
into groups of four to see what was
the same and different about the
ranked order. Focus the discussion
on the varieties of wisdom and their
application.

• Then and now

Move on to Activity 4.

For each theme you can listen
to thoughts on that theme from
five people: atheist philosopher;
academic; young person; educator;
faith leader.

ACCESS

For a way in with
lower achieving
students, see p.32.

• Whose text?
• Authority and belief
• Meaning and interpretation
• Connections.

Understanding Sacred Texts provides
an accessible way for students to
engage with aspects of the texts, and
to hear a variety of responses to and
perspectives on them.
Ask your students to:
1 Consider the answers given to the
three questions in the theme Then
and now:
• How can a text written many
years ago help people deal with
their lives today?
• In what ways do the texts
influence lives today?
• Would you ever use computer
technology instead of a book or
scroll?
Students should note the responses
of the five people and talk about
how they are similar and different,
and why. What would their
own responses be to the same
questions?
2 Debate the statement: 'You don't
need a holy book to help you learn
how to be good.'
See: www.bl.uk/learning/cult/
sacred/understanding
Move on to Activity 5 (p.10).
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The Gideons International _ making the Bible
available to all
Activity 6
This activity asks you to use The Gideons’ website to find out a little about their work and deepen your understanding
of how the Bible is regarded today.
Working with a partner, log on to this website to complete the task: www.gideons.org.uk
1 For many Christians, a testimony is an account of a personal religious experience, usually to do with how a
person became a (more) committed believer. Read the testimonies below from Andrew and Klara. What do you
think prompted them to read the Bible left by the Gideons in their hotel room?
2 There are more testimonies on the website, including video ones. Have a look at a couple and see what similarities
and differences with Andrew and Klara you can find.
3 Have a look at the Bible Helps part of the website (choose ‘About the Bible’ from the top menu bar, and
then ‘Bible Helps’ from the drop-down menu). This gives Bible passages for people to read when facing different
situations in their lives. If you were to devise a guide like this for teenagers, what topics would you include? Look for
some relevant biblical quotes from the ‘Bible helps’ to illustrate your ideas and/or add some wise words of your own,
or from another source.
4 Apart from hotel rooms, where else do you think a Gideons Bible would be useful? Share some ideas
with your partner and then check your ideas with those listed on the website (see Bible requests
from the menu bar).
5 Now you know a bit more about what The Gideons do, what do you think motivates them?

Dear Gideons
I just wanted to thank you for putting
Bibles in hotels around the world. There
have been many occasions, when away
on business, that the Bibles you have
left have brought me comfort and given
me guidance.
But most of all I wanted to say thank
you for giving me my own copy on 17
September 1978.
I kept it, and when I was back at
home (I am away working a lot) I
looked for it and found it. I wanted
it because I remembered the section
at the front ‘Where to find help
when’. I brought it with me and
tonight as I face uncertainty and
change, the little Bible you gave me
has been a real blessing as I turn
to those texts that speak to my
situation.
Warm regards
Andrew

Hi
I am staying in a hotel in Manchester Central.
I have an important assessment tomorrow and
I am getting very distressed and nervous.
My stomach even started aching while I had
dinner, so I went to bed and took a rest. And
then I found a Bible in the small cabinet
beside the bed, so I started reading some
passages.
I find Matthew 6:25-34 particularly useful
for me now and I feel much better.
I was educated in Christian ways and have
come to learn about God for years but I
always forget I can turn to God at any time.
Thank you so much for the copy of the Bible.
Regards
Klara
Reproduced by permission of
The Gideons International in
the British Isles.

Reproduced by permission of
The Gideons International in
the British Isles.
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