Society of the Sacred Mission

FATHER KELLY AND POSTMODERNISM
By Margaret Dewey SSM

When our SSM colleges closed (Kelham in 1973, St Michael's House in 1983), it seemed to
many that the Society had lost its raison d’etre. But it was in 1935, in the heyday of Kelham,
that Father Kelly wrote: ‘It is nigh forty years ago—about 1898—that | began to realise that the
work of Mildenhall was not so much to make “clergy of the humbler classes” (as a Cambridge
don once put it) but to revive the idea of theology.’

In his theological vision Kelly was, in his lifetime, swimming against the tide of a scepticism
rooted in what is still popularly called the ‘modern’ scientific world view. At Oxford (where he
had read history) Kelly had learnt to see ‘the whole creation as God’s province’ and ‘the whole
of history as the drama of the purpose of God.” This is technology as understood throughout
European history until the Enlightenment, as the ‘Queen of Sciences’ which unites and gives
meaning to all the others. But in the world view of Newtonian physics, truth was to be found by
reducing things to their component parts and studying the parts and the mechanisms by which
they interacted. With human knowledge thus fragmented, theology had become just one
specialised academic subject among many others.

It was only when Kelly began presenting men for ordination in England (not just for the overseas
‘mission field’) that he came up against the theological establishment, saw what had happened
to their discipline—and rejected it. To us, theology was not a technical and professional
knowledge. We were studying God’s view of human life—what God was doing on the Somme,
and at Westminster, and at Tilbury Docks ... | do not want to know what you can do with Christ
in a church (building) half so much as | want to know what Christ is doing in the street ...

‘This Kelham Technology of the will of God in the world was a Kelham gospel to the world. | do
not mean that only Kelham believes it. Every orthodox Christian admits that it is in some sense
orthodox doctrine—(but) we had shaped our whole ideals on it: We had made it the basis of our
education—in that, | think, we were alone. (Ad Filios, 1920)

SSM is unique among religious communities in having the doing of theology as one of its
principal aims. When our colleges closed, what the Society lost was not its raison d’etre, but
only the most obvious way of fulfilling it. How, now, are we to make Father Kelly’s idea of
theology and the SSM traditio known? What is its relevance in the post-modern world of
today—the world of quantum physics?

In subatomic physics, there are no ‘objective facts’, only indeterminacy and paradox. According
to the type of experiment, all the basic constituents of matter—electrons, protons, neutrons—
behave sometimes as particles, sometimes as waves. Light, hitherto understood as ‘light
waves’, in a certain type of experiment behaves unmistakably as a stream of particles or
‘quanta’. There is no real answer to the question ‘What is light?’ or ‘What are electrons?’ The
Danish physicist Niels Bohr concluded that any statement that seems to say something about
the intrinsic nature of an object in fact only describes how it is observed to interact under certain
circumstances. We cannot know what light ‘is’ when it is not being observed interacting with its
surroundings.



Werner Heisenberg (who worked with Bohr) discovered that you cannot measure accurately
both the position and the motion of an electron at the same time, for the more accurately you
determine the one, the more uncertain the other becomes (‘Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle’).
Bohr saw that the ‘wave’ and ‘particle’ views are complementary, and that both must be
accorded equal status (Bohr’s ‘complementarity principle’). Seen thus, the paradox disappears:
the contradictions only arise when we try to fuse the two types of observation into a single
mental picture of ‘what the object is’. Bohr said the nature of human knowledge is such that we
must stop short of such abstractions: this is the frontier of the knowable.

Meanwhile in the humanities there has been a conscious attack on the whole ‘Enlightenment
project. The first shots were fired in the late 19™ century by Friedrich Nietzsche, but the real
assault came in the 1970s in the realm of linguistics, with the rise of a literary theory known as
‘deconstruction’. Deconstructionists say that meaning is not inherent in a text, but depends on
the perspective of the interpreter. They attack the assumption that there is a substantial
convergence between ‘reality’ and our description of reality: they insist that we can never get to
a ‘reality’ which exists prior to our perception of it. Which is exactly what Bohr said about
physics.

According to another physicist, Fritjof Capra, the crucial feature of quantum theory is that the
observer is not only necessary to observe the properties of an atomic phenomenon, but is
necessary even to bring about those properties. My conscious decision about how to observe,
say, an electron, will determine the electron’s properties to some extent ... The electron does
not have objective properties independent of my mind. In atomic physics, the sharp Caresian
division between mind and matter, between the observer and the observed, can no longer be
maintained.” (The Turning Point Wildwood House, 1982, p.77).

But the old world view dies hard. The Enlightenment faith, that through science and technology
human reason will enable us to control nature and bring peace and growing prosperity to all, is
still preached by politicians, proclaimed by the mass media, and practised by economists—blind
to the environmental and social costs of unlimited growth.

And biblical literalist still look in the Bible for ‘objective facts’ in the manner of Newtonian science.
The quest for certainty is powerfully attractive, but the conversion of St Paul stands for all time
as a wanring that certainty can be mistaken. When asked how we know what the will of God is,
Father Kelly would reply, ‘We never do—and that’s the giddy joke!

In 1992 Hilary Greenwood summarised our SSM technological tradition in terms of three
characteristics of our found: ‘a reverent agnosticism in all things, including human morals, a
tendency to teach and mediate with paradoxes; and (the ultimate paradox) a lightly flippant
attitude to human religion, eclipsed by a loving trust in the God of paradoxes.’

Quantum physics was only just emerging in the 1920s and 1930s, but Kelly’s reverent
agnosticism accords well with Heisenberg’'s uncertainty principle, and his teaching in paradoxes,
with Bohr’s insistence on complementarity as the way of knowledge. And it was Kelly’s growing
awareness of the inadequacy of words to convey the reality of God which led him to adopt his
increasingly elliptical and paradoxical style (‘What does Father Kelly mean?): in his recognition
of the inability of language to convey ‘reality’ Kelly was fifty years ahead of the
deconstructionists.

Melvyn Matthews has recently called for the retrieval of the ‘mystical way'—the deep
contemplative Christian tradition at the heart of the scriptural and liturgical life of the whole



Church, as understood from the time of the Desert Fathers until the Enlightenment: ‘Mysticism is
a form of deconstruction, a way of deliberately unravelling the falsities to which devotion and
religious practice, and religious speech, are prone.’

Retrieval of the mystical tradition, and taking postmodern insights seriously, ‘together can
enable the Church to restate its life and to model the way of Christ so that those who are unable
to tolerate the current vogue for ‘modernisation’ in the church will be able to hear a different
drum, and to know that God is still a possibility for them.’

Matthews sees in postmodernity ‘a supreme opportunity for the reinstatement of the primary
task of theology, that is, to interpret the whole world as being ultimately under God, and only
ultimately comprehensible when the transcendent reality of God is fully recognised.” (Both Alike
to Thee SPCK 2000)

It seems that Father Kelly’s idea of theology is an idea whose time has come. And his
willingness to live with uncertainty and paradox, in loving trust in the God of paradoxes, is a way
of discipleship for the postmodern age.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.03000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.03000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU (2400, 300, 1.3)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug true
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks true
      /BleedOffset [
        28.346460
        28.346460
        28.346460
        28.346460
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed true
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [841.890 595.276]
>> setpagedevice


