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To be a  Chr is t ian  philosopher  and theologian in  Oxford  dur ing the middle years  of  

the twent ieth  century required in tel lectual  courage and tenaci ty .  Logical  posi t iv ism 

had declared theology (and metaphysics)  ‘meaningless’ ,  and natural  sc ient is ts  (no 

longer  benevolent  Anglican clergymen)  increasingly speculated  on the or ig ins  of  

creat ion in  a  way that  suggested that  God might  indeed be dead.  Meanwhile,  Bibl ical  

s tudies  was undergoing t ransformation in  the form of  Bultmann’s de-mythology and 

radical  h is tor ical-cr i t ical  analysis .  This  pushed Bri t ish  theology increasingly in  the 

direct ion of  Protes tant  l ibera l ism.  In  th is  c l imate ,  a  number  of  Oxford f igures  

emerged as  prominent  and commit ted  Chris t ian  apologis ts  of  a  more-or- less  or thodox 

bent:  J .R.R.  Tolkien,  C.S.  Lewis  and Austin  Farrer  come to mind most  readily.  Their  

contr ibut ions were d is t inct ive.  Farrer  was a  phi losophical  theologian,  pr ies t ,  pastor  

and preacher .  He wore his  learning almost  too l ight ly,  yet  he is  regarded as  amongst  

twent ieth-century Anglicanism’s f ines t  phi losophical  theologians.  

Br ian Hebblethwaite  is  one of  Farrer’s  greates t  champions and commentators .  This  

volume,  The Philosophical  Theology of  Aust in  Farrer ,  col lects  together  the  

substance of  n ine previously published essays  on Farrer’s  work,  with  one fur ther  

new and br ief  essay on Farrer’s  understanding of  the doctr ine of  the Tr in i ty.  Unlike 

many col lect ions of  essays,  Hebblethwaite’s  forms a  very lucid  whole that  

const i tu tes  an  excel lent  guide to  Farrer’s  thought.  The mater ial  is  arranged 

thematical ly  and tackles  topics  which concerned Farrer  throughout  h is  career :  the 

rat ional i ty  of  re l ig ious bel ief ,  experience and fai th ,  the relat ion between f in i te  and 

inf in i te ,  the nature  of  d ivine  providence and act ion,  the  problem of  evi l ,  f reedom,  

theology’s  re la t ion to  science and the meaning of  the revealed doctr ines  of  the  

Incarnat ion and the Trini ty .  

Given the empir icis t  concerns  of  twentieth-century Anglophone phi losophy and the 

inf luence of  logical  posi t iv ism,  i t  is  unsurpris ing that  the experient ia l  ver if icat ion of  

fa i th  was one of  Farrer’s  key concerns.  He was frequent ly insis tent  that  fa i th  must  

make a di f ference :  ‘what  do we have to  do with  God?’ ,  he asked.  Hebblethwaite  

analyses  Farrer’s  contr ibut ion to  this  debate  in  the  f irs t  two chapters  of  th is  volume. 

Because Farrer  was insis tent  that  the hand of  God remains perfectly  hidden,  one 

might  ask  how such divine act ion in  human l ives could  make any discernible 



empir ical  difference.  Hebblethwaite  easi ly  repl ies  to  this  concern,  not ing that  the 

manner  of  God’s  act ion is  not  d iscernible ,  but  i ts  effects  most  cer ta in ly are .  For  

Farrer ,  i t  i s  the embracing of  the divine wil l  through personal  re la t ion with  God that  

forms the discernable  ident i ty  of  the fai thful :  ‘ [According to  Farrer]  i f  I  embrace  

God’s  wil l  I  f ind  him act ing in  and through me by his  grace in  a  manner  over  and 

above the basic  Creator /creature relat ion.’  (19) .  The emphasis  on wil l ,  par t icular ly 

in  Farrer’s  la te  work Faith  and Speculat ion ,  led  some to  accuse him of  voluntar ism.  

This  accusat ion has some substance,  but  Farrer’s  approach to  the  wil l  must  be  seen  

in  the context  of  h is  s tr ik ingly cathol ic  sacramental  theology and understanding of  

grace.  

The hidden hand of  God,  d iscernible  in  i ts  effects ,  i s  a  theme in  many of  Farrer’s  

wri t ings and i t  is  expounded through one of  his  character is t ic  contr ibut ions,  namely 

double agency.  This  can be summed up in  the mantra  that  ‘God makes the world  

make i tself’ .  God does not  act  in  the world  as  a  cause amongst  causes;  He is  not  jus t  

another  agent  in  human his tory.  God is  the  pr imary cause which enables  there  to  be 

genuine causat ion within  creat ion.  Hebblethwaite  successful ly defends Farrer’s  view 

and,  in  chapter  6 ,  d is t inguishes i t  f rom other  apparent ly  s imilar  approaches to  d ivine 

providence such as  that  of  Kei th  Ward in  his  Divine Action  (1990) .  For  Farrer ,  the 

‘causal  jo int’  between God’s  agency and created agency is  not  d iscernible  ( that  is ,  

we cannot  point  to  any aspect  of  causat ion and say ‘ that  is  where creaturely 

causat ion ends and God’s  begins’) ;  God works by persuasion in  and through created 

causes.  

I t  is  in  h is  ar t iculat ion of  the concept  of  double agency that  Farrer  seems to  wear  h is  

learning almost  too  l ight ly.  His  v iew is  remarkably s imilar  to  the Neoplatonic  notion 

of  pr imary and secondary causes.  The anonymous Liber de Causis ,  and St  Thomas’  

commentary thereon,  immediate ly spr ing to  mind.  Is  this  the source of  Farrer’s  

v iew?  Farrer’s  posi t ion is  not  worked out  in  such sophist icated phi losophical  or  

h is tor ical  detai l .  Moreover ,  the not ion that  there  is  a  causal  jo int—albeit  not  

d iscernible—may already be to  concede too much in  the  direct ion of  univoci ty.  A 

s imilar  sense of  debt  to the  t radi t ion occurs in Farrer’s  v iew of  the freedom of  the  

wil l .  How was his  thought  informed by St  August ine,  and to  what extent  would  

Farrer’s  writ ings have benefi t ted from a more thorough-going engagement with  such 

patr is t ic  sources?  

However ,  one must  remember  that  for  the  vast  major i ty  of  his  career  Farrer  wrote  

lectures,  shor t  works  and sermons for  an  educated but  general  readership .  The thick 

scholar ly apparatus  and impenetrable  jargon which character ise  so  much 

contemporary academic theology are largely absent .  In  this  spir i t ,  Hebblethwai te’s  



analysis  is  generous and extremely lucid .  Occasional ly,  he is  prone to  overs tat ing 

the case.  For  example,  I  am not  sure how the claim that  Farrer’s  works of  the 1960s 

‘ include the most  d irect ,  sus tained and searching treatment  of  the problem of  divine 

providence that  modern theology has to  offer…’ (41)  could  be t rue.  However,  

a l though Farrer  has  been perhaps the greatest  inf luence on his  own thought,  

Hebblethwaite  is  not  beyond cr i t ic is ing his  subject .  Most  par t icular ly,  we f ind 

disappointment that  Farrer  wrote  so  l i t t le  systematic  theology.  The doctr ines  of  the 

Incarnat ion and Tr ini ty  are  the subject  of  the  f inal  two chapters  of  th is  volume and,  

while  f inding much of  value,  Hebblethwaite  is  c lear ly ambivalent  about  Farrer’s  

contr ibut ion in th is  area.  This  col lect ion of  essays  is ,  therefore,  very fa ir  and 

balanced.  

Farrer  d ied re la t ively young at  the age of  64 whils t  Warden of  Keble College,  

Oxford .  One wonders  how his  philosophical  theology would have developed i f  he  

had been exposed longer  to  the effects  of  Vatican I I ,  the force of  the ressourcement  

movement  and the inf luence of  the wri t ings of  Kar l  Bar th  and Hans Urs  von 

Bal thasar .  While i t  is  c lear  that  Farrer  ant ic ipated many of  the  key issues  which have 

dominated theology and phi losophy over  the last  twenty years ,  Hebblethwaite’s  

volume leaves  me unconvinced that  Farrer  is  of  crucial  importance to  contemporary 

academic theology.  However ,  by t reat ing Farrer’s  essays  and sermons in  a  

remarkably seamless  fashion,  Hebblethwaite  does demonstrate  how Farrer’s  irenic  

and lyr ical  communication of  the  tru ths  of  cathol ic  Chris t iani ty and the  depths  of  h is  

own spir i tual i ty—part icular ly  in  sermons and devot ional  works such as  Crown of  the 

Year—is of  enormous and endur ing value.  
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