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Traces of Liberality

Series Foreword

The title of this series, Traces of Liberality, attempts to indicate the 
trajectory of a theological pilgrimage. The series brings together un-
der one rubric a series of books, produced over a long period, which 
have sought to understand in different dimensions a Christian 
understanding of God as unconditional love, and to spell out the 
consequences for Christian action in society of that central convic-
tion. The concern is for both God and for humanity, for The God 
of Love and Human Dignity, as the Festschrift produced by kind 
friends expresses it. It is intended to republish again my books as a 
connected enterprise under this title as and when this becomes pos-
sible, in the hope that readers may be encouraged to take up some 
of these themes for themselves and take them further. If anything of 
this ever occurs, the project will have been eminently worthwhile. 

In Exegesis and Method in Hilary of Poitiers (1978) I examined 
the development of the commentary form in the Early Church, (a 
surprising lacuna in Patristic study) and its implications for the 
tradition of Biblical interpretation. This led to a reconsideration of 
the basis of Christian systematic theology as the unconditional love 
of God in Jesus Christ, which appeared as a monograph entitled 
Theology of the Love of God (1980). Here concepts of the love of God 
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become the leitmotif for reappraisal of the relationship between 
creation and redemption. 

Some wider implications were developed in relation to ecclesi-
ology and to Christian ethics in two shorter studies in a less techni-
cal style, The Church of God (1984) and Making Christian Decisions 
(1985). Again the controlling theme of the love of God is the basis 
of a re-imagining of traditional dogmatic themes and their practi-
cal outputs in ethical decision making. The enterprise of rethinking 
systematic theology as a constructive hermeneutical envelope was 
developed on a larger scale in God in Christian Perspective (1994), 
The basic thrust here is the insistence that the Christian understand-
ing of God is a multi-faceted model which draws on Christology 
and Trinity, faith and practice in community. The vision is widened 
through engagement with the emancipatory theologies, postmoder-
nity, and political theory, while rethinking the underlying framework 
of the divine love, in Generosity and the Christian Future (1997), the 
Henson Lectures, 1995.

At this point I was concerned to make explicit a conscious situ-
ation of my work with the Scottish liberal-evangelical theological 
tradition, and was granted first access to the uncatalogued letters 
and papers of John Baillie. The result was a theological biography of 
the Baillie brothers, tracing the interaction of their theology within 
the culture in which they worked, and reassessing their key role in 
the development of modern Scottish theology (John and Donald 
Baillie, Transatlantic Theology, 2002).

Pursuing further this trajectory I came to understand an 
evangelical open theology as a contribution to human flourishing 
in a Christomorphic dialectical engagement with culture, local 
and cosmopolitan. The fruits of this investigation appear in The 
Transformative Imagination—Rethinking Intercultural Theology 
(2004). This comparative study of theology and culture, through the 
arts, the sciences, political and human rights issues leads to a recon-
ception of the mystery of God in a postfoundational frame. The hu-
man rights section of this monograph was then developed, especially 
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through a retrieval of the history of interpretation, through Christ 
and Human Rights—The Transformative Engagement (2006). There 
exists little explicit treatment of Christology in relation to rights. 
Examination of rights reveals tensions, ambiguities and conflicts, 
constructing a Christology which centres on a Christ of the vulner-
able and the margins. The theme was developed in a more universal 
framework in Hospitable God (2009) with Allen Smith. A selection 
of essays with a full personal bibliography, Traces of Liberality (2005) 
echoes the series title. 

Not included in the series are a version of the human rights 
study in succinct form in Faith and Human Rights (2008), co- 
authored with Richard Amesbury, Fifty Key Christian Thinkers 
(2004) with Peter McEnhill, Believing in The Text (2004) with David 
Jasper, Scottish Christianity in the Modern World, Essays in honour of  
A. C. Cheyne (with S. J. Brown, 2000) and an edited group of essays 
by G. W. H. Lampe (1980).
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Preface 

God is love. God is in his essential nature self-giving love. 
This affirmation lies at the centre of the Christian gospel. 
What does the understanding of God as love mean for 
ethics, for human relationships, individual and social, in 
our world? The purpose of this book is to provide a short 
account of the implications of God's love for our response 
to a number of highly particular and urgent ethical issues 
in the modern world. 

This is not an essay in the theoretical analysis of the 
concept of self-giving love, and it is not an essay in the 
long tradition of studies of Christianity and the world 
order. Though I hope that in the course of the argument 
light will be shed on these matters. I concentrate here on 
a selection of specific issues. 

Considerable space is devoted to the problems of peace 
and war. This is, in many ways, in my view the problem, 
for it diverts immense resources away from the mainte
nance of civilized standards of care for most of the 
world's population. The second main theme centres on 
issues of personal relationships, sex and marriage, and 
legal and medical ethical issues. To take but one 
example, if the considerable intellectual and material 
labours devoted by Christians to opposition to birth 
control were diverted to the problem of peace, the planet 
might be saved from two gigantic interrelated and 
self-inflicted disasters. The last section considers the 
meanmg of justice within the conflicting interests of 
society. 

IX 



PREFACE 

The theoretical questions raised by Christian ethics 
are not t'asy. But if E1ith has any connection with 
practice, it has to be possible to provide some straight 
answers to live by. No man or woman can or should 
decide for another. ::\1 uch of the time \Ve may not think 
a bout basic ethical issues. But when tlwy come up in our 
lives, and decisions arc required, \VC often benefit from 
the sharing of ideas and experience. Here then are some 
reflections, offered not as authoritative pronouncements 
but as considered suggestions. I am grateful to Keith 
Ward and to William Purcell for some valuable com
ments on the manuscript, and to my wife for encouraging 
me to write on ethics. 

George Newlands 
Trinity Hall, Cambridge, 1984 



1. Making Moral Decisions 

'A Christian lives in Christ through faith, and in his 
neighbour through love.' This is how Martin Luther 
summed up the Christian life. Through Jesus Christ 
comes faith in God, creator and reconciler, source of all 
being, the one whose loving concern sustains and 
supports the whole fabric of the universe. The life of faith 
constantly involves thinking for others, acting in concern 
for other people. Reflection upon such action involves 
Christian ethics. As individuals we are concerned with 
personal ethics in our relationships with other indi
viduals. As persons in society and members of the 
Christian community we are concerned with social 
ethics, with relationships in society as a whole and in 
Christian responsibility towards all human beings. We 
seek answers to the question of how life is to be lived in 
faithful discipleship to Jesus Christ. 

Countless books have been written on the principles of 
ethics. Ethics without reflection on methods and princi
ples would clearly be a difficult enterprise. Christian 
ethics asks for the meaning of discipleship. It enquires 
into the nature and operation of love and it considers 
God's law, conscience, the practical situations in which 
ethical issues arise. It analyses the meaning of justice, of 
a loving and a caring society, and it scrutinizes the ethics 
of scholarly and scientific research. Beyond this, it goes 
back to the basic issues of creation and creativity, of 
forgiveness and reconciliation, the grace of God and the 
peace of God. 1 


