Book Review
By one Spirit: Reconciliation and Renewal in Anglican Life. Lorraine Cavanagh, Peter Lang, Oxford-Bern, 2009. pp 273, ISBN 978-3-03911-389-7. £35.00 paperback.

What is it that can save the Anglican Communion from complete disintegration? This searching book by Lorraine Cavanagh offers an essential way forward. She defines the problem as the inability to make room for the diversity which has been a fundamental characteristic of Anglicanism. The book has been developed from a doctoral thesis which Cavanagh researched for the University of Cambridge in 2003. She is Anglican Chaplain to the University of Cardiff and part-time Tutor in Spirituality at St Michael’s College, Llandaff. While carefully remodeled to make an accessible book the contents still follow a recognizable academic structure. This gives the bonus of copious footnotes, helpfully placed at the bottom of each page, but does make for somewhat condensed reading. 

The contribution which Cavanagh offers to this Anglican dilemma is that reconciliation and renewal can only come through a deeply spiritual process. In this she is mirroring the stance taken by Archbishop Rowan Williams, who provides a preface. Cavanagh’s argument is that reconciliation can come only after a considerable length of time when the members of the Communion have rediscovered a spirituality which both listens is open to the diverse views of others. This process is facilitated by a consequent sense of hospitality developed among members of the various Provinces.

This method of attaining hospitality and then toleration is through the rediscovery of a type of classical Anglicanism which may have been forgotten. Cavanagh uses Richard Hooker and F.D. Maurice as her principal sources. Hooker because he more than anyone else in the religious fragmentation of Sixteenth Century England worked out a systematic way of reconciling difference in what has become known as the Via Media. Maurice is chosen because he brings together the spiritual and the material worlds in a holistic way which reflects the mutual need members of Christ’s Body have for one-another.

The possibility of relating the work of these two theologians to present day concerns is done though an examination of the texts produced for the Lambeth Conference in 2008 and the papers produced beforehand through what is called the Windsor Process. Helpfully we are given the full texts of two key and influential conference addresses by Jean Vanier of the l’Arche Community on foot-washing and servant ministries and Susan Cole King on Transfiguration. The ‘indaba’ method of listening employed at the conference itself is commended as a model for facilitation. In a way which helps us continue our thinking the book contains responses to proposals for an Anglican Covenant and itemizes continuing concerns and controversial issues.

This is a book which takes us into the heart of Anglican culture by describing how belief can be articulated in a range of mutually beneficial ways. It is not always easy to see where the cutting edge of Anglican belief is and the accusation of ‘woolliness’ can be made by friends and critics alike. Such a criticism is contradicted by Cavanagh as she unfolds how so many extremely able minds have contributed to the development of Anglican theology through the centuries. An Anglican lack of ‘pace’ does exist for minds formed in a fast-moving world. The church does take very long timescales by which to move forward. Cavanagh, alongside many others she quotes justifies Rowan Williams deliberate structure for the Lambeth Conference where few tangible outcomes can be recorded in terms of decisions. Its success was in creating a space where relationships could be deepened and where 85% of the bishops in this worldwide denomination still felt able to attend.
This book is a significant contribution to the problem of how to strengthen fragile faith relationships. Its commendation of the use of scripture in a contextual way and its explanation of Eucharist as the place where transformation takes place gives us in what some will see, perhaps for the first time, a creative and appropriate way to resolve difference. This well-produced book with particularly attractive page design needs to be a first contribution among many. Cavanagh does not make anything of the fact that all those who attended the Lambeth Conference were bishops. As such they have a particular responsibility not just to meet together, talk and pray but to offer leadership. If leadership is there in this book it is implicit. The whole concept of episkope or oversight which is at the heart of the office of bishop is not explored. In a post-Lambeth 2008 church it is episcopal leadership we need to experience. This provocative book is a springboard for more thought and for much more practical application.
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