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I don’t fit comfortably in either the
conservative or the liberal camp. I
prefer to think of myself as an ortho-
dox Christian (as opposed to a
heretic) or just as a plain Christian. I
identify with and see myself in conti-
nuity with all the Christians of the
past, whether Catholic, Orthodox or
Protestant. I believe the basics of the
Christian faith that most Christians
have always believed, so that I can
say the Apostles’ and the Nicene
Creed and assent to all their asser-
tions.

But I know that some of the things
I have written about the Bible have
made some readers uneasy. This is
because I do not hold to the doctrine
of biblical inerrancy and worry about
people “painting themselves into a
corner” with their belief in biblical
inerrancy. What do I mean? 

When I was in college, I knew a
fellow named Wayne who, when he
learned that his roommate had been
diagnosed with leukemia, prayed for
him to be healed with complete con-
fidence that he would be. 

Wayne had been influenced by cer-
tain teachers to believe that a) if we
pray for anything that is in God’s will

with complete, perfect faith, it will
surely be done, b) God wills us to be
healthy, then c) when we pray for
healing, it will certainly happen. This
“faith teaching” says that if healing
doesn’t happen, it must either be
because we did not have perfect faith
or someone around us didn’t have
perfect faith, or else there was some
secret, unconfessed sin in our life or
in the life of someone around us.

Anyway, Wayne had perfect faith
that his roommate would be miracu-
lously healed. When the roommate
died, Wayne utterly lost his faith. He
concluded that he had been hood-
winked by those who had evangel-
ized him and that Christianity was a
lie and a hoax. 

I knew another young man (a pre-
med student named Scott) who did
“street ministry” every Friday and
Saturday night, “witnessing” to peo-
ple along “The Drag” at the campus
of the University of Texas, Austin.
Doing this seriously cut into the time
he had to study, but he was confident,
based on the verse, “Seek ye first the
kingdom of God and its righteousness
and all these things will be added
unto you” (and surely winning souls

for Christ was
God’s will), that
God could be
trusted to see
that he got the
grades neces-
sary for him to
get into medical
school. When
Scott’s grades
came in and
they were too
low to get into

medical school, he too concluded that
he had been tricked and lied to and
that Christianity was a hoax. By that
time, he had married a young
Christian woman I knew, and he
mocked her mercilessly for wanting
to go to church and made her life mis-
erable until they finally divorced.

What these two true stories have in
common to my mind is that a sincere
person “painted himself into a cor-
ner” so that when things didn’t hap-
pen as he had faith they would, he
saw no alternative other than to con-
clude that there was no God or, if God
existed, He was cruel and deceived
people. 

Both young men in effect put God
to the test by thinking that God would
certainly do a particular thing. When
God didn’t, they had logically “paint-
ed themselves into a corner” and had
to conclude that God wasn’t there.
Their faith was so strong that they
had no doubt at all – and it quickly
collapsed because of their well-mean-

ing but unrealistic expectations.
What happened to Wayne and Scott

is always in the back of my mind
when I think about the subject of bib-
lical inerrancy, believing in the Bible
and that it is a perfect, divine book.
My fear is that those who believe in
biblical inerrancy and that the truth of
Christianity stands or falls on the per-
fection of the Bible will some day, if
they ever are shown one error or
imperfection in the Bible, utterly lose
their faith, and like Wayne and Scott,
conclude that Christianity is a hoax,
that there is no God or, if God exists,
He is cruel and deceives people.

As a pastor concerned for the wel-
fare of souls, I believe it is a better
course not to attribute perfection to
the Bible (or to the Pope and anyone
else) but only to God. If people have
a view of the Bible that allows for
there to be human elements in it as
well as divine in it, they are not as
likely, it seems to me, to lose their
faith over the Bible. I don’t want peo-
ple to set themselves up for disap-
pointment or paint themselves into a
corner by putting their complete trust
anywhere else but in God. 

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
I can’t figure you out. Some months what you write 

is inspiring and defends Christianity and is quite
orthodox. But other months, you sound like a faithless
skeptic undermining people’s faith in the Bible. Are
you a conservative or a liberal?

New primate of Ireland elected
[Church of Ireland]: The Rt. Rev. Alan Harper, bishop

of Connor, has been elected Archbishop of Armagh and
Primate of All Ireland by the House of Bishops of the
Church of Ireland, to succeed Archbishop Robin Eames,
who retired at the end of 2006 after more than 20 years as
Primate. 

Making the announcement in St. Patrick's Cathedral,
Dublin, in January, the Most Rev. Dr. John Neill,
Archbishop of Dublin, said: "It gives me great personal
delight to make this announcement, as I look forward, as
indeed do all the bishops, to working in partnership with
Alan and under his leadership. 

"Bishop Harper is a man of deep faith, great ability and
pastoral insight, and I am certain that he is the person that
we were guided by the Holy Spirit to elect to this office.
He will represent the Church of Ireland in situations in
Ireland and beyond with great courage and clarity, and it
will be a joy to work with him."

The Primate-elect said: "I am deeply humbled and
honored by the trust placed in me by my colleagues. I
pray that God will guide me in fulfilling the responsibil-
ities of the role of Archbishop of Armagh. I am con-
scious of the privilege of serving the Church in this role.
I look forward to meeting the people of my new diocese
and those members of the Church throughout the island
of Ireland. As I look forward, I also express sincere grat-

itude to the clergy and people of the Diocese of Connor,
where I have served for 22 years, the last six years as
bishop. They have nurtured me and welcomed me and
my family into their homes and parishes, sharing both
joys and sorrows."

The House of Bishops also decided that his election
would take effect from Feb. 2, 2007. In the meantime, the
dean and chapter of St. Patrick's Cathedral, Armagh, have
elected the Ven. Raymond Hoey, Archdeacon of Armagh,
to carry the diocesan responsibilities for the Diocese of
Armagh. 

Upon taking up his responsibilities as Archbishop of
Armagh, Harper will be the 104th in the succession of
abbots, bishops and archbishops of Armagh since St.
Patrick.

Eames issued the following statement of welcome to his
successor: “I am delighted to learn of Bishop Harper's
election to the Primacy and I wish him God's richest
blessing as he prepares for new responsibilities. His many
gifts which I have seen and appreciated at first hand
together with his deep spirituality will equip him to pro-
vide the Church of Ireland with prayerful and wise lead-
ership. Christine and I wish him and Helen much blessing
and happiness in the years ahead. I know they are assured
of a warm welcome in Armagh diocese and throughout
the Church.”
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