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ACNS: The Archbishop of Canterbury sent a pastoral letter to the
38 primates of the Anglican Communion and Moderators of the
United Churches, setting out some thinking on the Lambeth
Conference in 2008. The letter also asked them to use Lent as a peri-
od of reflection about their own journeys and the challenges facing
the worldwide Anglican Communion. 

“The season of Lent is about penitence, and penitence always
requires us to see ourselves more clearly in the light of God's holiness
and justice. Each of us must begin again at the foot of the Cross….Lent
is our best opportunity to let God move more deeply and permanently
into the areas of our lives that still resist his grace. ”

Looking ahead to 2008, the Most Rev. and Rt. Hon. Rowan
Williams outlined his expectations of the priorities to be addressed by
the bishops of the Communion at the Lambeth Conference, includ-
ing a stress on theological formation. 

“The main focus … will, I hope, be on 'equipping the people of
God', a theme that has emerged very strongly from the work of the
Lambeth Conference Design Group…. Lambeth 2008 will offer a
unique opportunity for us to think together as bishops about what we
need to equip us for building up the Body of Christ for really effec-
tive, truthful and prayerful mission.” 

He says that, despite the controversy on human sexuality, the

Communion could not discuss the situation on any assumption that
the teaching of the church had changed since 1998. 

“I do not hear much enthusiasm for revisiting in 2008 the last Lambeth
Conference's resolution on this matter. In my judgment, we cannot prop-
erly or usefully reopen the discussion as if Resolution 1.10 of Lambeth
1998 did not continue to represent the general mind of the Communion.”

But he drew attention to the provisions made for the Communion
to discuss and debate the matter, reminding bishops of the undertak-
ing to collect and collate the work done in the various provinces on
the issue and of the need to reflect on implications of the current con-
troversy for the common life of the church.

“The controversies of recent years have spotlighted the difficulties
we have as a Communion of making decisions in a corporate way…
we shall need time to think about the [Windsor] Report's theological
principles and its practical suggestions.”

He encouraged bishops to play a full part in the preparation process: 
“It is a conference that that should reflect the discernment of the

wider Communion, and it is essential that your agenda should be
addressed in a way that is fruitful for everyone. The proposed focus on
theological formation and development is a way of trying to encourage
you to explore what are your own most important needs as individual
bishops and as churches not to impose a plan from outside.”

The passage you refer to is one of
the most difficult in the Bible. Who are
“the sons of God” and “the daughters
of men” whose sexual intercourse and
begetting of children is so enormous a
sin that it occasions the flood?

There have been basically two
answers: 1) the “sons of God” are
angels and the “daughters of men” are
human women, and 2) the “sons of
God” are male descendants of right-
eous Seth who was born to Adam and
Eve to take the place of Abel after Cain
murdered him and the “daughters of
men” are female descendants of Cain.

The angelic interpretation is the older
of the two, going back at least to the third
century before Christ (the date of 1 Enoch
6-11), while the Cainite interpretation is
first attested in the mid-second century
after Christ (Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai).
The angelic interpretation is found in
many pre-Christian Jewish works (1
Enoch, Jubilees, Testament of Reuben,
Testament of Naphtali and others), in the
New Testament (Jude 6, 2 Pet. 2:4, 1 Pet.
3:19-20, perhaps 1 Cor. 11:10), and in

some early Christian literature (Justin
Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian and others),
but it completely fell out of favor and was
replaced by the Cainite interpretation in
both Judaism and Christianity.

Why was the angelic interpretation
rejected and replaced by the Cainite one? 

I think because the idea of angels
having sex with human beings came to
be seen as intellectually difficult to
accept. It seemed too much like Greek
mythology, where gods are always
having sex with humans. Angels hav-
ing sex with humans struck people as
mythological and fictitious—unbeliev-
able. After all, are not angels pure spir-
it, so how could they have sexual inter-
course with human beings if they have
no physical bodies? The “sons of God”
must therefore be human beings and
not angels.

And yet before there was the Cainite
interpretation there was the angelic.

We may have difficulty accepting that
angels ever had sexual intercourse with
human beings, but references to this
angelic-human intercourse in Jewish and

Christian litera-
ture over a period
of 500 years
(roughly 250
BCE to 250 CE)
show that back
then, people did
not find such a
thing incredible or
impossible.  

Why not?
Didn’t they know
that angels are

spiritual beings and therefore do not have
bodies and cannot feel sexual attraction
or have sexual intercourse?

Apparently not. Jews and Christians
back then seem not to have had the idea
that bodies are to be found only down on
earth but not in heaven (or hell). They
spoke of heaven and hell as places above
and below where beings were not disem-
bodied spirits but had a bodily existence
of sorts. When people (like Ezekiel, for
example) had visions of heaven, they
saw angels and cherubim and seraphim
and even God seated on a throne. We are
given no indication when heavenly
scenes are described in the Book of

Revelation or in Daniel 7 or elsewhere
that the person describing heaven thinks
he is describing an unreal, merely imagi-
nary scene. Later generations may come
along and take those descriptions of
heaven and God on His throne as prod-
ucts of the imagination, but there is no
indication that the ancients saw them as
anything but utterly real.

Likewise, they obviously had no dif-
ficulty with the idea of angelic-human
intercourse, since from roughly 250
BCE (the date of 1 Enoch 6-11) to 140
CE (Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai) the
angelic interpretation is the only attest-
ed understanding of Gen. 6:1-4.

We may have intellectual problems
with angelic-human intercourse, but we
must admit that it was not incredible in
ancient times and may have indeed been
what the authors of Genesis had in mind.

The Rev. William G. Gartig will answer
your questions about the Bible,

Episcopal life and other religious sub-
jects. Send questions to 2146 Cameron

Ave. Apt. 5, Cincinnati, OH
45212-3631 or at 

gartigwg@episcopal-dso.zzn.com.
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S C H O L A R ’ S  C O R N E R
What is going on in Gen. 6:1-4? Who are “the sons of God” 

who have sex with “the daughters of men”?

Faith communities must work together
ACNS: Faith communities need to promote confidence and earn

trust in order to face the common problems that confront the world,
the Archbishop of Canterbury said during a Christian-Muslim con-
ference in Washington, D.C.  

Archbishop Williams told the guests that coming together meant
addressing their differences seriously but always in the context of
their shared challenges. 

“We have recognized that we have a common agenda; we can't
always say that we have identical convictions and certainly aren't
aiming to iron out the differences and the difficulties of our convic-
tions, but this is a world in which no one religious community, no
one nation, no one interest group can solve problems alone… The
ecological crisis that our planet faces is one that is no respecter of
religious difference, and there is one planet on which we live, glob-
al warming is theologically uneducated; rising water levels do not
discriminate between Christians, Muslims, Jews or anyone else.”

Guests at the dinner, including Arab ambassadors based in

Washington, also heard Archbishop Williams describe as “outra-
geous, unjust and exceptional” the death sentence passed on an
Afghan Christian who had converted from Islam. 

“None of us could have imagined how topical the work of our conference
would seem in the light of the very complex and tragic situation in
Afghanistan, with the death sentence threatened to a Christian convert there.” 

Archbishop Williams warned against adopting cultural stereo-
types in trying to approach such situations. The challenge, he said
was to earn trust: 

“It's not just a matter of the Islamic world being asked to adopt uncrit-
ically a 'Western-model,' secular human rights framework with all the
conceptual and practical problems that entails, but working out what it
would be like to live in a world where different societies recognized the
credibility, the justice and the legitimacy in each other because there
were certain things they could be secure about; certain areas where they
did not think they would come up against outrageous, unjust and excep-
tional threats such as the Afghan incident represents.”

Archbishop discusses Lambeth Conference
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