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Jahn A. Williams.

ABSTRACT.

This thesis is a study of the proposals for theological
reformulation and church remnewal made during the episode of
radical "secular" theclogy during the nineteen-sixties.

The radicals sought an articulation of the Gospel, and its
expression through the Church, which would respond to, and
engage with, contemporary secular social and cultural
conditions, Secularity demanded an understanding of faith and
thenlogy in concrete social  and historical, empirically
graspable fterms. .

Any "secular" approach to theclogy must be answerable ta
the critique of the sociology of religion as the discipline
which explicitly treats the concrete social embodiments of
religious  meaning, aad the cultural expression and
dissemiration of religious ideas. :

hccordingly, critical tools from the sociclogy of religion
are developed for analysing the theology of Christian
Radicalism. An understanding of the nature of religion as =
social reality {is applied to the radicals’ ideas about
"religionless” approaches to theism and the meaning of the:
Gospel. The debate about secularization provides coritical
insight into radical propesals for the affirmation of
secularity and a secular role for the Church. Sociological
analysis of the forms of religious institutionalization and
modes of commitment is applied to the call for an undogmatic,
critical, operative faith.

The critique helps to explain Christian Radicalism's
relative lack of influence upon subsequent church 1ife. The
radicals were not attuned to the dialectical nature of
Christianity’'s and the Church's presence within soclety and
culture, regulating the relationship between legitimation and
criticism of the prevailing order, affirmation and denial of
modernity, and orientations to the past and its traditions and
to the future, openness and promise.

The thesis reaffirms the importance of the issues tackled
by the radicals for contemporary church 1life, and urges the
churches to, take them up with the benefit of the sociological
sophistication lacked by the protagonists of twenty years ago.
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U N D SECULARIZATION IN THE THEOLOGY OF
CHRISTIAN RADICALISM, 1960-69.

Critical Perspectives from the Scociology of Religion.

he Introduction to this thesis is designed to perform

two functicns. Firstly, it outlines the basic ratiopale of the

indicate how *the structure unfolds in the body of the work
This thesis 1s concerned with the theological iszues

involved in  certain  controversial  debates affecting  the
churche= during the nineteen-sixticz. The most prominently
public of these, in England, was that surrounding Eishop John

Robinson's book Hopest to God. There were, however, a variety

of  other detates whichk fogether make wup
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Although this was by no

means  exclusively an  English  phenomenon, this  thesis
concentrates mainly upan the debates 23 they touched the lives
of the churches in England, with particular reference to the

Church of Znegland.

g

The issues involved in Christisn Radicalism were often
ancapsuiated in certain slogans, such as "religionless
Chriztianity”, "secular theology” and "the death of God”. In

particular, the ideas put forward in ZPonhoeffer’s Letlers and

Papers from Prison formed the most frequently c<ited source of

influence or inspiration. this source pointse to a2 major concern
nf Christian Radicalism, which i3 that of a guest for the

concreteness nof the Christian nessaze,

Put  simply, traditional formulations of theological
daoctrines and fraditionazl understanding=s of the Gospel were
felt to lack empirical "cash wvales" in an age regarded by



theologians as increasingly secular. It was becoming more and
more difficult to state intelligibly just what the propositions
of religion and theology were really about- haw, in fact, they
touched the secular social existence of an assumed “modern

man’'.

went an agually far-reaching

performance of the churchez. They

prima facie, 1in order *to =ee something of the concrete,
empirical and historical realization of theclogicazl meaning, the

likelihood was that his expectations would be disappointed.

gards the twin concern for thenlogical
structural reogrgznization of the Chureh,
related  components in  2an overall

y reform, as a distinctive feature of

For this reason, we have sought +to

develop a critical perspective on the idess proposed by the

o

various contributors to the movement which gives full weight
ta thiz dual interest.

We wish to take a fresh look a
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Radicalism from our vantage point of some ftwenty years on, in

order to wuncover sSome reazons for itz relative failure 1o

v

fulfil its hopes in the area of pastoral and evangelistic
2ffect upon the iives of the churches, and to reassess the

areas in which its fruits might still be reaped.

The critical perspective proposed in thiz thesis is drawn
from work in the sociology of religion.
the sub-discipline of both sociolozy and religious studies
which explicitly pays attention to the social and cultural

embodiments of theological meaning, fto religion insofar as it

10



is a social reality, and thus to the empirically available
dimensions of the subject-matter of theology.

Like Christian Radicalism, sociclogy of religion treats
theological ideas and institutional expressions— in particular,
though not exclusively, the churches- as intimately related.

)

Any claim to be proposing a "secular”, that is, an empirically
accessible understanding o0f theology and a corresponding
restructuring of church life, must be prepared to meet the
critique which the sociology ot religion brings to it. This,
then, is the source of the critical stimulus employed in this

thesis.

Fart One of +the thesis lays the groundwork for the
investigation by dealing with the fundamental materials which
form the main co-ordinates within which all the ensuing more
specific discussions will move.

Chapter I stakes out more precisely the ground we intend
to cover under our heading of "“Christian Radicalism”, including
our Justification for the choice of +this name. [t also
introduces the three main sets of questions raised by the
movement, towards which our critique stimulated by the
sociology of religion 1is directed. These are, briefly: (i) the
possibility of producing a secular approach to the meaning of
theism which 1is not dependent wupon religious forms of
representation for its intelligibility; (ii)> the possibility of
providing a theological affirmation of +the secularization
process and of reconceiving the Church's mission accordingly;
(ii1) the possibility of developing a critical form of faith
which 1is open, creative and not fied to dogmatic formulae and
believed solely on authority.

Chapter Il discusses the issues raised by our decision to
employ sociological concepts as critical tools in the service
of theology. We ©provide some hackground +tc the inter-
disciplinary relationship between theology and sociology, and
set out details of both the tradition of sociological work (the

Weberian) and the model of theological activity which, in our

11



view, provide the most fruitful possibilities of interaction. Ve
show how sociological understanding brings out the limitations
and constraints involved in any attempt to achieve secular
social embodiment of the ideas contained in the Christian
vision, the substance of the tradition which is the
theologian’'s raw material.

In Chapter Ill we indicate the relevance of Bonhoeffer to
the whole enterprise, in particular the way in which his own
quest for ‘"concreteness" involved him in both an ongoing
concern for ecclesiclogy and an interest in the sociological

perspective.

Part Two iz devoted . to the development of our
sociological tools, corresponding to the three main areas of
questions outlined in Chapter I.

Chapter IV presents material on the nature and social
functions of religion, as the basis for a critical analysis of
proposals faor ‘religionlessness”. We set forth a view of
religinon as a cultural system expressing an orientation to the
transcendent, which has the dialectical affect of legitimating
and stabilizing the world of the individual or the social group
by anchoring it in a sacred order, yet also Call'..«jit into
question by means of the summons to become the more perfect
fulfilment of that order which it as yet only incompletely
represents,

Chapter V examines the debate about secularization, with a
view to laying bare the ambiguities of the process and the
double evaluation possible for the churches. We offer as
leading themes for the analysis of secularization the processes
of differentiation and religious disengagement in the social
structure, and the desacralization and pluralistic
fragmentation of culture, the effects of which wupon the
churches must influence any attempt to construct a viable
response in theology and church life,

Chapter VI discusses the different types of religious

membership and modes of faith-commitment or "ways of being



religious”, as a basis for analysis of the radicals' demand for
a critically open form of faith. Ve employ in particular the
seminal distinctions between church and sect types of religious
institution, and communal and associational styles of
religiosity, as tools for understanding the ways in which the
inner dispositions of faith carried in the religious tradition
come to institutional expression and achieve social and

cultural <ontinuity.

Part Three of the thesis contains the substance of the
theological analysis we wish to offer, making use of the
critical perspectives drawn from the sociology of religion.

in Chapter VII we supply a historical Sitz im Leben by
describing a representative selection of material drawn from
the debates and controversies affecting the churches during the
period under review, and showing how the key questions were
present in them, both explicitly and implicitly.

¥e then devote six chapters to our analysis of the main
theological themes of Christian Radicalism. In each case, one
of the three major sets of questions is to the fore, and hence
also the socioclogical critique appropriate to it from Part Two:
broadly the point of view of Chapter IV is applied in Chapters
VIII and IX, of Chapter V in X and XI, and of Chapter VI in XII
and XIII.

Chapter VIII examines attempts to produce secular
approaches to theism, beginning from Robinson’s Honest to God.
The shortcoming of such programmes are revealed in the light
of our view of the nature and social functions of religion and
in particular the dialectical conception of transcendence. We
argue that the prior commitment to '"religionlessness" prevented
the radicals from seeing how the meaning of theistic talk
emerges from the actual practices of the religious cultural
system, within and out of which God is confessed.

Chapter IX argues that the problems of transcendental
theism cannot be by-passed by concentrating upon the human

figure of Jesus, as in the case of van Buren's The Secular

13



Meaning of the Gospel. But some clues to the meaning of

confessing God in this way may be found in examining the
social reality of the Church as it is understood to represent
the continuation of Jesus’ presence and work in the world.
Chapter X discusses radical theology's attempt to provide
a Christian justification of secularization, typified by Cox's

The Secular City. We find that the Church must retain leverage

for challenging certain aspects of the process, rather than
opting for wholesale affirmation. The marginalized social
position of a highly differentiated religious sector provides a
basis for such a stance.

This same social situation leads us in Chapter X1 to
criticise programmes for recasting the Church’'s mission along
secular lines, as in the thinking of the World Council of
Churches. The Church’'s secular-social engagements must be
undertaken in a spirit which reflects the distinctively
religious orientation to transcendence, something which a
religiously specialized Church might achieve.

Chapter XII freats the question of how religious believers
live out faith in the concrete social context, and canvasses
the prospects for the realization of a critically open, non-
dogmatic form of faith, as exemplified in the work of Ronald
Gregor Smith. We argue for the need for attunement to the
dialectical relationship of traditional continuity and critical
openness in the different modes of religious commitment, and
suggest how these might be embodied in the various levels of
the social presentation of the Church.

Finally, we give attention in Chapter XIII to the
radicals’' demand for faith to develop a mature ethic, not based
upan rules and dependence on authority. Once again, we doubt
the feasibility of such an ethic being universalized among the
whole Christian community, but argue for a dialectical
relationship between traditional morality and that which

transcends it, given expression in the religious group.

14



Part Four of the thesis gathers together our conclusions.
In line with the dual attention of the work to theoretical
thought and practical realization in the life of the Church, we
present these in two concluding chapters.

Chapter XIV  summarizes the theoretical positions
developed in the course of the thesis, chapter by chapter. In
brief, these are held together by an emphasis on the need to
give due weight to the dialectical tension between the
traditional and the radically new, between orientations to past
and future, between the legitimation of the revailing crder and
the promise of its supersession in a radical alternative. This
tension is generated by the very presence of the Christian
religious tradition within & soclo-cultural context, and
acquaintance with the relevant sociclogical materials could
have attuned the Christian radicals more adequately to it.

However, we wish to affirm afresh the importance of the
questions raised by Christian Radicalism for the future
prospects of faith and the churches in the secularized nations.
Therefore, in Chapter XV, we indicate how the questions have
recurred in certain controversial issues facing the churches
more recently. We warn against dismissing the "sixties ferment”
(especially in the Church of England) as a temporary
aberration, thankfully since forgotten, and use the lessons of
the sixties to sketch out the requirements for any Church
desiring to think realistically about the concrete, empirical
expression of the Gospel truth it carries.

The title of this last chapter, "Towards an Empirical
Ecclesiology?’, is deliberately tentative: it expresses our
conviction that in this area the fruits of the sixties' debates
could yet be reaped, given an adequate sociological

()

s0phistication.

.
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1. The Cultural Context.

This thesis addresses itself to certain theological events
taking place in the very recent past. To go back only two
decades, to the nineteen-sixties, may seem a surprising project
for a thenlogical thesis, given the two thousand years of
Christian theology available for investigation. But, in theology

and the Church as elsewhere, people already speak of the

sixtie

53]

almost as they would about "the Middle Ages" or 'the
Victorian era”, as a kind of past historical period in their
own right. Catch-phrases like "the swinging Sixties” and "the
permissive society” have become a universal shorthand for an
age reckoned to be somehow very distant from our own. Within
the churches, "sixties theology” is commonly recalled with a
kind of affectionate ©but wry smile: a novelty, fad or
eccentricity, a temporary aberration Ifrom the mainstream of

thenlogical concern.

A characteristic feature of the decade was the growing
tension between two contrasting cultural trends. On the one
hand, +there was the celebration of modernity, encouraged
especially in the West by the sense of grand achievement in
the rebuilding of society after the Second World WVar. In
Britain, there was the prdud boast of a Welfare State and the
promise of general living standards undreamt of in the days of
war and depression.

Harold MacMillan's word about "never having had it so
good", uttered in the latter part of the fifties, was to seem a
fateful slogan; later, the remark of that other Harold, now Lord
Wilson, about the "white heat of this revolution” encapsulated
the politically optimistic mood. Wilson's election as Prime

Minister the year following the occasion of this remark was

16



presented as the advent of a new, liberal and progressive age
for the people. The barometer of pop culture plainly testified
to the trend in the phenomenon of the "Mersey Sound” as the
vehicle of a new, brash and youthful venture in populist

creativity.

But  the celebration of modernity was very soon
accompanied by the contrapuntal theme of its discontents.
Suspicion grew that the technological age might also prove to
be the one-dimensional age as far as the human prospect was
concerned. The dream of a planned socliety threatened to turn
into a nightmare  of enforced  artificiality, consumer
regimentation and disrespect for freadom. Second and third-
generation progressive and liberal thinkers questioned whether
the technological miracle could be achieved without radically
disturbing the power-structures and authority patterns of the
existing society.

The counter-culture of protest, so much a striking feature
of the sixties, represented the offspring of modernity refusing
to gloss over the disturbing questions to which that modernity
by which they had been formed gave rise. Across the spectrum
from student violence in Paris to hippies in San Francisco
singing "All you need is love”, question marks were stubbornly
raised against the meaning and values of modernity. Pop culture
again indicates the state of play: the Beatles, once working
class rock-and-roll heroes, moved on to psychedelia, pot and
the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, and evantually to disillusionment

and acrimonious split in 1970.

These, needless to say, are very sketchy introductory
remarks, and the broader cultural background they hint at will
not feature explicitly to any great extent in the further
development of this thesis. However, they point to a persistent
and crucial duality, a kind of massive geological fault running
through the decade under examination, which we shall find

reflected also in its religious life.
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This is the drive to affirm and to celebrate aspects of
the modern age in almost eschatological terms as the threshold
of a Promised Land, which is then offset by a retrenchment,
and a desire to discover in what transmuted form certain
articles from the old world might be carried across the

frontier, to make the new capable of being lived in.
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Thus, in the first place, that the new age has no
need of the outmoded religion of the old, with its hope of
other-worldly compensations for life in a world conceived of
as unchanging and irredeemably unjuost. But equally, it finds
itself embarking aon & religious quest, by way of Eastern
mysticism, or the "counterfeit infinity” {Roszak, 1876,
Guinness, 1973) of hallucinogenic drugs, or the fascination of
the occult, lest the technological homeland furn out to be a
species of iron cage.

Again, the new technocratic man celebrates the rational
autonomy of every sphere of 1life, but his sons, instead of
taking up meekly their own scientific specialisms, begin to
fear the compartmentalization of discrete technical expertises
as a threat to human communication and a sinister way in to
manipulative control.

Thirdly, there is a deep-seated uncertainty about the
"traditions of the fatherz”: is the modern man *fo accept
without question the dogmatic authority of his scientific
mentors? If not, and he opts instead for a search for fresh
patterns of self-expression, authenticity and freedom, where
are the lines to be drawn, and what are the limits, if any, to

his onslaught upon boundary and taboo? (B. Martin, 1981.5°

These questions 1i

D

parallel to the specific issues for
theology and the churches which form the basic structure of
our analysis of Christian Radicalism: the question of whether
religion can be dispensed with for intelligible secular talk of

God, the possibility of a thorough theological affirmation of
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the modern secular world, and the search for a faith which is

open, creative and not dogmatically-bound.

The general cultural backdrop to these questions goes
some way towards accounting for some of the more eccentric
aspects of the phenomenon of Christian Radicalism. We refer to
such instances as the publication of articles by death-of-God
theologian William Hamilton in Flayvboy; the involvement of
Bishap James Pike in the occult, Harvey Cox' celebration of a

(2D

nmulti-media Eucharist as an avant-garde Thappening'; John
Robinson’s producing snappy little articles for the Daily
Mirror; or the efforts of H.AVWilliams and others to express
permissive attitudes *to sexual morality in the popular media at
what seemed like every available opportunity.

Such events as these make it all too easy to draw

cartoon-like caricatures of "sixtiesz theology"=, lending support
to conservative opinion within the churches which regards the
episode as best dead and buried. We hope that our analysis,

while certainly critical, will show that the churches cannot

o

afford to ignore the Iissues eing raised by the would-be

{

radical theologies of the sixties, any more than society at
large can disregard the hold which that decade exercises over
the contemporary imagination.
2. Why "Christian Radicalism”?

The theology we aim to examine in this thesis does not
amount to a coherent “school”, or an entirely unitary movement,
but constitutes rather a mood or style, with a cluster of
COmmon features characterizing a variety of cantemporaneous
theological events. Therefore, we require a conveniently broad,
general heading under which to gather our material.

Vithin the English context, there can be no better place
to look for such a heading than in the controversy over the
ol Rubinson’s Honest to God, for with its unprecedented
sales and astonishing level of public discussion, this book as

a theological event far outweighed any other in coming to
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symbolize a whole incipient mood. Writing in this context upon
the prospects for renewal in the churches, one of the most
perceptive commentators upon the controversy, David Edwards,

then Managing Director of the SCM Press, said:

My belief 1s that the required movement has now begun to
appear,, Essentially this deeper movement results from a
desira to honour and to hear the secular modern world,
The Church must listen to the world before 1t attempts to
interpret  the world's own spiritual  experience-
exparience which the world already enjoys, but which it
may not acknowiedge as in any sense Christian, Here, the
wvhola emphasis 1s on the Church as mankind's servant, At
the centre is a vision of Christ as the man alongside his
fellow-nen, speaking to them of a God they are already
beginning to know, In order that the Church may help the
world to sse God through Christ, some Christians are
quite ready for a wholesale revision of the Church's
doctrines and customs, worship and work, erganization and
architecture, morals and politics, and are ready to
declare themselves in favour of change even when they do
not see exactly where the process of change will end, If
I had to put a label on this movement, as the
Evangelicals or the Anglo-Catholics were labelled in
their days, 1 would call it Christian Radicalism,
(Edwards and Rabinson, 1963:;20-21.)

This passage, with its talk of revising both theological
formulations and the Church's organizational 1life in the
interests of a discovery of theological meaning in the secular
arena, and its willingness to contemplate a casting adrift from
all traditional authorities and stabilities in the process,

captures well the mood we are to analyse.

When Alec Vidler was looking for a title for his final
1964 Robertson Lecture, in which he wanted to deal with the
latest theological fashions in order to bring up to date his
survey of twentieth-century trends, he opted for Edwards’
phrase, Christian Radicalism. (Vidler, 1965:101-22.) We have
followed him in his choice, mindful of the alternatives which
were freely used by other commentators at the time.

in particular, the term "radicalism" avoids the
pretentious claim to be re-creating a historical phenomenon of

massive pivotal significance and complex social and political



motivation which is inherent in the term "new Reformation”
(Lloyd, 1964:7; Edwards, 1964; Raobinson, 1965.) Further, it is
less parochial than such epithets as "Cambridge theology', or

South Bank Religion”, two diverse phenomena held together by

the involvement of KRobinson in each.”

Positively, the idea  behind the  term  "Christian
Radicalism” is that described by Robinson himself in a radio
broadcast (1963<c); ci.Kobinson, 1%80.) Choosing to regard
himself as a radical, Rohinson distinguished this from hoth the
"reformist" and the ‘’revolutionary”. The first ot these,
basicaliy a safe party man, believes that a littie finkering
with the theological or ecclesiastical system will save it

whereas the sSecond is a pariah outsider committed to

But the radical is a critical, committed insider. Just
because he is committed, engagé, from within, he is conmpelled
literally to get at the roots (radix) of what the system

stands for and serves— out of love for it, he wants to see it

transformed to serve its true ends.

For Robinson, then, and we have chosen to follow him for
the purposes of the thesis, radicalism was thoroughly
compatible with a devotion to the Church and a respect for
theological tradition. The term "Christian Radicalism” is taken
as implying ‘a desire, in changing social and cultural
circumstances in which religion is bound up as all else, to get
at the root of what the Christian Gospel and Church are really

all about, and to preserve, repristinate and communicate that

The materials included wunder our general heading of
"Christian Radicalism” may be summed up as these:

i. The upsurge of semi-popular atftempts fo convey the
of Christian faith and the Gospel to "modern, secular

g
man” which began with the Honest to God controversy.




ii. More serious and substantial attempts to construct a
theology of the secular, represented in Britain chiefly by
Ronald Gregor Smith.

iii. The contribution of the American so-called "death of
God" school, & misnomer for the heterogeneous writings of
William Hamilton, Thomas Altizer and Paul van Buren.

iv. The efforts of a generation of committed clergy and
laity to introduce fresh thinking into Church 1life at parish
level, seen especially in the experiments in the Diccese of
Southwark during Robinson's time as Bishop of Woolwich.

v. The theolagical <celebrations o©f modernity best

represented by Cox' 1

and the ensuing debate.

vi. The  beginnings of a politicai theology and an
accompanying "servant” ecclesiology seen in the thinking of the
World Council of Churches.

vii. The ethical writings capable of summary under the
popular head of 'the new morality”, and based mainly upon a

situationist position.

Our task at this point is to indicate the way in which
Christian Radicalism persistently demonstrated an interlocking
concern for theological reformulation and Church
reorganization, which lends itself +to the sociologically-

informed method of critique we are adopting in the thesis.

3. Key Questions for Theology and Church.

Discussions  about  church  'structures’,, have  been
criticised for their stress on external, organizational
forms, Re-structuring would not answer the present crisis
of the churches, nor would 1t help the badly needed
restoration  of  faith itself, According to  these
arguments, the crisis in the churches is tdeningical,

Even 1f this were true,,. it would be shortsighted to
ignore the entanglement between faith, ideniogy, on the
one hand and the particular organizational forms by which
these are institutionalized on  the ather  (Thung,
1975183 ,)

8%
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Here a sophisticated sociologist states explicitly what was
sensed, if not always articulated clearly, by the radical
Christians of a decade earlier.
The Editor of the Anglican monthly Frism, by that time

the liveliest organ of the radical mood, wrote in April 1965:

There is a difference between the attitude that takes an

organization as gqiven, but wants to tinker with the

machinery to make 1t more effective or productive, and

the attitude that questions the whole nature and purpose

of the organization, but sees that 1t still has something

vital at the heart of 1t, that calls for a totally fresh
means of expression,

This i3 a typical recognition that whereas the problems of the
Church in modern society will not be met by institutional
renovation alone, the tackling of the central theological issues
will not suffice unless they spill over intc the concrete
"means 0f expression.” This spilling-over will be eviden®t in
each one of the theological chapters of Part Three of the
thesis.

Bishop Kobinson himself observed the same duality in

writing firstly Honest to God, in which the reformulation of

orthodox doctrines in a manner intelligible to "modern, secular
man” was to the fore, and following it up with The New

ation? in which he argued for a restructuring of the
Church and its missionary task in order to engage with the
needs of modern society. As a further example of this insight

made rather less directly, we may quote the words of R.J.Page:

[There 1s] a significant,,  lay group, partially 1nside
and partially outside the Church, for whom theolngical
1deas continue to have meaning, These individuals appear
to  find  many of  the traditional patterns  of
organizational life trivial,, they are likely to find
much  of the language and thought-forms 1n which
Christianity has been expressed meaningless,, they are
inclined to regard the essence of Christianity as service
to others,, Many of them have turnad away from the
institutional Churfch because they no longer find the
traditional 'answers’ helpful, iPage, 1965:117-8,
Aaphasic wines )°



Christian Radicalism exhibits a preoccupation with
certain issues expressed now in the form of theoretical
theological questions, now in that of a concern with Church
life and organization. This will be documented in much more
detail in Chapter VI1I, but briefly the issues are these:

Firstly, an alienation from the Gospel was believed to
have been brought about by its statement in terms of a concept
of transcendence na longer relevant or intelligible to the
modern mind. God was represented as an objectively existing
being, somehow wholly other than the world and yet everywhere
present to it. The subject-matter of theology appeared to have
little to do with the day-to-day life of the ordinary man.

Corresponding to this was the religiousness of the iife
of the Church: that i3, it was seen by the outsider as a
mysterious kind of club dedicated to esaoteric spiritual
pursuits and cut off from the real world. The radicals wanted
to bring theology and Church back into touch with secular,
empirical realities, a desire summed up under the slogan of

"religionlessness".

Secondly, the Christian message was felt to have become
tied to a damaging concept of "other-worldliness”. Christian
faith was committed to a notion of two worlds or orders of
reality, of which the unseen, eternal and spiritual had the
priority, bringing about an undervaluing or even a denigration
of this material world. This circumstance had set the Church
on & course of carping criticism of, and at least implicit
opposition to, all the manifestations of modernity which were
50 margedly transforming the material lot of modern people.

Correspondingly, in its organizational life the Church had
increasingly lost touch with the distinctive patterns, rhythms
and structures of secular life. The radicals wanted to reverse
the apparent negative stance of Christian theology towards
modernity, and prove the change through a far-reaching

reordering of the Church's pastoral and mission priorities.
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Thirdly, there was a sense that both the Church's
traditional doctrinal apparatus and its institutional form were
only serving to erect needless barriers in the way of people’s
responding to the Gospel of Christ. Doctrinally, through
insisting on credal and dogmatic statements forged in the heat
of bygone controversies as the test of genuine faith, the
Church was guilty of "making up heavy burdens and piling them
on men's shoulders.

Possibly worsze still, through an unhealthy preocccupation
with 1its own internal affairs, and the weddedness of its
hierarchical structures to the social status quo, it was
“"shutting the door of the Kingdom of Heaven in men's faces”.”
The radicals wanted to see a Church that could "travel light”
in respect of both doctrine and organization, offering a faith
that could direct and transform secular living, rather than a

set of creeds to be clung to in defiance of it.

These, then, are the key questions for theology and Church
addressed by the participants in the episode of Christian
Radicalism. It remains to point out briefly, in this opening
chapter, that both the Church-refaorming and the theological
aspects of the episode were open to, and to some extent fell
victim to, an unhealthy one-sidedness.

Thus, for example, the matter of Church organization and
mission readily degenerated into pragmatic, piecemeal and non-
thenlogically based reforms, whereas debate about the doctrinal
issues raised in a book like Honest to God tended, even in its
own time, to vanish into academic abstraction without reference
to Robifnson’s stated apologetic reasons for writing it. Ve
aim, through the importation of the sociological perspective
into our critique; to avoid this falling apart of what, for the
sake of the Gospel and the good of the Church, must be kept

inseparably together.



To spell out more clearly what we mean by "importing the
sociological perspective into our critique” is the task of the

next chapter.”

ROTES,

| Discussions of the counter-cultural movements of the sixties are found in Raszak
(1370), Guinness (1872), L Paul (1973.246-64), B Martin (1981}, Roszak and Guinness
toth pay attention to the attempt to mount a critique of modernity from within its
own premises marked by Marcuse's (ne [Qimensional Man, Guinness thinks that the
failures of both optimistic liberal humanism and the radical counter-culture to
provide an alternalive to the erosion of the Western Christian culiure lefi a major
tultural vacuum in the Seventies, For him, Christianity ts the "Third Yay", buil the
radical theologies of the sixties, 1instead of grasping this, merely succeeded in
apeing one ar the other of the failed categorias, Bernice Martin regards the counter-
cultura and its wider influence via the “"expressive professions’ (artistsﬁ teachers,
tlergy) as largely an "onslaught on boundaries and taboos of all kinds® (51), an
*axpressive revolution”, She sees a variety of this in the radical theologlans'
eagerness to abolish the boundary between “sacred” and “sacular”, The ambiquous
attempt first to celebrate the meaning of modernity and then to escape its potential
limitations on the human is clearly shown in these analyses,

¢, Sea for example this passage in Holloway (1372:47-8): "Tha whole decade flashes
across my aind like some lumatic kaleidoscoge: the Rector of Woolwich pushing a
beauly queen through the strests in a wheelbarrow; Malcolm Boyd going on TV to
announte with passionate solemnity that Jesus Christ  like all men, had a penis;
Canon Montefiore of Cambridge electirifying the world press by saying that Jesus
(hrist could have been a homosexual: an uE-to-date harvest festival 1n the South of
tngiand in which the liturgy had been written by the vicar, ending with the following
responsory: 'Are we happy? You bet your life we're happy!',, Ah, the &ds!”

3, In America, the expression "radical theolo?y' referred more narrowly to the
heterogenenus collection of writings artificially combined by the media into the
“death” of God theology” (Altizer and Hamilion, 1368: Coopar, 1963,) For them,
*Christian Radicalisn" as we are defiming it included much that was not true
radicalism at all, ?recisely because of its desire to operate within the Church, Thus
Hamilton: "the then o?ian does not and can not %o to church, he is not interested, he
is alienated,, he must live outside” (Hamilton, 1968:96-7: cf, Hiller, 1967,)

§ Ve are aware that our use of the term "raditalism” could be criticised on the
grounds_ that it su?ges;s properly a political engagement which many of the
heologians we are studying did nol possess, We are ryln? to expound our overall
argument without overtly political dimensions, but there wi

¢hich a political interpretation of circumstances is invited,

5 This twofold pattern can be traced in many other places in the material, Thus
van den Heuvel (1967:24): "the fruits of Bonhoeffer’s initial coniribution are best
felt in two realms of the Church; its theology and its structures,” R,P McBrien
(1963) opens a book on the post-Vatican II Church with two chapters, 'The Secular
Reaning of the Gospel' and 'The Secular Mission of the Church', Holloway (1972) has
similarly 'The Surrender of Theology' and 'The Surrender of the Church’: and Bowden
(1977), evaluating the effacts of ? e sixtles’ ferment, or the lack of them, in the
Church of ten years later, has chapters echoing Robinson, entitled 'Honest to God'
and 'Whatever happened to the New Reformation?’

£, Matthew 2.4,

7. Matthew 23:13,

8, Something should be added here about Vatican II, which was responsible for
producing the most substantial, systematic and far-reaching documents on the Church
to emer?e during the sixties, This thesis pays no direct attention to the
ecclesiology of Vabtican II, and this omission should be accounted for, Firstly, it
would have been quite impossible to incorporate so vast an issue as Vatican Il
vithout considerably quifying the whole plan of the thesis, Secondly, by far the
greater gart of Christian Radicalism was a Protestant phenomenon, which 1s not to
eny that there were many very astute Roman Catholic comments upon it (e.g, Rgan,
1964: McBrien, 1966 and 1969 Adolfs, 1967; McCabe, in Edwards and Robinson, 1963;
165-180), Thirdly, discussion of the Vatican Il documents was so detailed within
Roman circles that it was only quite late in the decade that they were raally thrown
spen to wider ecclesiological discussion, And lastly, Catholicism's own self-
tonfessed "radicalism”, that of the "Catholic New Leek" (Wicker, 1966: Woollard,
1972:45-53), which itself entered into dialogue with Vatican 11, was moving in a very
different hilosorhical universe from that of the theologians we are trealing here,
and aimed to challenge the theolngical secularizers,

! certainly be points at



CO-QPERATION.

This chapter discusses the theoretical and methodological
problems raised by the proposal to introduce sociological
perspectives as a stimulus to the criticism of theological
ideas. We wish to justify the use we shall be making of
sociological materials in the course of the thesis with
reference to certain principles governing the interaction of
the disciplines. This means that this chapter will put forward
a view of the enterprise of theology which makes it possible
to speak of scciclogical insights as bheing relevant to it, and,
on the other side, a discussion of traditions in sociology
designed to show which is most favourable towards fruitful co-
operation.

Briefly, we understand theology as critical reflection
upon the Christian tradition in the 1light of its continual
interaction with social and cultural contexts via the lives,
beliefs and practices of religious believers. The sociological
tradition most favourable to dialogue is that deriving from the
work of Max Weber. It should be kept in mind that this chapter
is concerned with the interdisciplinary issue, and not with
sociological theories of religion as such: these form the
subject of Chapter IV. The chapter begins with a survey of the
sociological tradition designed to show the difficulties
involved in any proposal to relate it constructively to the

tasks of theology.

1. The Socioclogy of Religion in the Sociological Tradition.

i. Comte, Durkheim and the Refinement of Epiphenomenalism.
The science of sociology was the child of the strictest
type of rational empiricism to proceed from the Enlightenment.
Yet, it also announced a radical challenge to the confident
prediction of the demise of religion that accompanied

scientific secularism. For the fascination of all the early
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sociologists with the phenomenon of religion is plain. As
Robert Nisbet writes:
Nn other single concept 15 as suggestive of the unique
role held by saciology among the social sciences in the
nineteenth century, or as reflective of its underlying

premises aboyt the nature of man and soaciety, as the
goncept of the sacred, (NWisbet, 1567:221,)

Thus Auguste Comte, usually regarded as the "father" of
saciology a3 a cs=lf-consciously elaborated separate scientific
discipline, d4id not follow such as Voltaire in celebrating the

demise of religion at the hands of the liberating rational

o

spirit.

Comte, in his Positive Philosophy of 1853, argued that

positive scienc

10

with sociclogy as its controlling discipline,
must displace all religious or metaphysical superstition as the
foundation for both individual and social thinking and action.
He envisaged sociology uncovering the universal laws governing
social evolution, freeing man from bondage to either material
or inteliectual determinism and enabling him to control his
social environment and plan his future. He referred to the most
primitive stage of mankind's development as the "theological,
or fictitious."

Yet in his Pogitive Polity, his blueprint for the planned,
scientific society included exhaustive proposals for a religion
of Positivism, complete with liturgy, sacraments, calendar of
Saints’' DPays and priests in vestments. Comte insisted on the
abiding necessity of religion as a means of social integration,
of rendering human associations durable, and of enacting moral
consensus. That is:

Far irom being a mere bundle of belilefs, subject, as the
Enlightenment had thought, to the exterminative action of
education and science, religion is ineradicably built

into the very nature of mental and social life, (Nisbet,
op, o1t 226

The classic breakthrough in expounding this "ineradicable”

nature of religion was of course made by Durkheim, who sought

M

to transcend the limits of pure positivism by refusing to
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regard religion as obsolescent, nor to treat it as self-
evidently false (Bellah, 1970(@)).

Durkheim wrote that 'there is something eternal in
religion which is destined to survive all the particular
symbols in which religious thought bhas successively enveloped
itself” (1915:427). In attempting to spell out the precise
content of that 'something eternal”, he set in motion a
development in sociology which has helped to create immense
problems in the way of any rapprochement of the discipline

with theology.

The problems arise from the fact that Durkheim’s approach
is no longer merely epiphenomenalist and reductive. Theologians
had been able to respond to this earlier style by simply
declaring sociology mistaken and opposing its apparent
"mechanistic” view of humanity <(e.g.Slater, 1911). Durkheim,
however, was not so easily disposed of. His method proceeds
trom two crucial notions, that of the "social fact” and that of

the functional unity of every society.

A social fact, firstly, is a societal phenomenon conceived
as objectively existing and capable of exerting constraint upon
the individual members of the society. <(Durkheim, 1938).
Religion, as a social fact, or as a whole collection of such
facts, is something which is simply there, comprising certain
rites and institutions, customs and groupings, and as such
available for sociological scrutiny independently of
individuals' personal interpretations of it or dispositions
towards it. Durkheim, in his desire to be sociological in the
very strictest sense, systematically excludes attention to
individual experience and constructions of meaning as an

illegitimate psychologizing of sociology's proper domain.

Secondly, Durkheim envisages sociological explanation in
terms of the contribution of social facts towards the total

functioning of the society in question as a harmonious system.
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Thus, as is well known, the social fact of religion is treated
as a society’'s means of objectifying and ascribing sacred
status to its own corporateness and cohesiveness, 'saciety"
itself being something of which the whole exceeds the sum of
the parts:
There can be no society which does not feel the need of
upholding and reaffirming at regular intervals the

tollective sentiments and the collective i1deas which make
its unity and its personality, {Durkheim, 1915:427 )

These emphases of Durkheim opened the way to a double
development in sociology which profoundly affected the main
lines of the sociology of religion, lowering its status as a
sub-discipline and reducing the prospects of collaboration with

theology.

ii. The Great Divide: Grand Theory and Abstracted
Empiricism.

The "great divide” to which we refer is that criticised so
sharply by C.Wright Mills in his The Sociological Imagination,
between "grand theory" and "abstracted empiricism”. Applied to
religion, the options look like this: on the one hand,
functional theory, as elaborated in the greatest of detail by
Talcott Parsons, seizes upon Durkheim's dictum that every
society must possess both an overall functional unity and a
means of giving symbolic expression to this. The notion of
religion is transmuted into that of whatever forms the most
general stratum of symbolic legitimations overlaying the entire
social system, the ultimate court of appeal of consensual
values, that which holds everything together.

This brand of the sociology of religion begins to look
like the apotheosis of all theclogy- in its comprehensiveness
and generality, it makes Christian theology look inexcusably
parochial and particular. When the conclusions Durkheim drew
from the study of a small-scale aboriginal society are simply
carried over into the study of complex modern societies or

generalized into universal theories of what religion must be
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and do, theology and sociology just look like rivals in the

business of comprehensive meta—empirical explanation.

But, on the other hand, Durkheim's propesal to carry out
sociological analysis without reference to the question of
personal, subjective constructs of meaning has encouraged that
brand of "hard-nosed empiricism” in socinlogy which cones
close to eschewing the responsibility for theory altogether. In
much modern sociology the disproportion between minutely
detailed empirical investigation and very slender theoretical
conclusions has become a byword among critics of the subject's
claim to true scientific credentials. In the area of religion,
even the churches have been enthusiastic about taking up
sociometrical and demographic studies, surveys, questionnaires
and so on, which yield "factual information” but leave theology

and the Gospel mercifully untouched.

During the period following the seminal work of the
classical sociologists, theoretical work in religion was
subsumed more and more into the generalized constructions of
grand theory. Little distinctiveness of religion, as that about
which theology specifically reflects, remained. At the same
time, practical research was likely to treat religion as one
among many of the manifestations in a society liable to
statistical measurement, but not a particularly important one.
The heuristic value of such research remained small; religion
itself was largely assumed to be on the wane as a social
influence, and sociclogists would have been amused at the
suggestion that the labours of theologians could in any way be

served by theirs.'

The paucity of creative and theoretically fruitful
material under the head of the sociology of religion was being
pointed out by a number of commentators in the fifties and
early sixties (Ward, 1961:18-24; Birnbaum, 1956; Simey, 19683;
Brothers, 1963; Banks, 1967.) David Martin (1966<(a)) described
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the situation as "a case of status deprivation” for the sub-
discipline: "to study religion is like studying a residual
penumbra...the proper place for religion is a footnote.”
Sociologists had found it difficult to shake off the historical
unilateralism they had inherited from Comte and the "creeping
epiphenomenalism” that was a lurking threat in the Durkheimian
tradition. These are the reasons why the approach we are
proposing here owes to more to that other major line of
development, which runs from the work of WVeber {(and from Marx

befaore him, with certain qualifications)=.

iii. VWeber.

VWeber's work contains the seeds of all the main
theoretical issueé which concern sociologists of religion to
this day (Hill, 1973.> The relatively low profile of the
Weberian perspective in the dominant stream of sociology in
Britain and America from the twenties to the fifties was an
important factor in the empirical-theoretical split we have
been discussing (0'Dea, 1970; Budd, 1973; Robertson, 1978:243-
57). We wish to set out three features of Weber's method which,
when applied to religion, present important potential points of

contact with the approach of a critical theology.

Firstly, Weber insists upon seeking to understand the
subjective meaning religious beliefs and actions hold for the
agents. "Sociology”, he wrote in his Theory of Social and
Economic _Organization, "is a science which attempts the

interpretive understanding of social action in order thereby to
arrive at a causal explanation of its course and effects.”
Demonstrable statistical uniformities do not constitute valid
sociological generalizations, still less laws, unless 'they can
be regarded as manifestations of the understandable subjective
meaning of a course of social action.”

It is not enough for the sociologist to give an analysis
of the functions performed by religious beliefs and practices

for the society as a whole, viewed as a conmplete and integral
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system. Even identical external circumstances can be both
experienced and interpreted very differently by different
persons. The sociologist can cast light upon the meaning which
believers confer upon the world through the use they make of
the items of religious belief and practice given to them in
their particular tradition. The theologian needs to pay
attention to this 1in his reflection wupon the coming-to-

expression of the Gospel in specific contexts.

Secondly, and here is the nub of the vast body of

literature generated by Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism, ideas themselves, religious ones included,

are capable in certain circumstances of acting as motive
forces in social change. This is not a reversal of social or
material determinism in favour of an assertion of the priority
of ideas as independent variables. Rather, the interplay of
ideas and material forces and interests 1is complex and
fascinating: the sociologist aims to find out under what
conditions certain ideas were able <(and so might be able
again) to grip the imagination and the subjective understanding
of whole cultures in such a way as radically to change them,
materially as well as intellectually.

In this process, the sociologist must always be alert to
the 1likelihood of ironies occurring in the historical
developments. The road from theological ideas to eventual
social consequences is a very long and winding one, and the
consequences may sometimes appear to contradict they very
ideas which gave rise to them. Weber's is a very highly
sophisticated thesis, attempting to trace the possible
trajectories of initiating ideas through the mutations and
constraints of a host of changing historical and sociological
variables. However, mnothing less will do justice to the
questions attendant upon investigating the contemporary
realization of theological meanings, which the radical

theclogians were aiming to achieve.



Thirdly, there is the device employed by Weber for
producing substantive theoretical content out of the intricate
mass of empirical and historical detail: the ideal type. In his
writing on scientific method, Qbjectivity, Weber defined this
as follows:

An ideal type 1s formed by the one-sided accentuation of
one or more points of view and by the synthesis of a
great many diffuse, discrete, more or less present and
occasionally absent concrete individual phenomena, which
are arranged according to those one-sidedly emphasised
yiewpoints into a unified analytical construct, In its
conceptual purity, this mental construct cannot be found
empirically anywheve in reality,,,

The ideal-type is an attempt to analyse historically

unique configurations or their individual components by
means of genetic concepts,

The concept of the ideal <type stresses the imaginative,
inductive component in the sociologist's theoretical method. It
brings scientific objectivityinto line with artistic creativity,
in projecting a ‘"way of seeing” which leads to fresh
understanding of intractable historical complexity.

For the theologian, types will be helpful as the middle
term between the raw materials of the tradition in which the
Gospel comes to him, and the problem of specific contextual
application. The type extracts from the mass of possibilities a
single trajectory with the distinguishing features proper to it,
"all other things being equal”. Although all other things never
are equal, the variables do show certain frequent patterns of
recurrence, so that a small number of types may suffice to
help the theologian to see what the possible realizations are
of a particular theological idea in the situation he is

contemplating.

Ve shall examine further the relevance of this
sociological method to our view of the theological enterprise
later in the chapter. At this point, however, we want to take
up, in the light of the elements of the sociological tradition
vutiined so far, the matter of specific conceptions of the

relation between the disciplines. We shall do this by citing a
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number of ‘'samples” of different understandings of the
"division of labour” in which all the +typical problems are

brought to light.
2. Problems of the Division of Labour.

i. The Social Gospel: theology reduced to sociology.

The liberal Social Gospel forms an example of a theclogy
which, by attaching itself wunambiguously +to a meliorist
doctrine of social eveolution, could welcome the prospects for a
collaboration with a sociology which 1itself regarded the

present age as the pinnacle of human progress. Valter
Rauschenbusch wrote in his Christianity and the Social Crisis

The Kingdom of God, at every stage of human development,
tends towards a social order which will best guarantee to
all personalities their freest and highest
development,, [it] is not a concept nor an ideal merely,
but an historical force, It is a vital and organizing
concept now at wark in humanity,

The simple equation of the application of the Gospel with
present processes of social change will clearly not do in view
of the complexity of the Weberian analysis. We shall have
occasion later to criticise cases where Christian Radicalism
tried to employ sociological insight as a kind of direct’”guide
to what God is doing in the world” (Little and Younger, in
Callahan, 1966: 69-75, 77-81; Clements, 1972; Woollard, 1972;
infra, chs. X & XI.>. The charge that sociology is reductionist
with regard to religious meaning cannot be answered simply by
identifying such meaning with certain ‘'subconscious social
presuppositions” (as Mathews, 1612), somehow "at work" in

society.

ii. "Christian Sociology"”: the hegemony of theology.

The Anglican "Christendom” Group, which traced its
heritage back to the Christian Socialism of the previous
century, used the term "Christian Sociology” to describe its

work 1in the nineteen-thirties. Figures associated with the

35



group included T.S.Eliot, Maurice Reckitt, V.A.Demant and William
Temple; a Summer School af Sociclogy was instigated at Oxford
from 1925, and a journal, Christendom: a Journal of Christian
Sociology, first appeared in 1931. Demant, in his 1933
publication God, Man and Society- an Introductiopn to Christian
Sociolagy, defined the movement in this way:

Socinlogy is the objective and dispassionate study of

society,, There is no specifically Christian method of

doing this, But insofar as we wundertake it for the

purpose of judging in the light of Christian standards

the quality of the behaviour to which the social

structure predisposes men and also claim to elucidate and

evaluate the forces which make up that structure in the

light of the Christian doctrine of human nature and of
the purpose of God, then we can validly speak of a

Christian sotinlogy (emphasts—wined,

Demant goes some way here towards accepting that
"sociology” must be allowed to proceed on its own terms as an
empirical discipline. But on closer inspection a confusion of
categories appears, when he goes on to claim for theology the
ability to "elucidate” the forces which go to make up social
structures, with the aid of certain Christian doctrines. In
other words, theology really retains the upper hand all the
time. Demant thinks that a proper understanding of "human
nature” and "the purposes of God" would be sufficient to alter

"social forces.”

There 1is, therefore, a retreat from the concrete into
idealistic  theological prescription. Sociology is conceived as
doing all the spadework, perhaps, but it is theology which
comes in afterwords to take the credit for producing the
goods. The problem has been given decisive analysis by
D.L.Munby (1958), who argues that judgments drawn directly from
theology cannot be applied, without more ado, to particular
social instances as though the theological judgments themselves
were based upon empirical evidence. "There is no easy bridge
from the kind of insights afforded by Christian metasociology

to the facts of everyday life"” (Munby, op.cit:53.)
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"Christian Sociology”, in effect, is not really socioclogy
at all but a form of Christian social philosophy. It shows
particularly clearly that there is no room for dialogue between
sociology and theology just as long as theology is conceived
as coming to the discussion free from social conditioning,
armed with specific prescriptions and propositions having the
status of untouchable revelation.® The Catholic priests who
first developed the method of pastoral study known as
"religious sociology” were well aware that theology does not
simply dictate a sociological pattern, and attempted to ensure
that +the +two disciplines were kept methodologically quite

separate.

iii. "Sociologie Religieuse'": keeping the disciplines
distinct.

Religious sociology represented, to some degree, a mutual
agreement to keep theology out of sociology, and vice versa, on
the basis of an assumed competence of its practitioners in
both.* Empirical sociology was regarded as offering to the
Church a set of tools of pastoral utility. These might reveal
severe long-standing difficulties in the way of the effective
promulgation of Christianity in «certain types of social
environment. They did not, however, seem to encroach so
dangerously upon theology's proper territory as a reductionist

sociology had done.

This was a matter of some importance for the first
clerical practitioners of religious sociology, given the
prominent tradition of anti-clericalism and militant secularism
in their native France. The Catholic ethos of the movement
actually created a situation in which priests with genuinely
specialist sociological training could exhibit a surprising
degree of scientific detachment, almost to the point of
appearing to be prepared to explain away all variations in
religious practice by whoily extrinsic factors of class,

occupational status, political commitment, historical tradition
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and so on, while retaining unimpaired, as belonging to an
altogether different frame of reference, a completely orthodox
theological position.®

The question for us is whether such a position remains
viable without the peculiarly self-confident and self-contained
institutional and theclogical base for operations provided by

Roman Catholicism. In his Introduction to the first English

edition of Fernand Boulard's pathfinding Introduction to
Religiogus Saciology, Michael Jackson of the Sheffield Industrial

Mission wrote:

In England the tension between the theologian and the
sociologist is likely to appear more strongly than in
France, where most religious sociology is done within the
context of the French Church, It is a tension between two
sets of concepts, Karl Mannheim discussed it in his
influential book, Qiagnosis of Qur Time K He wrote,
'Sociology in its historical origins is a secularized,
perhaps the most secularized, approach to the problem of
human life, It tries to understand 'the whole range of
human behaviour and evaluations as problems of individual
and group adjustment', Theology cannot be content with
this,, Mannheim argued that the tension must be held,
Sociology must go as far as its method takes it in the
study of religion, At the same time, the essentially
ambiguous nature of the Church and of religious practice
must be recogmized, I[f the tension is held and the
limitations of socinlogy seen, then the resulting use of
sociology will be fruitful, The correct handling of
religious socinlogy depends on the directing role of
theology (Boulard, 1960:xv1i; .aasphasis—mine—t
In this passage the o0ld problems raise their heads all
over again. Religious sociology cannot maintain its strict
compartmentalization of expertises unless it is content to
remain little more than a prosaic kind of ecclesiastical
sociography. Insofar as it claims to explain anything, it comes
up against the problems of epiphenomenalism and reductionism:
just wherein lies the distinctive and irreducible contribution
of theology to the enterprise? Jackson wants to solve this by
reasserting a "directing role” for theology, but this does not

really cohere with his implied approval of Mannheim.
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For when, in the work cited, Mannheim offers to the
theologian a concept of the disclosure of God's truth by means
of "concrete paradigms” embedded in social contexts, he permits
the sociologist to intrude rather further upon the theologian’s
domain than Jackson suggests. In fact, his recommendation
that the theologian search for such paradigms approaches an
understanding of Weberian ideal +types as a vehicle of

theological understanding.

The “ambiguity" of which Jackson speaks is an important
perception, but not quite in the way Jackson expresses it.
Elsewhere he writes that

...there are aspects of the Church's life which socinlogy
cannot penetrate, The Church 1s more than a social,
historical institution, it is the Bedy of Christ, This

ambiguity of the Church's nature sets certain limits upon
religious socinlogy (Boulard, op,citixi,?

This puts the matter in terms of a traditional retreat into
theological protectionism -i.e.the idea that sociology cannot
get at the true essence of the Church, which is theologically
guarded and spiritually discerned (cf.Poulat, 1967: 'the
invocation of the supernatural serves as a kind of diplomatic
bag'-i.e, sociology may not inspect the contents). But we
should want to put it otherwise. It is not so much that there
is somehow "more to the Church” than sociological analysis can
see; it is rather than there is always more to an image such
as "Body of Christ" than attains to socio-cultural realization

at any given time or in any given place.

By the time Jackson was writing his "Introduction to an
Introduction” for an English readership, continental religious
sociology was already realizing that the safe division of
labour envisaged by its founders could not survive the
broadlening of the discipline beyond the bounds of Catholic
pastoral studies. The journal Social Compass, for example, was
quietly +trying to drop the use of the term "sociologie

religieuse”, with its strong suggestion of concealed



commitments on the part of its practitioners. Two examples of
writing in the English context will indicate how refinements to
the conception of religious sociology were being considered.

The first, typically from a Catholic quarter, is Conor K.
Vard's study of a Liverpool parish, Priests and People.
Although the body of the work restricts its attention to
narrowly circumscribed empirical issues, and 1its explicit
conclusions are modest, Ward does offer, in a chapter headed
"Prospect"”, some pointers to a further advance:

The truths remain unchanged and contemporary man can
learn much from the brilliant syntheses of the past, but
the concrete conditions of earh era present features
unique in some respects, and on the social plane each era
requires its own integration with the message of the
Gospel, In the quest for such a synthesis in our time,

the soclologist and the theologian complement each
other, .

Theological exposition of an ideal can ba supplemented by
empirical description of the ascertainable results of
religious communion in its varying degrees and different
realizations,, It 1s possible that the thenlogical ideal
is rarely, if ever, realized,, (Ward, 1961:128-9:
apphasts—mines )
Here Ward hints at a conception of theclogy as dealing in
ideals, a general vision for man and society issuing from a
particular understanding of religious belief and practice,
whereas sociology deals with the actual extent of realization

of the ideal possible in varying social and cultural contexts.

The other example is the pioneering study of the Bishop
of Hiddleton, E.R.Wickham, Church and People in an Industrial
City, which together with Wickham's further work was deeply
influential in the development of innovative models of pastoral
and evangelistic ministry in the Sheffield Industrial Mission.
Wickham insists that, in contrast to the ideas of Christian
Sociology about the priority of the doctrinally-given
understandings of "human nature” and the world, the meanings
of such doctrines as Fall and Redemption can only be
ascertained with reference to the concrete social contexts

which are the "domain" of their application (Wickham, 1964:68).
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He sees the claim of theology to be "prophetic” as
inescapably bound up with socioclogy, for the element of
prophecy does not come in declaring to the world a word from
outside, of unconditional force, but precisely in the use of
sociological analysis to enliven and give fresh application to
the familiar theoclogical materials:

For socinlogy,,,studies the development, the nature and
the laws of society; and prophecy,..'is the reading of
the present through a profound discerment of the past,
and a realization of the possibilities, even the
certainties that lie ahead, in the light of our handling
of the present,’ The very word thal the Church speaks to
the world, thevefore, through which she seeks to speak
God's Word, 1s inseparable from understandings that, if

theological, are also sociological in kind, (Wickham,
op,cit:70-71 3

Vickham speaks of "prophecy” where we should be content
simply to use the word "theology”. In so doing, he points to
the important task of 'reading the past”, in which an insight
into scociological constraints and regularities is essential,
coupled with an orientation to the future in terms of
"possibilities, even certainties". These we see as given pre-
eminently in the Christian tradition, and this critical
mediation between past and future is a distinctive pattern of
theological reflection. However, <this 1is %o run on ahead
somewhat at this point; and before we come to the more recent
constructive models for the interdisciplinary relationship, we
have to look at one more approach which, in deliberate reaction
against the optimism of religious sociology, seemed to raise a

still more intractable set of problems.

iv. Berger and the Sociology of Knowledge: Sociological
Imperialism?

The options of a merger between the disciplines, or a
strict separation, or the bid for hegemony on the part of
theology, can be complemented by that of a similar bid by the
other side. Peter Berger, with his colleague Thomas Luckmann,

mounted in the early sixties a hard-hitting critique of the
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whole "religious sociology” approach as the basis for a future
sociology of religion (Berger and Luckmann, 1963; see also
Luckmann, 1967: ch.1.)

Berger and Luckmann took up the point already discussed
above, concerning the retreat of sociology from the larger
theoretical questions about religion and soaciety into narrawly
sociographical and statistical studies. In particular, they
argued that a concentration upon institutional, church-centred
patterns of religiosity, such as that found in religious
sociology, was inadequate to the task of understanding the
social significance and function of religion in a situation
where (as almost all over Eurcope, though not in America)
official religious practice was becoming very much a minority

option.

Berger and Luckmann's proposed means of rehabilitating
the sociology of religion as a theoretical discipline was to
relocate it within the domain of the socioclogy of knowledge.
This itself was understood more broadly than in Mannheim's
original conception. For them, it was not only an account of
how ideologies and world-views are carried by different social
strata, but a theory of the whole human enterprise of
interpreting the world by means of the construction of systems
of meaning. The "social construction of reality” involves men
and women in a dialectical process of praojection and response
to that which was projected, naw perceived as objectively given

(Berger and Luckmann, 1967).

Berger applied the general theory to the specific case of
religion in his The Hocial Reality of Religion, and it is here
that the damaging contentions arise. For the problem now is
not so much the familiar one of reductionism, which theology
has been inclined to counter on the grounds that it is simply
inadequate to the evidence; it is a matter of a radical
relativism, in which theology itself as much as any other set

of human ideas or claim to knowledge 1is treated as just
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another function of the universal human activity of meaning-

projection, which is therefore entirely context-dependent.®

There are, however, a number of reasons why we feel
justified in denying that Berger's bid for sociological
imperialism 1is as irresistible as it first appears to be.
Firstly, in his own earlier work (Berger, 1961(a) & (b)) Berger
took up a somewhat neo-Orthodox position with regard to the
distinction between "religion” and "Christian faith™.
Sociology's task was seen as the debunking of religious
pretensions and ecclesiastical absurdities, since religion as a
social product was subject to all manner of corruptions and
alienative functions from which the inner reality of radical
faith had to be sharply distinguished.

Berger's later development ought undoubtedly to be seen
as part of a process of shaking off this neo-Orthodox past, as
he came +to doubt that faith itself could be so readily
preserved as a commodity immune from relativizing analysis;

and as such, there are elements of over-reaction about it.”

Secondly, Berger himself has delineated the relationship
between sociology and theology in terms more favourable than
the bare theory might suggest (Berger, 1973:181-90. In this
essay, originally published separately in 1967, Berger defends
the strictly sociological methodology of treating religion, and
therefore theonlogy too, as a human projection. At the same
time, he argues that this need not preclude the theologian
from supposing that

the anthropological ground of these projections may
itself be the reflection of a reality that includes both
world and man, so that man's ejaculations of meaning into
the wuniverse wultimately point to an all-embracing

neaning in which he himself is grounded, (Barger, op,cit;
183: for a critique see Pannenberg, 1974,)
Berger even avers that, as far as their most basic

concerns and procedures go, sociology and theology belong to

"discrepant and mutually immune frames of reference”, a
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statement which comes close to re-affirming a standpoint of
safe compartmentalization. However, it is not so simple as
this. The procedure of '"relativizing the relativizers”, by which
the theologian turns the tables on the sociologist by claiming
that his sociclogically-constructed view of man and the world
is no more entitled to the claim of absoluteness than is his
theological one, still leaves theclogy with certain requirements

to meet.

Theologians must obviously not make ostensibly empirical
statements which are subject to disconfirmation by sociological
research (Berger, op.cit:184). But more than this, sociology
will not be content to be treated as an ancillary discipline to
pastoral studies. For the theologian may come to reflect that

...he was not born as a theologian, that he existed as a
person in a particular socio-historical situation before
he ever began to do theology- in sum, that he himself, if

not his theology, is illuminated by the lighting
apparatus of the sociologist, (ibid,)

Theology is not sealed off from the social context, and the
type of theology which emerges at any time will undoubtedly be
in some measure a response to the cultural environment. But the
question we have to raise is just what the theclogian is
entitled to treat as his methodological baseline, in the sense
of that which is his datum, the frame of his entire work,
within which to cease to operate would be to secede from his

proper métier altogether.

Our third ground for rejecting the imperialist pretensions
of Berger’s sociology is found in his own projected answer to
this question. Setting aside a crude fundamentalism which
simply attempts to deny the incursions of relativity upon
theology, together with its more subtle neo-Orthodox form and

the existential relocation of faith in the recesses of a

so0Ciolugically untouchable subjectivity, Berger proposes a

44



return to what he calls "the spirit of classical Protestant
liberalism" (ibid:188.) This does not, of course, entail a
return to the conclusions of that movement. It means, rather
...a siep-by-step re-evaluation of the ‘traditional
affirmations in terms of (the theologian'sl own cognitive
criteria  (which need not necessarily be those of a
putative 'modern consciousnass’',,.)
It is, above all, a spirit of intellectual courage which
is equally removed from the cognitive retrenchment of

Orthodoxy and the cognitive timidity of what passes for
neno-Liberalism today (ibid;188-9,)

The important point here is that Berger proposes that the
theologian engage in a dialogue with the tradition, a process
in which sociology has a vital, critically stimulating role to
play. In a more recent work {(1980) Berger has followed up his
commendation of liberalism by speaking of its inductive method
of doing theology. This 1is based upon the conviction that
ultimately what wunderlies the +tradition is a formative,
definitive experience; and that, as Troeltsch saw and
struggled over, no historical-social manifestations finally and
assuredly capture and make permanent the founding experience.
But to share in the tradition which is its fruit is, Berger

says, to be able to afford the "mellowness"” of liberality.

It is therefore odd that the immediate product of Berger's
advocacy of this dialogue with the tradition in The Social
Reality of Religion was the follow-up work A Rumour of Angels,
for in this Berger fails to make theological use of his awn
cultural theory ({(cf. Lindbeck, 1984:20.) He does not approach
religion as a cultural system, carrying its tradition in the
form of a nexus o0f beliefs, rites, stories and social
embodiments, and suggest examining how these items of the
tradition serves the believer as an interpretation of his world
or a motivation for action imn it.

Instead, he produces the programme of seeking out
signals of transcendence” 1in secular experience, a kind of
sketch for a new natural theology. When he then speaks of

"confronting  the traditions”, "in search of whatever signals
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of transcendence may have been sedimented in them” (Berger,
1970:104) Berger remains unprepared to grant the theologian
the right to treat the tradition as his datum .

Ve have now looked at four possible ways of relating
theology and sociology: a merger of the 1two, strict
compartmentalization and a bid for hegemony on the part of
each over the other. All four possibilities raise for the
theclogian in their particular ways the recurrent problems of
reductionism <{(epiphenomenalism), determinism and relativism.
But we have already suggested that the Weberian tradition in
sociology holds out further potential.

Since the shaking-up of the dialogue brought about by
Berger, which in itself probably generated more heat than light
in view of the ambiguities of his position, advances have been
made which depend upon the introduction of a rather different
approach. VWithin a Veberian sociological tradition, the question
of how theology should be understood in order that
sociological considerations might be relevant to it at all has
been pursued. It is in this context that we present our own

position in the final part of this chapter.

3. Contemporary Advances.

i. From Gill to Blackfriars.

In Britain it was Robin Gill who took up, in three warks
(1975, 1978, & 1981), the task of clarifying for both sides,
but especially for theologians, the issues involved in relations
between theology and sociology. It is significant that Gill's
The Sacial Context of Theology, despite its aims being
relatively modest, came to a theological readership, at least,
as something of a new departure. Berger, it has been said, had
succeaded in "bewitching” the sociology of religion for a
decade; if so, he had certainly placed an effective moratorium

on any easy interdisciplinary advance. Gill wanted to clear the
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ground, dispel some confusion and make moderate proposals

about the principles upon which future dialogue might proceed.

Gill's first step was to urge that both theolaogians and
socinlogistes accept the other’s right to employ what he called
an "as if" methodoleogy. Sociclogists must proceed as if there
were a  sufficient sociological explanation of all religious
phenomena, since scciology is by definition thsat discipline
which studies the world by the methodological isolation of the
social factor.

Similarly, theology is entitled to operate as it the basic
Gospel material and the Christian tradition were fundamentally

valid, s=since it 15 these which form the theologian's raw

material and methodological baseline. (It is not theology as

ot
o+

such bu he philosophy of religion which does not make this
initial presupposition.) If both sides could admit this much,
Gill bhelieved, charges by theologians that sociology "left no

room for the Holy ESpirit", and the suspicions of sociolagists

that theclogians were "committed” and therefore
unscientifically biased, could be put aside

However, having said this, Gill went on to speak more
specifically to the theclogian of what he must recognize if he
expected to be tfaken sericusly by sociology. He must accept
that all theology is necessarily done in a social context. The
theologian is making conscious chojces about how to interpret
hiz context and to develop his theology in dialogue with it.

But this is nnt all: the theologian is himself also a product

(o8

of his culfural context. He does not come to his theoclogical
problems free from pre-understanding and built-in preferences
and attitudes. Thus theology itself is, at one level, amenable

to being understood in "social construct” ferms.
We have, therefore, to develop a model of the theologian

as involved, as participating in a social and cultural world,

and therefore as committed to the dialectical process of
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reflecting upon and criticising that world in the light of his
tradition, and vice versa. For the tradition with which the
theologian works is only available to him at all as part of a
cultural "package”, and yet it is given to him within the

A

Church's  life as  the resource {for  interpreting and-

importantly— transcending that "packa
I y g

[&e]
]

Granted this dialectical process, Gill insisted on the

possibility that theology might alsc at times prove socially

wignificant, that is, act &= an independent variable within
sozlety. The VWeberian backzround 4o all of thiz is clear

ideas, in his first two books, to the Honest to God debate
ne development of his position in
terme of the type of theclogy which could buiid upon this
s0ciological medel of dialectical involvement came in an essay
prepared for the Oxford Blackfriars Symposium which brought

together 2 group of theologians and sociologists in 1230 1o

ary cause. Gill's essay (1980)

-

is reproduced in & longe

- version as chapter 6 of Prcphecy and
Prayis. It sums up well the rmrevalent attitude of the symposium

towards the theclogical task, in its proposals for what Gill

calls a "praxis theology.”

The word "praxis” refers %o a compound activity in which
{in this case) religious practice in the sense of participation

eflection on

~

in the life of a community of faith, and critical
both the religious tradition and the world in the light of such
ongoing practice, are bound un fogether. According to Gill, a
praxis theology might use ‘'sociological techniques and
theories...to arbitrate on the wvalidity of particular theological
positions and notions.”

Just a3, 1in the past, theology has had to bhecome
answerable to historical and philosophical criticism, so now it
must expect to have to respond to the scrutiny of sociology.

The basis for this is the recognition that theological ideas
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and concepts cannot be tested as to their meaning save with
regard to the social formations and attitudes with which they

are accompanied in particular contexts.

Gill's proposal, as he explicitly remarks, follows the
Marxist refusal of the dichotomy in Western philosophy between
ideas and behaviour, or a supposedly 'value-free" cognitive
content and a commitment to action. (Claims of sociology to be
"value-free" represent a distortion of the meaning of the term
in VWeber's usage.) It warns us to be wary of the distinction
between '"pure" and "applied” in theology. It implies that the
role of sociclogy for the theologian, as well of that of
supplying factual, empirical material and raising critical
questions about theological pronouncements based on
purportedly, but inaccurate, factual premises, will be to
describe, as it were from the outside, the social forms and
configurations, dynamics and pressures, relationships and
tensions, which are the product of, and indeed the realized
meaning of, theological statements about God, man and the

world.

Gill bimself has not applied his suggestive ideas to any
great extent in his own analyses of the Church’s social role.®
David Martin has, haowever, made a substantial contribution to
understanding how the process works. Before we come to this,
we may indicate how two of the other Blackfriars contributors
helped further in the development of this important approach
to theology.

J.Orme Mills depicts the theologian as "go-between':

The theologian,, ,aims to articulate a 'comprehensive
sense’' of reality, but in a different way from the social
theorist, Consciously or unconsciously he sets out to do
1t by acting as 'go-between'- as a creative interpreter-
betwaen, on the one hand, the wider society and its
tulture, and, aon the other hand, the life-giving,
meaning-deternining comnunication (for the Christian, the
‘gospel’} simultaneously motivating and preserved by the
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believing worshipping group to which he is linked, Each
1s seen as deepening understanding of the other,,  The
tension that the theologian has to cope with is unique
only because the essence of the 'life-giving, meaning-
determining communication’ that it his task to articulate
in the categories of the 'wider society’ is seen by the
'believing, worshipping group' not as a creation of the
group 1tself but as ‘'wholly given', and it is this
‘givenness' that characterises the communication (Mills,
1980:8-9; emphasis mine),

¥We should note here the recognition of the dual role played by
the tradition upon which the theologian reflects. On the omne
hand, because it is handed down by the worshipping group as
part of a whole cultural package, it has to be understood in
relation to its context and its past. The theologian has to
interpret how and why he came to be who and where he is, as a
member of a religious tradition and a wider society. The
relationships set up in the past between tradition and context
may well be subtle and even ironic, and the theologian must
seek to understand them.

But then, because he is committed to treating the ideas
within the +tradition as coming from beyond him, as
determinative of what is finally to be, as distinct from the
limited and provisional nature of the prevailing state of
affairs, he has also to tackle the question of how the
tradition may be deployed to realise the future- of how, so to

speak, "more light and truth" may yet "break forth" from it.

Another contributor, Timothy Radcliffe, in an essay
entitled "Relativizing the Relativizers”, describes theology as
"creative praxis": "Theology is an encounter of Church and
world in which the meaning of the Gospel becomes articulate as
an illumination of the world” <{(quoting Cornelius Ernst). This
mediatory role of theology means that it is not properly
conceived as one more discipline or methodology alongside
others, one more source of interpretative information about the
world. Theclogy on its own adds nothing at all; its proper
place is working with the disciplines like sociology which

seek to understand man in his social context.
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It 1s always a matter of "theology and" rather than
"theology or". There is a place for the critical praxis of
theology wherever Christians seek to employ the distinctive
insights of any secular discipline in the service of applying

the Gospel.

ii. The Contribution of David Martin.

As a sociologist in the Weberian tradition with clear
commitments and interests in the area of religion and theology,
Martin's credentials are particularly suited to the approach we
are putting forward. In the current context, his special
contribution is to have captured the interaction of theological
and sociological factors in the unfolding story of religious

social reality in a dynamic, historical and dialectical way.

Martin shares, to begin with, two basic principles with
Mills' position in the passage quoted above. These are, firstly,
that theology is concerned to aim at comprehensive
interpretation of human situations, i.e. to provide overall
categories of understanding which at the same time give
maximum caoverage to the particulars of experience.

Secondly, Martin supports the view that what makes the
theologian's standpoint unique is the conviction that the "set”
or "frame"” into which bhe gathers up his interpretation Iis
itself something given, there, objectively present; not merely
constructed out of the available social materials, but able to
stand over them and prescribe a final, normative possibility

(Martin, 1980(b):47).

The Christian tradition offers one way of tracing a
connecting thread through the labyrinth of interpretations
suggested by the potentially chaotic mass of circumstances

amidst which individuals and groupe must live and move {cf.

o+

Bowker, 1973). It '"carves an arc out of the spectrum of
possibilities". In so doing, and over time, it creates certain

soclal patterns and tensions, structures and forms, which the
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sociologist of religion seeks to understand. Martin's original
way of characterizing these arrangements is to speak of a
"theo-logic" and a "socio-logic”, which turns the question of
the relation between two academic disciplines into a matter of

dynamic socio-historical developments.

The theo-logic is composed, as to its actual cultural
manifestations and means of +transmission, of a "stock" or
"repertoire” of images. These are the constituents of the
Christian tradition: Cross, Virgin, Brotherhaod, Holy City,
Servant, and so an. Each image may be regarded as a little
capsule of explosive, inserted into the social structure,
capable under favourable conditions of exerting powerful force
for radical change (Martin, 1980{a>:15 and passim’. In this way
Martin rejects reductionism and retains for theological ideas
the right to claim a reality sui generis, it subsists in the
area of visjion, possibility and promise, and it is socio-
culturally set forth in the form of what Martin calls a "code",

via image and symbol.

But the drive of all such images for concrete historical
realization encounters "social resistance” <(op.cit:71ff). As

Martin puts it in the Symposium essay:

[The theologian's task 1s] to brood upon the paradox of a
plenitude and power which c¢an only express 1tself
creatively within strict limitations and rules, and which
only achievas fulness in relation to that which is not
1tsalf (Martin, 1980(b):47),

The socio-logic uncovers all manner of constraints and costs
governing the bid of the Christian vision for embodiment. This
recognition entails for Martin a judicious attitude towards the

issue of determinism:

Every system says:; these things must be and these things
need not be, Indeed, the most potent systems suggest how
men may collude creatively with necessity,, Sociology
doas nat require us 9 accept ihat every option is
already pre-empted by the antecedent concatenation of
cireunstances, Indeed, my own view is that options are
real just because they are very circumscribed, Ve can



thoose precisely becauss the range of possibilities is
constricted (ibid:49-50),

In this light, every social and cultural form achieved by
an originating theological idea appears as the fruit of a
struggle, a temporary, partial and probably fragile victory
gained at considerable cost in the face of daunting odds.
Sociology analyses and outlines the conditions under which the
normative vision carried by the Christian code may achieve
various forms of partial realization.
I am saying how the wontological reality is embodied and
haow the thealogical norm 15 made  effective, The
embodiment may be partial, the norm may not be fully
realized,, We have to expose the socis-logic informing a
symbol-system, and consider what light that can throw

upon the form and development of the theo-logic
(ibid:58),

The theme of Martin's The Breaking of the Image is the

successive mutations and distortions undergone by several
specific Christian images in the historical course of this kind
of dynamic process. It is a dialectical process because both
images and context, both theo-logic and seocio-logic, affect and
are affected by the other. But the pull of forces can he such
that an image ceases to represent its original radical ideal.
The alliances and collusions entered into by the religious
images on account of social constraint are capable of leading
to their being bought out by the cultural context, forced to
conform to prevailing structures and patterns and so
apparently made of no effect and emptied of their ability to be

socially significant.

But Martin insists on a double evaluation of this. It may
threaten harm to the very kernel of the Gospel ideals; and yet,
it is only by entering into these risky cultural alliances that
the religious ideas are ensured the probability of survival, by
seeing to it that they are carried through the generations in
the clothing of tradition. And as long as they are so carried,
they retain their "charge'", a latent or dormant potential which

can be re-activated. Theology only goes on at all, or should,
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in full awareness of the pains and discomforts of this

dialectic.

Martin does not maintain in his work the distinction we
have made between the religious tradition and theology as the
process of critical reflection on it. But putting his insights
together with those of Gill and the theological contributors to
the Blackfriars symposium, who do make the distinction,
provides us with a viable model for a dialogue between the
disciplines. One reservation remains before we go on to sum up

our position.

Martin's recent waork has met with a hesitant reception
from both sides of the interdisciplinary fence. Some
sociologists have tended to regard him as having deserted
sociology altogether in favour of theology, whereas some
theologians are suspicious of a type of writing which (as in
The Breaking of the Image) appears to deal with theological
themes without employing the familiar tools and "jargon" of
that discipline.

It is possible that Martin's marginalization in both
disciplines indicates that this way forward in the dialogue is
only feasible along a fairly narrow front, i.e. where the
sociology of religion is interested in theological ideas and
theology is concerned about how they are expressed in the life
of the Church. Dbviously this is far from the whole of what a
fully-fledged dialogue would have to involve. On the wider
issues, there are many questions yet to be answered'©, but the
"narrow front" where the approach we have been discussing is
appropriate is, after all, the front upon which this thesis is

located.

iii. Conclusions.
This thesis introduces sociological perspectives into the
critical analysis of theological ideas. Since this procedure is

fraught with methodological and theoretical dangers, we have
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tried in this chapter to give quite extensive treatment to how
we hope to deal with +them. 1In particular, we see the
constructive interaction of the disciplines as entailing a
particular tradition of sociclogical work and a corresponding

model of theology.

The sociolagical tradition followed in the thesis is that
deriving from the work of Weber. This is because we find here
a due attention to the meanings religious beliefs and practices
hold for the individual agents inveolved, coupled with a
sufficiently sophisticated account of the dialectical
interaction between ideas and material factors of the social
context. Ve have indicated earlier in the chapter why we do not
consider the other major sociological tradition, stemming from
the work of Durkheim, to offer such fruitful possibilities to

theology.

WVithin the Veberian tradition, we are adopting the
approach to the behaviour of the Christian religion in social
and cultural context which we find in the work of David
Martin. This supports a dialectical view of the relationship
between the logic of a body of theological ideas, in terms of
vision, possibility and promise, and that of social patterns,
structures and relations in terms of constraint, cost and

necessity.

A particular model of theological work corresponds to
this sociological method. It has been proposed by Rabin Gill
and other contributors to recent dialogue between theologians
and sociologists, and proceeds from the recognition that the
theologian operates with a religious tradition as his datum, a
tradition which itself shapes him and in which he is involved,
and which at the same time is handed on within an overall
cultural package in which the tradition has been involved in a

complex set of two-way relationships with the social context.
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The theology to which sociological considerations are
relevant is therefore a theology which attempts a critical
explication of the contents of the religious tradition, and of
the social and cultural context, in the light of the interface
between the two in which the theologian, in virtue of his own

participation in the life of the community of faith, is caught

up.! 1

Sociological insights can stimulate theology towards a
sharper understanding of the fradition in terms of the
relationship of present *to past, by uncovering the alliances
between religious and ideas and social context which have led
to the current situation of religious and cultural life.

Then, when theology goes on to try to discover how the
tradition may be activated to bring about a new relation of
present to future, sociology can again sharpen the enterprise
by pointing to the constraints and costs to which such

advances will be subject.

This is the way in which we intend to employ sociological
perspectives in our analysis of the theology of Christian
Radicalism. It will be the task of Part Two of the thesis to
develop the specific sociological tools to be used in the third

and main Part.

Before going aon to do this, one further component to the
basic "frame" remains for Part One. This is the place of
Bonhoeffer in the issues raised by Christian Radicalism; for
Bonhoeffer, to put it in Martin's terms, was certainly
concerned to discover the relationship between a theo-logic and
a contemporary socio-logic, and in this way he provides a link

between the topics of our first two chapters.

NOTES,

I, It would be false to implz a total ne{lect of religion in the sociology of the
tuenties to the fifties, In America, the Lunds' studies on "Middletown" and Liston
Pope's Mjillhands and Preachers wera notable inter-war exceplions, In Britain in the
fifties came W M Villians’ : i ‘ illaga, M Stacey's



ad ~and ¥,5 F Pickering's unpublished Ph,0
thesis, : al Gir g0 a Eaglish Ind ¥
lowns, all iv1n? substantial alttenlion to religious life, Nevertheless Gerhard
Lenskl was able fo present his ' in 1961 as in the nature of a

The Religious Factor
pioneering attempl to aesz Yeberian nethods to discovering the relationships between
PEIIalOUS beliefs and attitudes in other areas of social life,
2, We have not distinguished the Marxist as a third distinclive tradition in
sociology, Apart from mere limitation of scope, we have kept to just two major
traditions because we think it misleading that Ueber and Marx have so often been
presented as holding opposing views about” the priority of either ideas or matarial
factors in promoting social change, We think it preferable to regard both as
representing a dynamic, dialectical and historical {radition of socioloegical
analysis, as distinct from a more static structural-functional type, In this wag it
tan be seen how, outside specifically Marxist contexis, Marxian ideas have often been
received via the Weberian modifications of them, This appears at various points in
our account of the task of theology,
3, The optimistic ease of Christian Sociology's application of theological principles
Lo social issues shows how far English theology was from getling atiuned to the
Barthian movement which was sweeping Europe, It 1s noteworthy that renewed interest
in the relavance of sociology only arese among Protestant theologians with the
eventual decline of dialectical theology, with those most interested in sociology
frequently former Barthians themselves,
4, The pioneer of the movement French Professor of Canon Lav Gabriel LeBras,
produced his initial article, 'S{atistique et Histoire Religieuse, Pour un Examen
détailld et pour une Explication Historique de 1'Etat du Cathelicisme dans les
Diverses Regions de la France', as early as 1931, His collaboralor Fernand Boulard
brought out his first Religious Map of Ryral France in 1947, but no English
translation of his work appeared until 1960, The English churches were slow to
realize, in the post-War mood of national optimism, that England was every bit as
auch "pays de mission” as France,
5, This ability to compartnentalize looks too much like grofessional schizophrenia to
Protestant eyes, and raised doubts among non-Catholic theologians about how readily
religious sociofogy might be transplanted into Protestant soil, No Protestant could
match, for example, the startlin varxetg of the voluminous works of that scourge of
the Amarican journals, Father Andrew Greeley,
f, Berger's soriology of knowledge perspective has been described as the “fiery
braok” ‘through which all theologn nust now pass in its quest for an authoritative
truth-clain, "The pun en Feuerbach is nol entirely justified, however, for whereas
Feuerbach's inversion of Hegel to claim that the so-called "divine spirit" is really
none other than the ideal projection of human nature (in istianity)
enabled Marx, in criticising Feuerbach, to go a step further and arque for the
economic-material base to ideas of that "nature®, Berger's position, in relativizing
everything, both Marx and theology included, ends by leaving everything as it is,
7, The pervasive role of humour in Berger's work also leads us to take his
'methodological atheisa” with a pinch of salt, The point is thal sociology's
"debunking” attitude deflates the gretensions of all humanly devised systems and
nakes their claim to be treated absolutely seriously look comic; “This will lead to a
posture vis-a-vis society of the latter as esseniially a comedy, in which men parade
ug and down with their %audy tostunes, change hats and titles, hit each other with
the sticks the{ have or the ones they can persuade their fellow-actors to believe in®
(Ber?er, 1966:185), Hamnett (1974) takes Berger to task for going to great lengths io
display his "atheisa" before doing a dramatic about-turn, all carefully planned, of
tourse~- the conjuror performs a dazzling feat of "look no hands" before triumphantly

groducing the ace from up his sleeve and declaring himself a believer after alll
, In chapter 6 of 1Pg_gngigl_ﬂnnlgxi_gj_lhgnggl, Gill looks at the interpretations
of secularization offered by Robinson (1963), Mascall (1965), Ramsey (1969), Newbigin

{1966) and Barry (1969), He finds in them a common tendency to make uncritical
assumptions about the nature of modern sociely, and a general failure to acquaint
themselves with substaniial sociological work on the subject, but he does not examine
their theological recommendations in this light, In chapter 5 of lheolagy and Socjal
Shructure he looks at the Honest to God debale for evidence of the possible secial
significance of theology, but only advances examples of non-theological factors
assisting the book's impact,

9, Gill’s account of the social function of the churches in Prophecy and Praxis is
that 'thex may help to "embed key general values or principles inlo society”
(op,cit;134), This reflects the interest in ethical issues which has occupied him
since that tise (his Lhrigtian Eihigs was recently published by T &7,
Clark), and belongs to an interpretation of secularization as "transposition”, which
logks for the religious ori?xns of supposedly secular values in society (cf, Gill,
1984), Both this point and that in note £ above lead us to the view that there is
gqre fp the theoretical ideas put forward by Gill than he has actually made use of
inself,
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10, I understand that a more racent meeting of the %roup, which took the Barden of
Eden narratives of Genesis 1-3 as its subject-matier, experienced difficulty in
gd;qnging the dialogue once the earlier narrow "front” of co-operation was left
ehind,

11, There are obvious affinities between this position and the method of Liberation
Theology, Sequndo (1977:75ff,) speaks of theology as the "second step®, where the
first 1s commitment, He means that theology cannot be brought pure and unconditioned
to a social situation and applied to if; rather, the theologian begins by bein
involved in that situation and forming certain judgwents about what is good an
desirable in it, In Gutierrez’ words, "theology comes after”: its resources
facilitate and direct critical reflection, from the Christian tradition, on what is
already under way, Of course, for Sequndo "commitment” means political' conmituent,
and tKe notorious difficulty of applying the specific recommendalions of the
Liberationist approach to a vastly different socio-golitital milieu has led us to
develop our positlion without direct dependence on the Latin American theologians,
However, see Davis (1980:23ff ) for a suggestive account of how *original theology”,
which is done in the very aci of [often pre-reflexive) Christian livingf, worshippine
serving, needs to be related to "scientific theolouiy" theolegy as a formalize and
thematic discipline, through the praxisof a critica theology,
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CHAPTER THREE: THE PLACE OF BONHOEFFER.

1. Bonhceffer and the Radical Theologians.

The name of Bonhoeffer supplies a link between the
concerns raised in the two preceding chapters. Firstly, his is
the +theclogical influence most markedly present and most
frequently  acknowledged behind the 1deas of Christian
Radicalism.

Secondly, his work represents a pioneering attempt to
come to grips with those aspects of the task of theology for
which, as we have tried to show in the previous chapter,
sociological  perspectives <can prove both critical and
constructive. This 1is quite explicit in his early doctoral
thesis, Sanctorum Communio, but implicit in his whole oeuvre,
as we shall argue shortly.

But as a beginning we must briefly indicate the scope of
his importance for the radicalism of the sixties. These remarks
are designed only to singie out the features of Bonhoeffer’s
work which were of particular relevance to the radicals, and to
indicate why this is especially significant from the point of
view of this thesis. They are not meant to provide a

comprehensive overview of his theology.’

Acknowledgement of Bonhoeffer as influence and
inspiration is, as we have said, frequent. Paul van Buren

prefaces The Secular Meaning of the Gospel with Auden's poem,

Friday' Child, which 1is headed "In memory of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, martyred at Flossenburg, April 9th, 1945.” He opens
his introductory chapter with Bonhoeffer’'s words, '"Honesty
demands that we must live in the world as if there were no
God"; and he claims that his own work is an attempt to develop
the "nonreligious interpretation of Biblical concepts" for which
Bonhoeffer called, in answering the question, "How can the
Christian who is himself a secular man understand his faith in

a sacular way?" {(van Buren, 1963:2)
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Harvey Cox progresses only to the second page of his

Introduction to The Secular City before he writes:

Secularization,, is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer in 1944
called 'man’'s coming of age,' To some, Bonhoeffer's words
still sound shocking, but they really should not, He was
merely venturing a tardy theological interpretation of
what had alrsady been wnoticed by poets and novelists,
sacinlogists and  philosophers  for  decades,  (Cox,
1962816 )

He reverts to Bonhoeffer’'s question, "How do we speak in a
secular fashion of God?" in chapter 11 of his book, where he

observes that it is among other things a sociological question.

John Robinson alludes to Bonhoeffer’s Letters and Papers
from Prison on p.23 of Honest to God as the second of three
pieces of writing, the ideas in which had proved seminal for
his thinking:

I first encountered axtracts from these in The fcumenical
Review for January 1952, Dne felt at once that the
Church was not yet ready for what Bonhoeffer was giving
us as his last will and testament,, that God is

deliberately calling us to a form of Christianity that
does not depend on the premise of religion,?

The aspects of Bonhoeffer's work which proved to be most
suggestive have been set out briefly in an essay by William
Hamilton (1968:118-123.) According to him, Bonhoeffer |is
"communicating to many young Protestants today because his are
the only theological words written in the recent past that can
help us understand the new era into which we are moving." The
worde in question are found, Hamilton says, partly in
Bonhoeffer's Ethics, but chiefly in the tt nd
Prison. The three central ideas are:

i. The coming-of-age of the warld and the positive
evaluation of the process of secularization.

ii. The plea for a religionless Christianity, and the
positive evaluation of the rejection of religion by the modern
world,

iii. The notion of being 'challenged to participate in the

sufferings of God at the hands of a godless world.” This last
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idea may be filled out with the secular Christological
understanding of faith as a way of being in the world that
conforms to the pattern of the presence of Christ as the "man

for others".{(cf.Richard, 1967:13.)

Three of Bonhoeffer's phrases which became leading
slogans of Christian Radicalism, "world come of age”,
"religionless Christianity” and "man for others”, provide us
thus with a framework around which to organise our own
remarks. They also correspond, closely in the case of the first
two and more loosely in the third, to the issues we have
already stated to be the major concerns of the sixties'
radicalism: the problems of a secular approach to the reality
of God, the theological affirmation of secularization and the

reconceptualizing of the commitment of faith.

It is not strictly relevant, in outlining the influence of
Bonhoeffer on the radicals' thinking, to ask whether their
interpretation of him was always sound. Certainly, in drawing
their inspiration almost exclusively from the fragmentary and
enigmatic prison letters, they were well aware that they were
not attempting a balanced evaluation of Bonhoeffer's life's
work, brief though it was. Ve do not, therefore, propose to
treat directly the question of whether Bonhoeffer was misused,
as critics of the radicals were very ready to argue.® However,
we do intend to point to certain features of Bonhoeffer's work
which the radicals may not have perceived, because they were
unacquainted with his earliest writings, and which throw
valuable 1light on why his later work seemed to speak so

illuminatingly to their own concerns.

2. Bonhoeffer and the Sociological Nature of the Church.

Bonhoeffar's doctoral thesis wanctorum Communiu,

presented to the Berlin theological faculty in 1927 when he

was only 21, did not appear in an English tfranslation until
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1963, i.e. not until interest in Bonhoeffer had been stimulated
by the publication of the prison letters. At the time of its
publication in 1930, the work found no ready audience. Its
concern to conduct a dogmatic enquiry into the sociological
nature of the Church appeared to blur the distinctions marked
out by the divide between Barth and Troeltsch— the way of
historical relativism 1in the study of the Church as a
sociological entity in the latter case, and the radical
revelationism of the dogmatic method of the former.
Furthermore, the work was experimental in that Bonhoeffer was
trying to move away from the essentialist perspectives of
Liberal Protestantism which he had learnt at Berlin from

Harnack.*

Bonhoeffer's friend and prison correspondent during his
last months, Eberhard Bethge, has summed up Bonhoeffer's

concern in the early period as "the quest for the concreteness

of the message.” (Bethge, 1967.> He clarifies this in two
propositions: "Concreteness 1is the attribute of revelation
itself”, and "Only the message which becomes a specific

concrete word is the eternal word of authority.” That is, it is
not merely the "application"” of the message which deals in the
concrete, but the very form and substance of it. The dogmatic
terms, such as grace, justification, reconciliation, may be
regarded as social facts. Thus the recent studies of Dumas and
Ott both single out '"reality” as the controlling idea of

Bonhoeffer's theology.

Phillips has shown in The Form of Christ in the World

how Bonheceffer's thought revolved around the dual foci of the
authentic shape and style of the experience of Christ, and the
social nature and function of the Church. For the Church is
what 1is empirically available to us abjectively, as the
institution with a prima facie claim to represent Christ before

the world.

o))
AV



Likewise it is the Gospel image of the man Jesus which is
subjectively present to give some concrete, humanly graspable
form to the Gospel message. Martin Marty points to
Eonhoeffer's question, "What is Christianity, or indeed who is
Christ, for us today?” as his leading problem, and he notes
that his way of approaching it remained constant from his
initial location of these characteristic problems of theology

within the sociological setting of the Church (Marty, 1963.)

This concern for concrete social form helps to explain
Bonhoeffer’s dismissal of 'religion”, insofar as it seeks to
offer inwardly-oriented, psychologizing or individualistic
answers to his theological questions. For Christ does not come
to meet my need and to make me self-sufficient. Rather (in
traditional Lutheran terms)> in being pro me and alse "for
others” in weakness and suffering, he lifts the issue of
justification, salvation and wholeness on to the level of
community and mutuality. Once more, ecclesiology is implied in

Christology. (Ehrlich, 1969.)

So, in Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer sought to enlist
the aid of sociology in coming to grips with these questions.
He insisted upon a definition of the Church as "Christ existing
as the Church” He attempted to elucidate the theological
meaning of such a statement by means of concepts drawn from
Hegelian idealism (the Hegelian 'right'), personalist philosophy
and the formalistic school of sociology associated especially

with Ferdinand Toennies and Georg Simmel.

Briefly, he argued that man is essentially a social being,
and the categaory of the personal 1is only realized in the
mutuality of relationships: in community. The normative form of
human personhood would be found only in the divine community,
marked by a particular quality of relationship. Here he

imported the concept of "collective person” to characterize the
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community, which as a moral, supra-personal entity in itself
possessed an "objecive spirit”.

These notions could readily be theologized into line with
the doctrines of the Person of Christ and of the Holy Spirit
as their perfect and normative form. The "essential Church”,
then, was the normative and ideal form of human community. In
such a community of persons, the experienced reality of God
was to be found- a claim already damaging to traditional
metaphysics. For as Bonhoeffer put it boldly in his second

book, Act and Being, "einen Gott, den es ’'gibt’, gibt es nicht.”

Peter Berger (1963) has pointed out the defects in
Bonhoeffer’'s wuse of sociology to cubstantiate his case.
Sociological development has made his espousal of Toennies,
Simmel and just one aspect of Durkheim (collective spirit), to
the exclusion of Marx and Weber, loock very unwise. Today, we
should be inclined to class Bonhoeffer's "sociology” as '"social
philosophy”, despite his attempt to distinguish the two.
Phillips has criticised Bonhoeffer for trying to describe '"the
visible and unique form which revelation assumes among the
secular structures of society” (1968:49) in an unhistorical,
non-dialectical way, simply translating a presumed theological

norm into the alternative language of social philosophy.

Berger agrees in <finding the theological contribution
somewhat imperialistic, and goes on to criticise the "Hegelian
and pre-Marxian" concept of "objective spirit”. He suggests
that to argue as Bonhoeffer does for a "collective person” idea
of human community and then to say, on a priori theological
grounds, that this has in practice been broken by sin, is to
treat Hegelian anthropology as though it were a kind of
sociology of the pre-Fall periad! Bonhoeffer has been too eager
to reify his sociological concepts, which as Berger says are
only analytical constructs, into some sort of representation of
reality. He rejects liberal theological essentialism, but adopts

a sociological kind instead.
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However, the last sections of Sanctorum Communio do take
up questions which are obscured rather than clarified by the
faulty methodology of the bulk of the work. One of the most
important of these concerns Bonhoeffer's awareness of the
discrepancy between the empirical Church and the ideal
community he has described. He is anxious to account for this
without retreating into what Harvey Cox has called the "gaseous
spiritualism” of a doctrine of the "invisible Church" (Callahan,
1966:210.) He writes:

The Church is the presence of Christ, as Christ is the
presence of @od,, The Kingdom of Christ or the Church
is,,,present o us in concrete historical form, and
present in such a way that it must reckon with having
many nominal members, It is prasent, in other words, as a
national church (Voléskirche? and not as a 'gathered’

thurch  (Frefwilligkeitskirche, ) (Bonhoeffer, 1963:151;
emphasis mine,)

Vherein 1lies the middle term of union between the
gathered sanctorum communio and the corpus permixtum of the
Volkskirche? For Bonhoeffer, in the Vord which takes priority
in any case over the Church, which constitutes the Church and
which the Church bears and preaches. "The sanctorum communio
sustains the others...in whom the possibility of becoming
‘effective’ members of the Church is dormant...by virtue of the

Word” (ibid:152).

Ve must neither regard the mere fact of the Church's
sociological form as equivalent to sin, nor treat it as a kind
of apparition of a purely ideal, unreal Church never to exist
in this woarld. For even as Christ entered history, so has God
willed the historical form of the Church’'s life. "No matter how
dubious its empirical form may be, it remains the Church so
long as Christ is present in his Word"” (ibid:146). To the
extent that the VWord is realized, made concretely present in
the Church's forms and service, the empirical Church as
Volkskirche will be "pressing forward” into the essential

Church of the sanctorum communio.



Bonhoeffer admits that a time could come when the given
form of the Volkskirche might no longer be capable of pressing
forward in this way; and then, such practices as infant
baptism, which can only be meaningful within a conception of
the community in which some exist and profess for and on
behalf of others, might have to cease.® Bonhoeffer observes
here a situation which 1is consonant with the idea of the
sociological expression of theological meanings found in Martin
and discussed in the previous chapter: that the Church is
always at once both in part the authentic expression of the
idea (image) from which it springs, and in part threatens to

contradict it.

In his lectures, Bethge goes on to trace the development
of Bonhoeffer's quest for concreteness through all his major
works. He sees the outcome of the search beginning to emerge
in a thoroughgoing "theology of the natural”, an endorsement of
the worldliness of the world as the arena in which God's

reality in the form of the presence of Christ might appear.

Bethge is even prepared to view the seemingly much more

world-denying The Cost of Discipleship and Life Together as

stages of the same develapment. Here, the concrete form of
faith appears as a costly and sacrificial service in
commitment to a Christ demanding exclusive allegiance. Then,
this taking seriously of one's vocation under Christ for the
sake of ultimate things leads readily on to a fresh vision of
the totality of Christ's Lordship in the penultimate things
also, and indeed over those of no religion at all,® The scope
of application of the search for Christological concreteness
broadens out from the specific communion of saints to the

whole of society.

And so finally arise the questions of the prison letter of

April 30th, 1944:
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In what way are we 'religionless-secular’ Christians, in
what way are we the eof-Klesia, those who are called
forth, not regarding ourselves from a religious point of
view as specially favoured, but rather as belonging
wholly to the world? In that case Christ is no longer an
object of religion, but something quite different, really
the Lord of the warld, But what does that mean? What is
the place »of worship and prayer in a religionless
situation? Does the secret discipline, or alternatively
the difference,, between penultimate and ultimate, take
an a new impartance here?

o~

5. The Relevance of the Major Themes of the Prison Letters.

i. "Vorld come of Age.”

We have devoted some time to this background territory
which was rarely traversed by the radicals who made most use
of Bonhoeffer, because it helps us to see why his prison
utterances should have seemed to strike the right note, and it
provides additional explication of the approach to the secular
theology we are taking in this thesis. We can now deal quite
briefly with the three leading themes indicated in the
"slogans” introduced at the heginning of the chapter, and show
the place they hold 1in our later detailed theological

discussions.

Only in the Lefters and Papers from Prison does the
subject of secularization appear explicitly. As the concept of
the world’'s coming-of-age, it is compounded with Bonhoeffer’s
already established Christocentric emphasis to produce the new
ideas so characteristic of the letters (W.Hamilton, 1962; and
cf. Metz, 1969). The crucial passage comes in the letter of June

8th, 1944:

The  movement  that  began  about  the  thirteenth
century, . towards the autonomy of man (in which I should
include the discovery of the laws by which the world
lives and deals with itself in science, social and
political matters, art, ethics and religion) has in our
time reached a certain completion, Man has learnt to deal
with himself in all gquestions of importance without
recourse to the working hypothesis called 'God', As in
the scientific field, so in human affairs generally,
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‘God’ is being pushed more and more out of life, lesing
more and more ground, .,

Bonhoeffer traces the trend towards the autonomy of man
and the world through the thought of Lord Herbert of Cherbury,
Montaigne, Machiavelli, Grotius and Descartes, to Spinoza, Kant,
Fichte and Hegel, and in so doing makes two points clear.
Firstly, the "autonomy” of man-in-the-world has nothing to do
with "maturity” in any ethical or morally approbative sense.
These are intended as matter-of-fact judgments about the
nature and mode of man's being-in-the-world and his self-
understanding. They do not imply he has "grown up” in the
manner of the more extreme nineteenth-century meliorist type
of rationalism. It is, in any case, strictly speaking the world

which is said to be of age (muendig) rather than man.

Secondly, Bonhoeffer’s real interest in developing the
idea focuses on the question of God, and is not basically
anthropological at all. James Mark has located the core of the
concept of coming-of-age in the abolition of the "working
hypothesis” of God (Mark, 1962). The acquisition of knowledge
by scientific methods requires, as far as possible, the
elimination of unverifiable postulates as Dbases for its
procedures. As long as God is conceived of in such a way, he
is doomed to be ever on the retreat into the ever-diminishing
gaps 1in knowledge. Bonhoeffer wants to halt this process
before it is too late, by recaonsidering what it means to speak

of the presence and activity of God at all.

This 1is <clear fraom Bonhcoeffer's conviction that the
maturity of the world is given in Christian faith, and can only
be properly understood in relation to it. As R.Gregor Smith
puts it, "Faith is not the scaffolding by which we have been
able to rise to this height, which may then be knocked away,
leaving the structure of the world in solitary power over
itself” (Smith, 1966:1803. The true understanding of

secularization and the true understanding faith has of God’s
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way of being in the world belong together. Bonhoeffer wrote on
July 16th, 1944:

God himself compels us to recognise this, So our coming

of age leads us to a true recognition of our situation

befaore God, God gives us to know that we must live as men

who manage their lives without God, The God who lets us

live in the world without the working hypothesis of God
1s the God before whom we are ever standing,

Secularization means for Bonhoeffer that reason and
science, man unaided, can in principle explain all things, can
be self-sufficient. There is no special department, no enclave
of life, which can be reserved for God, as a kind of base from
which the Church might continue its opposition to the progress
of secularization. God is not identifiable in a particular place
or practice; and this fact, which at first appears to mean the
disappearance or demise of God, points instead to a new way of
perceiving all of reality and the world as with God, under God

and before God.

But this cannot make sense unless the message of the
Gospel is a concrete one. It will not do to use the abstract
noun ‘concreteness" as the basis for a vague idea of all
reality as somehow in an undifferentiated fashion the arena of
God's presence and activity. There still has to be some sort of
break in the seamless web of the world which can give a point

of departure for any talk of God whatsoever.

So it is that to affirm secularization as leaving no room
for any special department of life where God is to be found
paradoxically raises in acute form all over again the question
of what the Church, insofar as it continues to exist as a
distinct body of people, can be for. The question of "gathered
Church” and "national Church” 1is sublimated into that of
"minority practising religious group” and "secular presence of

Christ”.



The problems which arise out of Bonhoeffer's beginning of
an attempt to come to terms with secularization theologically
in a positive way develop much more fully in the more
extensive theological responses to secularization we shall be
locking at in Chapters X and XI in Part Three. In order to
examine them in a way which fastens critically upon the claim
to "concreteness”, we shall introduce perspectives from the

socioglogical treatment of the secularization process.

ii. "Religionless Christianity.”

Bonhoeffer’'s rejection of religion now becomes
intelligible, inasmuch as religion is irredeemably tied to this
no longer feasible concept of God. We need to deduce this from
Bonhoeffer's use of the term 'religion”, since he nowhere

defines it explicitly. On April 30th, 1944, he wrote:

The time when people could be told everything by means of
words, whather thenlogical or pious, is over, and so is
the time of inwardness and conscience- and that means the
time of religion in general [emphasis minel,, Our whole
nineteen-hundrad-year-old Christian praaching and
theology rest on the religious & priors of mankind,,, But
if one day it becomes clear that this a priors does not
exist at all,,,and if therefore man becomes radically
religionless,, ,-what does that mean for
'Christianity’'?,

Religious people speak of God when human knowledge,,, has
come to an end, or when human resources fail- in fact it
1s always the deuws sx machina that they bring on to the
scene, either for the apparent solution of insoluble
problems, or as strength in human failure- always, that
is to say, exploiting human weakness or human boundaries,

And, on May 5th:
What does it mean to ’interpret in a religious sense'? I
think 1t means to speak on the one hand metaphysically,
and oan the ather hand individualistically,

From these quotations emerge a variety of ways in which
Bonhoeffer thinks of religion as a mode of relationship
between the human and the divine. We can set them ocut so as
clearly to show their relevance to the interests of the

radicals.”
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i. Religion means 'being told everything”, i.e. the
individual is the passive recipient of a body of teachings and
traditions. But contemporary culture casts doubt on the value
of "just believing”. Insofar as religion means submission to
authority it appears to deny the possibility of growth into an
authentic expression of faith under modern conditions.

ii. Religion locates God in the inward spiritual
experience of the individual, 1in the 'soul”, as to his
subjective presence. But modern thinking makes exceedingly
problematic the notion of a specific recess of the human make-
up wherein God is pre-eminently known, and which has its own
distinct type of experience.

iii. Religion, on the other hand, places God 1in a
metaphysical "beyond” or "other world” as to his objective
existence, and this inevitably makes him appear remote or
irrelevant to secular ways of thinking.

iv. Religion assumes that there 1is a basic human
religiosity which is permanent and universal, so that if this
appears to be declining, it loocks as though the Gospel has been
defeated and God has failed; but this surely cannot be so.

v. Religion encourages a "God of the gaps” mentality by
invoking God at the points of special human need or ignorance.
But it cannot be right that the relationship between man and
God should be inoperative when man is confident, contented or

in possession of a high view of human capabilities.

All of this amounts to more than just a reaction against
the pietism of EBonhoeffer’s background. Moreover, it is not
merely a reproduction of Barth's polemic against religion.
Barth argued +that religion is irreconcilably opposed to
revelation, because 1t represents the idolatrous and self-
righteous presumption of man to reach God.® Nevertheless
religion must and will persist, either as wilful unbelief or as
brought under judgment and continually relativized under the

transcendent pawer of revealed faith,
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But PBonhoeffer's approach makes such questions beside the
point. For it is no longer a question of what man attempts to
achieve in himself bheing confronted by what God declares from
beyond him. It is a matter of finding a logic for speaking of
God's presence with man and the world under the conditions of
modern culture. The '"secret discipline” of religious practice

envisaged by Bonhoeff annot be fitted into the framework of

iD
o]
O

The rejection of religion is consonant with the desire of
Christian Radicalism to bring the meaning of all thenlogical
concepts within the horizon of this one world reality. Vithin
that one reality, moreover, theological meaning is to be

located upon the plane of the outwardly visible, the empirical

n

and social, rather than in the inner life of individual=s. Thi
alone, Bonhoeffer believed, could do justice to the type of man

he saw emerging from the rational-scilentific era.

In such a situation, it becomes

[\

11 the more important to

!

nquire into the place and role of the small minority who do
continue fo practise religion under the form of the disciplina
arcani. The continuing importance attached to this by
Bonhoeffer gives no support to the argument of sone
conservative critics of the radicals, to the effect that
Bonhoeffer the devout Christian remained a religious man {in
his terms) malgrd lui. An exception among such critics was
right to point out that

{Bonhozffer]l is saying that for some paople at any rats,

those who manifest  the right qualities of life, o
raligion at all is necessary, God has evidently brought

them ints this kind of 1lifa, The Church cannot presums

now to lay other demands on them, asking that they become
religious (Morris, 1964:25),

How far was Bonhoeffer Jjustified in his speculations

1t

about religionlessness, and if he was, to what extent would th
attempts of the radical theologians to follow up his ideas and

build on them be likely to bring about the kind of reshaping



of the Christian presence in the world he expected to see? In
order to give critical attention to the radicals’ proposals for
secular approaches to the reality of God we shall be examining
how sociology has treated the nature and functions of religion

insofar as it is an inescapable social reality.

iii. "Man for Others”.

Bonhoeffer summed up the projected theological
reconstruction he did not live tc carry out in the "Outline for
a Book” he enclosed with the letter of August 3rd, 1944. Here,

he described the Christological form of secular faith:

Encounter with Jesus Christ, The experience that a
veansformation of all human life 1s given 1in the fact
that 'Jesus is there only for others’, His 'being there
for wthers' is the axperience of transcendence,, Faith is
participation in this being of Jesus f{incarnation, cross
and resurrection?, QOur relation to God 1s not a
‘raligious relationship to the highest, most powerful and
best  Being  imaginable- that is not  authentic
transcendence~ but our relation fo Ged is a new life in
'axistence for others', through participation in the
being of Jesus, The transcendantal is not infinite and
unattainable tasks, but the neighbour who is in reach in
any given situation, God 1in human form-,,, 'the man for
nthers', and therefore the Crucified, the man who lives
out of the transcendant,

"Man for others"” is not a slogan of Christology alone, but a
proposal for a secular doctrine of God and a historical form
of transcendence. It describes a mode of being in the world.
And insofar as this is intended to be concrete and empirically
discernible, it lies open to scrutiny under the category of
sociological form <(this is a continuity between Bonhoeffer’s
earliest and last works). Hence it also lends itself to an
ecclesiology:

The Church is the Church only when 1t exists for others,

To make a start, it should give away all its property to

those in need, The clergy must live solely on the free-

will offerings of their congregations, or possibly engage

in some secular calling, The Church must share in the

sacular problems of ordinary life, not dominating, but

helping amj serving, it must teii men of every calling
what it means to live in Christ, to exist for others,



The concepts of Man and Church for others prescribe a
pattern by which Christian presence in the world may be
identified which builds upon the theological notions of God's
absence from a world come of age and the consequent need for a
religionless form of faith. It is not therefore either a
triumphal or a comfortable prospect for the Church. The
affirmation of secularization is by no means a serene and
self-evident declaration of the active presence of God in all
that now makes up the modern world. Those who practise the
secret discipline of religion are a minority whose perception
of the divine stamp upon their secular lives is achieved with

pain and a sense of struggle, even as it was for Christ.

So, on July 18th 1944 Bonhoeffer wrote that "Man is
challenged to participate in the sufferings of God at the hands
of a godless world...He must live a ’'worldly’ life and so
participate in the sufferings of God.” Three days later he
added:

The Christian is not a Aome religlosus, but a man, pure
and simple, just as Jesus was a man,,,it is only by
living completely in this world that one learns to
believe,, This is what I mean by worldliness- taking life
in one's stride, with all its duties and problems, its
successas and failures, 1ts experienctes and helplessness,
It is in such a life that we throw ourselves utterly into

the arms of God and participate in his sufferings in the
world and watch with Christ in Gethsemans,

The concept of ‘"for others"” completes, as far as
Bonhoeffer was able to complete it, the positive side of the
programme implied by his reconstruction. It looks for a radical
reconceptualization of the nature and content of Christian
faith as the ground of a particular way of understanding and

living one's secular commitments.

The theologians of Christian Radicalism wanted to see
such a change, wherever faith seemed +to them to be
characterized mainly by attachment to traditions, doctrines and

moral rules prescribed by authority. Since we have seen that

74



any new conception of the commitment of faith must have its
sociological dimension, our examination of how the radicals
approached the issue, in Chapters XII and XIII, will be
informed by a study of how sociology has understood the modes

of religious commitment and belonging in the faith-community.

This presentation of how the questions raised by
Christian Radicalism appeared in Bonhoeffer brings to an end
this first and preliminary part of the thesis. The materials
laid out in it delineate the contours of what follows.

In sum, we have stated what we mean by Christian
Radicalism and what the main questions raised by it are.

Ve have explained how, methodologically, we propose to
use sociological materials as critical tools for the analysis
of these guestions.

Finally, we have indicated how Bonhoeffer's seminal work
united similar theological concerns with an interest in the
sociological dimensions of dealing with them.

The task of Part Two will be to set out the sociclogical
instruments themselves.

NOTES,

|, Detailed works on Bonhoeffer include J.D,Godsey, The Thaplogy of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer rllh%o; J.A,Phillips, J 4 ]' s 1968; A, Dumas,

1966, There are also the collections: Ihe

Place of Bonhosffer ed, M Marty, 1963; and Qnle_ngg_nL_%?g, ed, R.G, Smith, 1967,
2, 0Other examples night be added, Smith (1966:175-85) devotes a chapter to

Bonhoeffer, Van den Heuvel (1967; ch,1) takes his cue from several lengthé quotaiions
from the prison letters, C W Williams (1966:54-61) also points to Bonhoeffer’s
influence on the theology of secularization, And VU Hamilton says of his

istianity (12, n, 1) ”H{ essay as a whole is deeply indebted to
Bonhoeffar, and may be taken 3as a theological response to the coming-of-age of the
world as he has analysed it,*
3, For example, Richardson (1966;20-21) dismisses the idea of "reli?ionlessness‘Aas
based on a mistranslation of religionslos, stemming from English unfamiliarity with
German pietisn, Barry (1969:79) is quick to point out that Bonhoeffer was "a deeply
religious Christian”, Morrison (1966:25) indicates that Bonhoeffer quoted Matthew
18:3 in the selfsame context as that in which he spoke of living in the world elss
deus non daretur- yet the Gospel verse is about becoming as liitle children, not

beiq% wature, grown-up or come-of-age,
4, Thus, even in the L2&&&Li_ﬁndjiingni_jjxijﬂjjnn, his rejection of Bultmann is
based on the clais that he "goes oft into the typical liberal reduction process- the

ftythological' elements of Christianity are dropped, and Christianitly is reduced o
its 'essence'",

5, Bonhoeffar argues that infant baptism would be meaningless in a situation where
Gemeinschaft ha iven way totally to desellschaft "as the mode of social
organization, For {hen, membership could only be on an individual, voluntaristic
basis, It is an important question whether this change has actually otcurred; Martin
(1979) explores the relevance of this to baptism, The Archbishap of York has recently
echoed Bonhoeffer's view of the Volkskircha/Freivilligkertskirche theme: "R group
vhich chooses as part of its Christian commitment to accept a measure of
responsibility for those it sees as being outside of itself, has a passible wmeans of

el

Dietrich Bo
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retaining its own sense of identity, and of avoiding the perils of exclusiveness"
(Hab?ood, 1983:30), . .

6, The distinction of penultimate and witimale things, in place of the more
traditional this-worldln and other-worldly, is a strong motif in Bonhoeffer's Ethics.
The penultimate things have value in themselves as the reality of the world in which
the process of "conformation to Christ" is taking place, "The Church is nothing but a
section of humanity in which Christ has really taken form," Ethics is thus treated as
Christologically concrete, but the historical variability of what this means is taken
into account: “Christ does nol dispense with human reality for the sake of an idea
which demands realization at the expense of the real ’

7. We have made our own analysis here in order io bring out the relevant points,
fimong other accounts, W Hamilton (1962} singles out as elemenis in the rejection of
religion, the decline of “longing for the eternal" and the "other world", the
rejection of the idea that man needs the notion of God in order to complete his
world-view, and the refusal to major on "boundary situations” as the place where God
becomes known, K Hamilton (1966(a):71{f,) points to religion as dealing in
generalized understandings of God as a meeter of needs (i,e,not Christologically
sgeciflc). Hordern (1968:121) speaks of the end of the sacred-secular distinction
which confined religion to the sacred sphere, the concern for 'personal salvation’
and inner piety, and the God-of-the-gaps metaph sic, R,6,Smith (1966:177) sums up the
issue by a? roving the conclusion of Ebeling (Q&Ln_anﬁ_fgiin, 148ff ) that "religien
for Bonhoetier means an attitude which regards man's life as somehow completed by the
addition of God,"

8, "The two primitive and as it were normal forms of reliqion are, ,, the conception of
the deity and the fulfiiment of the law” (ghungq_ﬂggmgiigi, 1/2:315), These two
features presuppose that man possesses some idea of God and 1s conscious of his need
of him and of how he might contrive to supply i, viz, by keeping the law, "His need
is mot in the least like the neediness of the believer, who with empty heart and
hands finds himself thrown back entirely upon the revelation of God.”
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In this chapter we set out an approach to the question of
the place and role of religious life within society based upon
sociological theory about religion. Beginning from whatever is
to hand in society that is commonly accepted as "religion"”, we
identify the religious by its substantive content rather than
by its function. We view religion as a cultural system which
gives expression, through rites and symbols, beliefs and
practices and conventions, fteo an orientation towards the
transcendent. Such an orientation regulates a dialectical
process which both stabilises and legitimates the world-order
of the religious group, and yet induces critical dissatisfaction
with it, and thus motivates action for change. All of this will

be spelled ocut in detail in the presentation which follows.

1. Religion and the Radicals.

The Church is primarily a religious organization, and the
Christian Gospel caters for the religious neads of nan,
It is the job of the Church to preach, to pray, to sing
hymns and to encourage and develop the pious feelings of
its members,, Religion is not concerned with the whole of
life, but with a part of life,, What can be done to make
the Church more religious?,, Ve must, , increase our
emphasis upon the Church as a religious orjanization with
a limited purpose (David Nicholls, in Arism, quoted in
Robinson, 1963{a):134),

John Robinson reports that he could hardly believe his
eyes when he read this passage. The question of religion was
high on the agenda of Christian Radicalism from the beginning,
stimulated directly by Bonhoeffer, indirectly by Barth, as we
indicated in the previous chapter. The entire question cannot
be adequately understood without examining the issues into
which the sociology of religion gives us access, namely those
of the nature and functions of religion as an actual social

reality. We shall have fto take quite seriously the possibility
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that there is more truth in Nicholls' observations above than

Robinson thought conceivable.

Before embarking upon a sociological account of religion,
however, we shall keep the theological context alive by
illustrating briefly the relevance of the question for the
radical theclogians. This is simply by way of a reminder of
the reasons for undertaking the sociological discussion which
follows, and in which we shall for some time be leaving the

directly theological treatment behind.

Bonhoeffer's e - e 1501 were

published by the SCM Press in 1953, when Ronald Gregor Smith
was Editor. His own book, The New Man: Christianity and Man's

Coming of Age, which appeared in 1956, was one of the first

works in English to give serious treatment to Bonhoeffer's
ideas about a religionless Christianity. Although the book
received little attention at the time, it was later
acknowledged by Alec Vidler (1965:109) as an important
precursor of Christian Radicalism. ‘By 1969, after Gregor
Smith's early death, his publishers Collins felt it worthwhile
to incorporate the bulk of the early book with other material
into the posthumous collection, The Free Man. Interest had
clearly mounted very considerably in the intervening years of

the sixties.

Vidler himself first took his cue from Bonhoeffer in his
essay on "Holy Worldliness", given as a paper to the Church
Union School of Sociology at Oxford in June 1956 and published

in his Essays in Liberality in 1957. He reverted to the theme

in his contribution to Sgundings, "Religion and the National
Church”, where he linked Bonhoeffer’'s plea to some much earlier
words of F.D.Maurice: "Religion against God. This is the heresy
of the age...We have been dosing people with religion when what
they want is not this but the living Gad.” It is a significant

feature of the radical mood, which fits well with the interest
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of Bonhoeffer, that Vidler's consideration of religionlessness
led him into a discussion of the contemporary Church (cf.

Daniel Jenkins, 1962).

To return to Robinson, "Must Christianity be religious™’
was one of the three key questions that Honest to God set out
to explore. The Bishop's amazement at the words of Nicholls
above is complemented by his approving quotation of the very
different testimony of John Wren-Lewis (Robinson, op.cit:42),
who had come to Christian faith precisely when he discovered
that it was not the "religion” he bhad always equated with

superstition (see infra200-201, 219-220).

Robinson approached the matter again more explicitly in
the context of secularization (Edwards and Raobinson, 1963:268-
75), when he took up the statement of J.C.Hoekendijk that
"Christianity is a secular movenent” which  requires

"dereligionizing”. He wrote:

Men and women are coming to commitment to Christ as the
tlue to life not because they are specially drawn by
‘religian’, nor because he meets them as the answer to
thair  'religious’ needs, Indeed, they are not
particularly interested in religion, let alone in the
Church as a religious club,

These remarks should be just sufficient to keep us in
mind of the theological debates which are our underlying topic,
as we now turn to sociclogy. One further passage from R.Gregor
Smith, quoted here without comment, will help to sharpen up the

questions:

Christianity as a faith is always in conflict with
Christianity as a religionm,, Christian faith includes
within itself the permanent protest against its own
raligious forms and expressions, In this impariant sense
Christianity understands itself as being more than a
religion, as including within itself the negation of
religion, though permanently destined to carry religion
alang with itself, that is, to give form and expression
to its own faith in some kind of concord with traditional
and social expectations (Smith, 1969: Ch, 2},
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2. Religion: The Definitional Question.
i. Two Preliminary Foints.

At the opening of his The Sociology of Religion, Max

Weber wrote:

To define 'religion’, to say what it is, is not possible
at the start of a presentation, , Definition can be
attempted, 1f at all, only at the conclusion of the
study, The essence »f religion is not even our concern,
as we make 1t our task to study the conditions and
effects of a particular type of social behaviour,, The
external courses of religious behaviour are so diverse
that an wunderstanding of this behaviour can anly be
achieved  from  the  viewpoint of  the  subjective
experiences, ideas and purposes of the individuals
concerned- in short, from the viewpoint of the religious
behaviour's 'meaning’,

But VWeber never reached the conclusion of his study- and
indeed, given his method, it is doubtful whether he ever could
have done. Nevertheless, in the absence of a preliminary
definition, Weber clearly had some kind of criterion which
determined for him the object of his study of religion: what
was to count"? If we are to avoid the confusions which
resulted from the tendency of the radical theologians to talk
about religionlessness without setting out analytically what
they understood by "religion”, we too must establish a baseline,
as Weber did without regarding it as a "definition". There are
two important points about the establishment of such a

starting-point.

The first is that our approach to religion should begin
from what is there: that is, we treat as religion, as far as
possible, whatever society- that 1is, our society- treats in
common-sense terms as ‘'religion”. This principle follows the
general view of method in the social sciences advanced by

Alfred Schutz in his Concept and Theorv Formation in the

Social Sciences, in which he sought to draw out some

implications of the Weberian concept of Verstehen or subjective

understanding.
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Schutz argued that the conceptual constructs of these
sciences were in the nature of second-order abstractions from
common-sense ideas, just because the sociologist's
observational field was a complex of relationships already
holding meaning for the actors involved. This approach has
been supported in other discussions of method from within a
Veberian standpoint (Budd, 1973:10, 84; Dobbelaere and Lauwers,

19735,

The second point is that we should be prepared to accept
that, to some degree, the very conceptual category of "religion”
may have arisen in, and properly belong to, & Western Judaeo-
Christian context. Schutz states that any understanding of a
social phenomenon, including therefore a religious one, can
only proceed from our own involvement with it at the pre-
theoretical level, either by direct participation or by simply
being a product of the same culture which preduced it. Our
analytical concepts can only be developed out of our own way
0of categorizing exXperience, and in so doing we may quite
properly use conceptual distinctions which may not be made in
the same way within other cultures (Goody, 1961). Therefore, in
the case of religion, any procedural option about what is to
"count” carries the risk of an ideological bias, by purporting
to know in advance what religion "really is"”, but this need not
vitiate the enquiry as long as the enquirer is aware of it

(Dobbelaere and Lauwers, art.cit).

So then, insofar as "the category 'religion’ is one which
has arisen in socio-cultural contexts where the Judaeo-
Christian tradition has predcominated”, it refers to "a situation
in which there is a particular type of ambivalence as to the
relationship between this material world and another ‘'world™
(Robertson, 1970:43, 47). It depends upon the acknowledgement
of a possible state of affairs which is "how things ought to
be”, which is other than "how things are". Strictly speaking,

"religion” as a Western and strongly Christian category need
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not form part of the intersubjective, everyday self-

understanding of "primitive societies” at all.

- Vhat we have said so far allows us to specify both a
limitation and a certain breadth to what is included in our
understanding of religion. The limitation is that we do not
need to claim to be producing a universal and completely
general religious theory. We can justly claim that, in the
interests of developing an understanding of religion under
contenporary  Western cultural conditions, our approach
interprets religion in a way which applies pre-eminently to
Christianity. This also means that we can justify a certain
concentration upon the churches, which to the popular common-
sense view represent both religion and Christianity par

excellence, in terms of official institutional expression.

But conversely, we can also claim that not omly Church-
religion is covered by our approach, since "religion” is widely
considered in society to cover rather more than what goes on
in the churches. In other words, we can accommodate the
current emphasis of the sociology of religion on folk-religion,
and associated non-official manifestations of religion, that
which Towler has called "common religion":

... those beliefs and practices of an overtly religious
nature which are not subject to continued control by the
churches and whose significance and importance will not

usually be recognized by the churches (Towler and
Chamberlain, 13568, see alsa Towler, 1980).°

The sociology of religion has probably had to over-react
against a former unjustified limitation of its attention to
"church-oriented religiosity" (Luckmann, 1967), so that now the
impression is occasionally given that the churches have no
particular claim to be in any special way the socio-cultural
repository of religion. We reject any such suggestion, but
maintain that there 1is no absolute qualitative difference
between religion as formally practised in the churches and the

religiosity found outside them. Non-official religion is not



necessarily non-institutional; that is, it still conforms to
conventional, externalized patterns. The importance of
sociological attention to folk-religion is that it isolates a
continuing sub-stratum of religion, common to church and non-
church religious culture alike, which theological approaches to

the lite of the Church often omit from consideration.

ii. Types of Definition: Functional and Substantive.

Robertson (1970:34-47) has distinguished three related
twofold classifications of definitions of religion. They may be
nominal or real, inclusive or exclusive, functional or
substantive. Real definitions are formulated with reference to
certain features observed to be common to cultural phenomena
generally recognized as religious. Nominal definitions, on the
other hand, are more or less arbitrary, constructed in order to
locate religion within the sociologist's overall socio-cultural

theory.

Nominal definitions tend to be inclusive in scope, either
to provide the "grand theorizer” with ample evidence for his
view that the social system must have a place for religion as
its most general level of value-consensus and integration, or
else to give to the "abstracted empiricist"” a rough-and-ready
guide to which phenomena he wishes to study, in the absence of
any great interest in theory. The typical case of a phenomenon
which a nominal definition might include as religious is
Communism. On the other hand, the typical case of a "religion"
which might not fit into a Vestern-based real definition is
Buddhism. Because of the view o0of the definitional baseline
taken in the preceding section, we believe that the dangers of
over—-exclusiveness inherent in real definitions are
considerably less than those of over-inclusiveness in nominal

ones.

The most fundamental distincliuon, however, lies between

tfunctional and substantive approaches to religion. Functional



definitions are most often nominal and inclusive, and
substantive ones real and exclusive. The former identify the
religious phenomenon by what it does- the function it
performs- within the social system. The latter seek to specify
certain intrinsic properties a phenomenon must possess in
order to count as religious- i.e.to define religion by what it

is.

The classic definition of religion formulated by Durkheim
incorporates elements of both types, and therefore serves as
the best 1illustration of the distinction, and starting-point
for the discussion of the implications of each. According to
Durkheim, a religion is

...a unified set of beliefs and practices relative to
sacred things, that 1s to say, things set apart and
forbidden- beliefs and practices which unite into one

single moral community called a Church all those who
adhere to them,

Durkheim’s definition is a model of clarity. It sets ouf what
he believes religion consists of, namely both beliefs and
practices, united by a common orientation to the sacred, which
he then briefly defines in a small parenthesis. This is the
substantive part of the definition. It then states the function
such beliefs and practices perform, which is to do with the
integration of a social group around a powerful moral
consensus that gives it a corporate identity. By calling this a
"Church”, he lastly suggests a further substantive criterion for
religion, that of public assembly. The analytical fruitfulness
of Durkheim's definition has not been surpassed, and the core
material of the definition still sets the contours of the

discussion.

Since we shall be devoting most of our attention in due
course to elaborating a substantive approach to religion, we
shall proceed now to enumerate the shortcomings of a
functional one in attempting to comprehend the place and role

of religion in contemporary society.
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ii. Objections to Religious Functionalism.

The social function which is most commonly made to serve
as the definition of religion is that of symbolically
expressing, and so contributing to the achievement of, social
integration and cohesion. The first problem raised by this
approach 1is that it both reduces the field of functions which
religion might be considered capable of performing, and at the
same time widens that of what might be treated as "religion”

on account of its actually fulfilling such a function.

The ambiguity of this can be seen in this passage from
A.R.Radcliffe-Brown, a leading ifunctionalist in British social
anthropology. It should be. borne in mind that Radcliffe-Brown
is writing in this article about religion:

An orderly social life amongst human beings depends upon
the presence in the minds of the members of a society of
gertain sentiments which control the behaviour of the
individual in his relation to others, Rites can be seen
to be the regqulated symbolic expression of certain
santiments, Rites can therefore be shown to have a
specific soc1al function when, and to the extent that,
they have for their effect to regulate, maintain and
transmit from one generation to another sentiments on

which the constitution of the sociely depends (Radcliffe-
Brown, 1945; emphasis mine),

In this passage, the term 'rites” has replaced the ''religion” of
the article's title. This is only made possible by the process
of making the Durkheimian view of the function of religion into
the whole definition of it. The possible scope of meaning of
religion is limited to society alone, as it is assumed that
somehow religion’s "proper” function is always toc do with the
integration and cohesion of society. If certain rites can be
identified which appear to do this, they can be equated with
religion simply on this account. We land up in the position
where any kind of ‘"functional equivalent” of religion,
regardless of its content, ideclogical or practical, must be

allowed to be religion, on account of its social function.



Vhat is overlooked 1is that the overarching system of
ritual and belief which serves the cohesion of a small-scale
and pre-modern society, which is unreflectingly accepted by all
its members, may no longer be at all what '"religion" implies,

at least in any common interpretation, in the modern Vest.

Secondly, once the issue is formulated in such a way as
to ask, what do people need in order for their society to
possess stability, order and cohesion, psychologizing
approaches are invited. For example, J.M.Yinger (1963) defines
religion as '"a set of beliefs and practices by means of which
a group of people struggles with the ultimate problems of
human existence.

The reasoning behind this runs as follows: societies must
hold together— this depends on a degree of consensus- at the
very least there must be agreement about the really important
questions- these are the ones men cannot answer by purely
empirical means, like the meaning of life and the problem of
evil- therefore they are answered by supra-empirical concepts,

symbolically expressed- and any such system is "religion’.

By this means the question of religion, in terms of what
society at large thinks is religion, can effectively be
bracketed: the churches may even be functionally irrelevant to
the issue. This recasting of the question in terms of certain
unchanging constituents of the human psyche not only renders
"religion" highly elusive, but also makes  talk of
"secularization” more or less of a red herring. Yinger, for

example, prefers simply to speak of "religious change”.

There are still more reasons for doubting the value of a
functionalist way in to the analysis of religion. A third is
the distinction between "latent” and "manifest” functions made
by Robert Merton (1957). The function of religion in producing
and maintaining social cohesion is very largely a latent one:

the actual practitioners of religion consider themselves to be
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engaged (for example) in the worship of God, or in the offering
of sacrifice, with quite other purposes in mind.

The functionalist approach here implies that the latent
function is somehow more "true" than the manifest one, and this
in turn suggests the idea that if the latent function could be
made manifest, i.e. if in {future religious worship could be
devised with the express intention of celebrating national
solidarity or united moral purpose, the old manifest function
might fall away and all participants concur in the greater

worth and rationality of the new interpretation.

But this is a very improbable scenario. For there is built
in to the common apprehension of religion the idea that
deliberately to foster the aims of worship somehow causes it
to lose its authenticity. Religious activity has to be conceived
as self-justifying, as an end in itself, if those who engage in
it are to regard it as genuine. There is a kind of irreducible,
if indefinable, surplus of meaning about religious activities
which makes all attempts tc understand them in terms of

secondary or latent effects seem inadequate and superficial.

Even in totally non-Christian cultural contexts, many
cultures distinguish between ''true believers" and those who
merely practise religion by observing the appropriate rituals
as a matter of custom, perhaps because of the social benefits
which accrue to them by sc doing (Horton, 1960). There is a
critical "break” between religion and all its discernible latent
functions; on the one hand, religion can undoubtedly occasion
social conflict and promote values or ideals which are not
consonant with those of society at large, while on the other
hand the consensuval values and aims of a society may be
subscribed to upon what certainly does not look 1like a

religious basis.

Functional approaches to religion are, then, too liable to

betray a conservative bias. They can emphasise both the claim
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of the status quo to represent 'the best of all possible
worlds'", and the practical impossibility- doubtless comforting
to some theologians!- of religion’'s demise. They cannot
distinguish religion from its surrogates or functional

equivalents (O'Dea, 1966:17; Budd, 1973:46-52).

Finally, functional definitions lend themselves too
readily to the interezts of those who wish to avoid the
question o0f transcendence. For the purposes of research,
religion is placed on a par with other phenomena which seem to
have certain social functions in common, and thus what is
specifically ‘'religious" about religion is systematically
excluded (Berger, 1974). But we shall not make very much
progress without attempting to define just that. The study of
the functions of religion will make more sense if it comes
after the attempt to isolate what it is, substantively, which
makes religion religiocus.

.

3. The Substantive Content of Religion.

Reverting to Durkheim’s definition invites us to consider
the substantive content of religion thus: "a unified set of
beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to
say, things set apart and forbidden'". Our discussion will take
the form of an examination of a variety of ways, including
Durkheim's own, in which the ‘'sacred things” might be
understood.

The central theme running through these alternatives is
that religion be seen primarily in terms of an orientation or
disposition towards an object which is conceived as being not
of this world, but transcending it. More will he added later

about the meaning of "transcendence”.
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i. "Spiritual Beings", God and the Divine.

"Belief 1in spiritual beings" was the famous "minimal
definition” of religion offered by the founding father of
social anthropology E.B.Tylor in his Primitive Culture of 1871 .=
The attraction of this approach, as well as its simplicity, is
that it appears to reflect the popular intuition that 'religion”
and "God" belong inseparably together <(along with "Church", we
should add). But Tylor only employed the expression in the
conviction that the belief concerned was pre-scientific and
erroneous: to put it bluntly, that there were no such beings.
There are great obstacles in the way of understanding the
meaning of religion for believers if an analytical baseline is
adopted which carries with it the immediate assumption that

the believers’ understanding is, in fact, mistaken.

The most serious attempt to revive Tylor'’s definition in
modern times, that of Melford J.Spiro (1966), exhibits this
difficulty. Spiro concludes from anthropological evidence that
"the belief in superhuman beings and their power to assist or
tc harm man approaches universal distribution” (art.cit:94), and
offers the definition of religion as "an institution consisting
of culturally patterned interaction with culturally postulated
superhuman beings" (ibid:96). Herein Spiro shows more than a
hint of the scientific confidence of the early social
scientists that religion is now on the wane, so that a
definition can freely be adopted which is not in itself
sociologically intelligible; the sociologist is not expected to
have to interpret religion as himself a practitioner of it. So
the essentially question-begging and non-rational phrase,

"superhuman beings", can be left in.

But  for the contemporary person (including  the
sociologist) who is both an observer and a would-be
participant in religicus life, the notion of "superhuman beings"
is just part of the problem. It was precisely the possibility

of a secular approach to the understanding of God which the
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radical theologians were concerned to canvass. In other words,
as a means of objectifying the religious universe the concept
of superhuman or divine beings poses more questions than it
answers. As a pair of concepts which clearly belong together
in the everyday apprehension, "religion” and "God" appear as
elements in the one question at issue, and not as question and
answer respectively, This is why we cannot without further ado
take the substantive content of the religious oarientation

simply as God or the divine.

ii. The Sacred Object.

Durkheim's own account of that towards which religious
belief and activity is oriented enlisted the concept of the
sacred as "things set apart and forbidden”. This was intended
to be a strictly sociological account, arrived at out of a
study of the ritual worship and celebrations of the Australian
Arunta tribe, researches intg whose culture and society
provided Durkheim with the primary evidence for his theory.
Religious activities address themselves to symbolic objects,
things which may possess no intrinsically unnatural or unusual
qualities in themselves, but are rather deemed sacred by the

societies in question.®

Durkheim's strict sociclogical method debarred him from
psychologizing his concepts, and the most he was prepared to
say about the subjective attitude towards the sacred was that
it consisted of 'respect”. By this he meant not so much an
experience of awe or reverence in the presence of the object as
a propriety of treatment of it. The gap between sacred and
profane was a '"logical chasm” rather than anything objectively
discernible. Whatever was sacred was treated as "other"; a cult
was formed around it; symbolic death and rebirth were often
required in order to pass across the chasm into communion with
it. Through such ritual processes the social group brought to

expression the conviction that reality is rightly comprehended
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in terms of social order, which is supra-personal, absolute,

not dependent upon individual choice.

Durkbheim's opinion that a supposedly simple and primitive
form of religion would display most clearly the essence of
what religion is really all about has been discredited with the
decline of evolutionary views of culture. "Primitive” religion
today is not necessarily the same thing as "early” religion,
nor is ‘"early” religion equivalent +to 'essential” religion.
Durkheim's understanding of the sacred object is too inflexible
a tool, on its own, to do justice to the range of religious
phenomena known to wus today. On the other hand, the
characterization of the sacred in terms of the "logically
other”, and as a familiar thing upon which is bestowed a
quality which renders it unfamiliar and compelling, is an
important insight to which we shall adhere in the further

development of our point of view.

iii. The Holy in Experience.

The counterbalance tfo Durkheim’s reluctance to consider
individual experience in his sociological theory is found in
the approach to religion which sees its distinctive content as
centred upon an experiential encounter with the holy and the
human response ({(cf.Mensching, 1947; Wach, 1951). This is the
theory given classic expression from the theolagical side in

Otto's The JIdea of the Holy (although '"idea" gives a

misleadingly intellectualist translation of the phenomenon of

das Heilige).

Following Otto but in the service of sociology, Mensching
identifies the holy by +the contrasting and complementary
experiences of the mysterium tremendum et fascinans: the object
of the experience bhoth causes shuddering and fearful
hesitation, and yet draws irresistibly on. The "lofty value" of
the object suggests what is most desirable and perfect for

human well-being, but in so doing also induces in the
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individual or the group a profound dissatisfaction with their
own lack of holiness- they and it are radically different as

well as intimately attracted.”

Berger also takes up this dialectical quality of the holy
which attracts and repels (1974; 1980: ch.2). He barrows from
Schutz the idea of "finite provinces of meaning”, states of
experience in which the taken-for-granted reality of everyday
life is called into question by juxtaposition with another
reality, of immense significance, by comparison with which the
everyday itself appears as a mere "finite province”. The
characteristic experience of religion is an orientation in
which the world of normal experience is made to appear
relative and incomplete, but also patentially extraordinary and
richer than usually perceived. Berger considers that this state
of affairs is dangerous and precarious: the "alternative world”
of the holy cannot be let loose among us, as it were, all at
once. This is why religion, which is our only way of catching a
glimpse of such a transfigured reality, paradoxically also

behaves as a way of keeping it from us and us from it.

There is a strong tendency for interpretations of religion
based on the "holy” to suggest that authentic religious
experience is properly abnormal, ecstatic experience. Since the
more intense spiritual experiences are only the prerogative of
the few at any given time, it would be dangerous to define the
ideal of religion with reference to the charismatic experience
of a small minority. Much routine and faithful religiocus
practice, as commonly understood, would thereby be devalued or
rendered even more problematic. Consequently, we think it
better to pursue the dialectical elements in the idea of the
holy in relation to an interpretation which places less stress
on experience as such: and this is the approach which sees the
distinctive orientation of religion as residing in an "other

world”, or a "sacred cosmos”.



iv. The Sacred Cosmos.
Berger defines religion in this way:
Religion is a human attitude that conceives of the casmos
{including the supernatural) as a sacred order (1380:43),
And again:
Religion is the human  enterprise by which a sacrad
cosnos is established (1973:34)
Within the human process of the social construction of
meaningful reality, religious reality iz consiructed by
objectifying the idea of the wultimate order, ground and
rationale which accounts for the way the world appears in the
social experience of the individual or group. In religion, a
world-order is conceived which is determinative, normative, and
explanatory of +the experienced world. This conception is
objectified: it appears effectively as "another world”, a sacred
order of existence upon which this reality depends for its

continuity, stability and meaning.

The sacred order as an objectified world assumes a unique
aura of facticity: religious people maintain that only this
order constitutes the "really real”. This aspect is captured in
the definition of religion given by Clifford Geertz:

...a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful,
pervasive and long-lasting moods and motivations in men
by formulating conceptions of a general order of

existence and clothing these conceptions with such an
aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem

uniquely realistic (Geertz, 196f; amphasis—mimed,

We agree with Geertz that no belief can count as religious
unless it has reference to this "general oarder"” conceived as
possessing a unique and determinative reality. But the
postulation and, in the terms of religious life, the confession
of such an "other world” brings with it certain characteristic

problems. It can function both negatively and positively for

the believer.



On the negative side, Berger has made much of the
alienation typically induced by religion when the
objectification of the sacred cosmos turns into reification
(Versaechlichung gives way to Verdinglichung). Then the
religious ideation creates the impression that the human agent
stands in a powerless and passive relation towards an
inexorable and unchangeable givenness, a cosmic determination
and legitimation of how the world is and to which he or she
can o0nly submit in "blind faith”. But this is "bad {faith",
bringing men intc bondage to what, sociologically regarded, is
their own construction. Religion, as Berger put it in his

earlier work The Precaricus Vision, "ratifies the 0.K. world",

and thereby creates alienation, since the "real world” is not,

after all, "O.K.”.

But this is the inevitable risk involved in the process of
religious objectification which 1is necessary, in the first
instance, to assure the believer that there is order in the
worid, and that action taken within the constraints of social
reality can be treated as purposive and worthwhile.® The other

side of the story is rather different.

Fallding defines the supernatural as "any influence for
which empirical proof is not given in nature but by which men
nevertheless acknowledge themselves canstrained” (1974:20).
This element of constraint is the crucial point here. In what
way does the sacred or "supernatural” arder constrain? The
answer is, by presenting itself as an ideal, or normative, or
fulfilled order for the world. The relationship between the
experienced world and the sacred cosmos is one of similarity
and difference: similarity, in terms of affinities between the
social experience of the religious group and the type of sacred

world their religion posits; but difference, insofar as the

[0}
b

other world i ree from the contradictions, inadequacies and

discontents which taint all present social experience.
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In this way, the sacred cosmos can exercise constraint in
the form of a morally compelling imperative (Fallding, op.cit).
It prescribes a socially agreed "constitution”, an agenda for
what 1is socially desirable; and this ideal is presumed to be
what is pre-eminently, indefeasibly real. Once again, this very
facticity can contribute, where religious faith is largely pre-
reflective and uncritically held, to a dangerous alienation
when it is assumed that there is an inevitable "just is—ness”
about the prevailing relationship between the other world and
this world. This danger is typically seen in the assumption
that while "this world" is a vale of tears and a mass of sin,
the "next world”, after death, will right all wrongs and

perfectly redress the balance.

v. The Transcendent.

The concept which most generally sums up and expresses
the ideas contained in these various models of the distinctive
object of the religious orientation is that of the transcendent.
Cultural features count as religious if they are anchored in, or
directed towards, the acknowledgement of an order of reality,
or a realm of being, which is not this empirically available,
everyday order, but is nevertheless sufficiently congruent with
it to act as a constraining ideal upon social perception and to
urge commitment to realizing -it. A religion both affirms the
social group's construction of reality by locating it within a
meaningful order, and provides a normative vision for coping
with aspects of that reality which present a threat to such

affirmations of meaning.

The person wha, in his or her construction of the world,
operates from the basis of a religious faith, displays an
orientation or disposition towards the transcendent, the
objective content of which is best described as "another
world"”, conceived as a changed, ultimately perfected version of
this world, and acting as a constraining and compelling ideal

or vision over it.



In general terms, that which transcends bears a double
relation of affirmation and negation to that which is
transcended. To transcend something is to elevate it or
sublimate it beyond its best exemplifications of itself, to do
away with it, not by rejection and casting aside, but by
lifting up and transfiguration.® The transcendent is always
other, but never wholly other, for that would rob it of any

possible carrespondence with the experienced world.

The fundamental experience or disposition of religion, the
orientation to the transcendent, finds cultural expression in
an intricate, historically conditioned and shifting network of
symbol-systems, rites and social forms. Participation in this
rich symbolic life within a given religious culture, which
occurs publicly and corpcrately as worship, develops and
nourishes the orientation to the transcendent which supplies
the mainspring for the social group's rationally construed and

purposive invelvement in this empirical world.

vi. The Dimensions of Religion.

The foregoing summary leads to one further consideration
about the content of a substantive view of religion. In terms
of empirically available social facts, the orientation to the
transcendent 1is present in the form of a cultural system
(Geertz, art.cit; cf.Lindbeck, 1980; Slater, 1979). The
discernible and analysable forms of the presence of religion
within a society are best set out as a variety of cultural

"dimensions'.

Thus Joachim Wach distinguishes three modes of expression
of religious experience. (He follows Otto in placing a
distinctive and powerful experience at the heart of the
religious phenomenon; we should wish to reduce emphasis on the
mystical or charismatic character of this, and speak instead,
as we have done, of a "disposition” or "orientation".) The three

modes are the theoretical, consisting of myths or stories and
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the more formally elaborated religious doctines; the practical,
consisting of ritual activities and prescribed forms of ethical
behaviour; and the strictly sociological, comprising different

forms of religious community and association. (Wach, 1947).

Vach's analysis simply develops further what was already
implicit in Durkheim's definition of religion, which specified
beliefs, practices and a '"'moral community called a Church” as
the components of a religious cultural system. Other proposals
for classifying the dimensions tend to follow broadly similar
lines (Fallding, 1974; Smart, 1971; Slater, 1979). But to say
that, when we seek to understand the place and role of religion
in contemparary society, we are examining a cultural complex of
beliefs and stories, rites and deeds, and forms of social
grouping, all having reference to a notion of the transcendent,
involves us in being careful not to treat any one of these

elements as "the real thing” in preference to another.

In this way, inarticulate faith is disadvantaged by
emphasis on the doctrinal dimension; ethically-conceived
religion may be undervalued by concentration upon the
requirements of ritual or sacramental practice; insistence upon
one type of religious belonging may cause insensitivity to the
agent's own sense of another- and so on. The sociological study
of religion has to suspend certain distinctions which the
churches are accustomed to take for granted; as David Clark
writes of the inhabitants of the North Yorkshire fishing
village of Staithes:

No-one,, conceives of the religious realm in terms of
folk and official elements: the individual is merely born
into a social setting in which a rich variety of

religious beliefs and practices are in existence, inside
and outside the churches (Clark, 1982:166),

It is apparent that we have not been able to exclude from
this discussion of the substantive sociological content of
religion some reference tc the social functions it perfaorms.

Having earlier set out objections to the specification of
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functions as the initial definitional baseline for the study of
religion, we may now return to the question of functions in the

light of the substantive approach here set forward.

4. The Social Functions of Religion.

Religion, by its reference to a beyand and its beliefs
goncerning man's relationship to that beyand, provides a
supra-empirvical view of a larger total reality, In the
context  of  that reality, the disappointments and
frustrations inflicted on mankind by uncertainty and
impossibility, and by the institutionalized order of
human society, may ba seen as meaningful in some ultimate
sense, and this makes acceptance of and adjustment Lo
them possible, Moreover, by showing the norms and rules
of society to be part of a larger supraempirical ethical
order, ordained and sanctified by religious belief and
practice, religion contributes to their enforcement when
adherence to them contradicts the wishes and interests of
those affected, Religion answers the problem of meaning,
It sanctifies the norms of the established social order
at what we have called the ‘'breaking points’, by
providing a ground for the beliefs and orientations of
men in a view of reality that transcends the empirical
here-and-now of daily experience (D'lea, 1966.6-7),

In this passage, Thomas O'Dea incorporates, within a view
of the substantive content of religion broadly similar to that
presented here, the two major traditions of the social
functions of religion. These are the Durkheimian, centred upon
the notions of social order, integration and cohesion, and the

Weberian, centred on the problem of meaning.

i. The Durkheimian Tradition: Cohesion and Integration.

Ve have already drawn the main outlines of this typical
functionalist perspective in presenting our objections to its
use as a definitional base. One of America’s leading functional
theorists of the post-war years, Kingsley Davis, argued in his
Human Society that all societies need to maintain agreement on
certain key ideas and attitudes among their members, relating
to moral wvalues, normative arder, explanations of social

phenomena like status and class, and so on.



Absence of consensus on any of these would threaten
social stability and heighten tension and conflict. Societies
uphold the required agreement by deriving these ideas from
ultimate ends, by reference to another world: certain symbols
and rituals, by bheing dubbed sacred by the society, thereby
come to exercise a compelling hold upon its members and thus
facilitate their acquiescence 1in the social order as an

objectively given system.

The conservative ideological bias of this is apparent,
caught as it is in a pair of twin assumptions: firstly, that
every social phenomenon must be functional, i.e. serve the ends
of the system as a whole; and secondly, that religion in
particular has an cverarching general role to play in ensuring
that the whole system can be 'functionally integrated, by
providing metaphysical anchorage for it. This way 0f analysing
religion’s integrating and legitimating functions 1lies wide
open to the negative twist given to it by Berger. He writes:

Religion legitimates social institutions by bestowing
upon them an ultimately valid ontological status, that

is, by locating them within a sacred and cosmic frame of
rafarance (Berger, 1973:42),

But he goes on to say that this process causes the
institutions concerned to confront men as "inexaorable
facticities” depriving them of the power of choice:

Religion mystifies institutions by explaining them as

given over awd beyond their empirical existence in the
history of a society (ibid;97),

Berger here rightly points aut that as long as an attempt is
made to conceive of society as a single functional system, in
which religion is the ultimate sanction of legitimacy, the
much-needed stability and order are bought at the cost of

alienation of persons and ossification of religious contents.
But there is another side to the integrative function. For

modern societies are not simple functional unities. It is

increasingly impossible to apply any of the criteria or
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functions of religion to an entire society <(Berger, 1980:17).
Religious orientations are rather +the province of certain
groups within societies, although the membership of the groups
may overlap. The orientations may be measured in terms of
adhesion to a particular religion, or to a denomination, or to
neither; or in terms of a form of religiosity, such as "folk"-
communal, "personal”-private, and so on, which may occur within

or without an organized form of religion.

In such circumstances, it is the function of religion in
sealing and supporting the identity of the religious group
rather than of the whole society which comes to the fore. That
is to say, who and what we are, and what our distinctive
construction of the world is, and our consequent values and
motivations for action, can be defined over against others.
Amid a flux of relative and unstable social circumstances,
"identity” provides a fixed point; it "freezes” a particular
frame of the world in a rapidly moving sequence of possible
frames which threaten to throw the individual into disarray.
Hans Mol writes:

Identity on the personal level is the stable niche that
man occupies in a potentially chaotic environment which
he is tharefore prepared vigorously to defend, Similarly,
on the social leval, a stable aggregate of basic and
commonly held beliefs, patterns and values maintains

itself over against the potential threat of the
environment and 1ts members (Mol, 1976:653,

This identity is a fragile frame, which may be
constructed arocund a number of foci: the self, sexuality, an
ethnic group, a sect aor cul%, or a universal religion or secular
commitment. Religion as the "sacralization of identity” can
stabilize or "fix" any of these identities, at the level of the
individual, social group or trans-national community. In this
process, objectification appears as a necessary. and positive
feature: it tells a group that they can have confidence in

their understanding of who they are and what their role in the
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world is to be, because it is objectively, ultimately grounded.

In this way, the sacred cosmos can exercise constraint in the
form of a morally compelling imperative (Fallding, op.cit). It
prescribes a socially agreed "constitution”, an agenda for the

normative social order and the action of individuals within it.

This recasting of the integrative function of religion in
a modern culturally pluralistic context leaves open the
possibility that religion may yet be socially critical. The
religious group may regard the resources aof their +tradition,
around which their identity is defined and through which their
cohesion is  celebrated and upheld, as sacralizing a
construction of the world which is radically different from
that of their everyday experience. A massive assurance and
stability on their part may co-exist with considerable
conflictual tension in their society as a whole. The question
of the extent to which this understanding of how religion’s
sacred cosmos may function is applicable tc contemporary
cultural conditions and affects the life of the churches is, of
course, the question of secularization, which is the topic of

the next chapter.

ii, The Weberian Tradition: Theodicy and Meaning.

As we made clear in Chapter Two, Weber believed that
religious ideas and impulses were potentially independent and
socially significant forces which, by causing those who held
them to see and interpret the world in a particular way,
induced patterns of activity which could enter into caomplex

interactions with socin-economic structures.

Religious ideas function to produce their distinctive
interpretation of the world by offering compounds and
structures of meaning in the face of life-situations which
might  make human <confidence in  the rationality and
worthwhileness of the world subject to doubt or even collapse.

Weber used the theological term 'theodicy” to refer to this
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religious function: not so much a justification of the ways of
God before men, as a means o0of vindicating the claim that

social existence is meaningful.

A problem of meaning arises for the human actor because
realities do not conform to expectations (Weber, 1965:138ff,
Berger, 1973:61ff). As Berger puts it, the sacred cosmos is
perpetually threatened by chaos. The threat is brought by a
number of contexts of experience, as 0'Dea (1966:5) has spelt
them out.

The "uncertainty context” represents the observation that
"the best laid schemes o' mice an’ men gang aft a-gley”
(Burns)- all human ventures are liable to unexpected
disappointment, calling into question the supposed rationality
that lay behind their planning.

The "impossibility context” simply states that you cannot
always do what you want, and possibly that you can never do it
precisely as you want. Human endeavour is met, if not by the
limits of suffering or coercion, at any rate always by the
boundary of mortality.

Finally, there is the context of scarcity: the
requirements of order in society have led to a differential
distribution of goods and resources, and too often people’s
aims are thwarted, not by personal powerlessness as such, but

by sheer lack of material wherewithal to fulfil them.

All of these contingencies can put the notion of a final
undergirding order and rationale to the world under severe
strain. Veber argued that religious ideas provided
rationalizations which would stave off the threat and restore
the balance necessary to allow individuals to go on living in
the world without despair.

There were at least four types of "theadicy”: the promise
of compensations in this world; a similar promise for the
world beyond death; the doctrine of a thoroughgoing dualism,

with the principles of good and evil forever engaged in a

102



deadly struggle in this world; and the doctrine of karma, which
posits the resclution of all conflict and uncertainty in a
universal balance attained at the end. Weber left open for
specific investigation the range of consequences, for example
in terms of social activism or quietism, which differing

theodicies might have in varying socio-economic contexts.

Not surprisingly, in view of our presentation so far, the
interpretation of religion as an answer to problems of meaning
invites evaluation in two ways. For, on the one hand, the
promise of compensations may be regarded as spurious, with
religion functioning as "mere ideology" to prevent people from
perceiving and responding to the real causes of powerlessness
and scarcity. This is the Marxist view, of course, although
Marx allowed that religion was also a protest against
suffering, even while those who protested in this way could be
effectively prevented, by the very means of their protest, from
taking measures to alleviate it. The insight of Marx into the
ideological function of religion is a true perception of how
the risk and the cost involved in religion’s performing a
necessary social function is always that of becoming

dysfunctional, and thus denying its own best nature.

In other words, solutions to problems of meaning are
undoubtedly necessary, but equally undoubtedly dangerous. The
danger 1is as we have just described it; but the positive
possibility is this. Weber saw how religion was able to retain
a leverage for social change precisely by exploiting the
perceived gap or discrepancy between the world that is, the
world of social experience, and the world presumed to supply
the ground and explication of it. There was no simple
congruence between the religion of a particular group and the
social structure to which they were subject. The interpretation
of circumstances offered by religion is sufficiently "fitting”
to serve the need for meaning in the generality of cases, but

there is always a certain shortfall, a lack of "fit” which
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religious people understand, not as a failing of logical or
empirical adequacy in their religion, but as a failure of the

world to conform to true reality.

The function of religion in providing meaning, then, need
not imply the mere provision of complete justification for the
existing state of affairs, any more than the provision of
social cohesion and integration necessarily means the support
of the status quo. Indeed, especially for people who are not
regularly involved in formal religious activity, appeal to
religious ideas may indicate a strong element of question and
struggle in their experience of normal life. As Towler says of
folk religion:

The fact that it survives is all the more significant in
that it still seems to exprass the transcendent element

in personal experience and bestow meaning on what would
otherwise be perplexing (Towler, 1974:ch 8),

iii. Conclusions.

Ve have presented, in this chapter, an approach to
religion based upon an attempt to define its substantive
content, and only then to proceed to asking about the social
functions it performs. The starting-point for any such
definition is whatever is widely and generally accepted in the
society around us as ''religion”. This allows us to treat what
goes on in the churches as having a special claim to be
"religion"” par excellence, while requiring us also to lock more

widely into manifestations of unofficial or folk-religion.

Religion has been defined substantively as a cultural
system, embodied in myths and doctrines, ritual and ethical
practice, and social groupings, which expresses an orientation
to the transcendent. This is variously characterized as the
sacred, the holy or the divine, but particularly in terms of a

whole world-order, an "other world" conceived as the ultimate
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basis for and legitimation of the order of the experienced

social world of the group.

Because this "sacred cosmos” or other world of religion
appears as a fulfilled, perfected and normative or ideal
version of this world, it not only grounds it in a metaphysical
order, but also exercises a constraint over it. It comes as an
imperative, summoning religious people to action to bring the

world into conformity with its sacred counterpart.

In the light of this, each of the main ways of analysing
the social function of religion is susceptible to both positive
and negative {(dysfunctional) development in practice. This is
an inevitable part of the dialectical process of the quest of
religious ideas for social expression which we discussed in

Chapter II.

The appeal to religious legitimations as the source of
social cohesion and integration can therefore induce alienation
and a mauvaise foi which is simply reduced to passive
acquiescence in the prevailing order. But religious ideas can
also be the source of strength of purpose, unity of commitment
and identity for individual groups within society. As such, the
structural supports of their religious orientation can motivate
such a group to critical action in the interest of the vision

for saciety which their religious tradition holds.

Similarly, the use of religious ideas to provide solutions
for problems of meaning can explain away injustice and
rationalize the intolerable. But this risk is inherent in the
enterprise of providing through religion the assurances and
explanatory structures necessary ta instil confidence into
people threatened by a fragile and insecure world. The meanings
carried in the religious tradition can alsc open up a critical
gap between the world that is and the world that ought to be,

and so motivate action born of restlessness and discontent.
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The view of religion advanced in this chapter will supply
the critical stimulus to our examination of the proposals of
Christian Radicalism for a secular, non-religious approach to
Christian talk of God in Chapter VIII. This chapter has for the
most part tried to speak in general terms about religion,
subject to the constraints of working within a Christian
context, referred to at the beginning of the chapter. The next
chapter looks at the modifications to, and strains upon, this
general understanding, consequent upon changes affecting

religion in modern society: i.e.the debate about secularization.

NOTES,

I, The move away from concentrating upon "church-oriented religiosity” not only into
tults and secls, as in the work of Bryan Vilson and more recently James Beckford, but
also towards uncovering the Inarticulate and latent reli%ious dispositions governin

a great deal of social belief and behavious at mass level, is perhaps the mos

pervasive trend of all since the plea of Berger and Luckmann (1963), David Clark
states uncompromisingly at the beginning of his study of folk religion in Staithes,
Eg&nggn__ﬁulpi&__anﬂ_ihai: “Only in recent years has sociology bagun to show much
itterest in religious life oubside the institutional churches,, we sust shed those
blinkers which so firmly detract from our view of religion and embark upon a study
vhith does not confound the reli%ious institution with the religious fowt court,” One
of the broadest approaches of all is found in Edvard Bailey's studies of "implicit
religion”, in which behaviour, with its ritual custom and convention, is studied in
order to discern the underlying commitments which shape and direct the choices and

value judgmenis of individuals, (In detail in the unpublished Ph,D thesis, Ihe
REli9iQILJéLJLJﬁﬁAiLAL_ﬁQ&i&L%, Bristol 1976; for a summary see "The Implicit Religion
of Contemporary Society: an Orientation and Plea for its Study”, in Religion, vel 13

1983:69-63,) However, in our view Bailey's work raises very serious metho&ologicaf
problems in view of his definition of religion as "commitment” pure and simple, It
seems to us that even attempls to tap religious residues wider tham folk-religion as
1t is usually understood require as a control on their efforts some more precise

definition of what the indispensable religious conteni is,

2, The enoruouslz influential ﬁglﬂgn_JﬁugﬂL_pf Sir Janes Frazer (1890) used the
definition ;propi iation of supernatural ﬁawers", Once again, it was only possible
for such a definition to be employed on the clear assumpfion that, from a strlctlz
scientific point of view, it represented a mistaken belief, Frazer arqued that bot
religion and magic represented pre-scientific ways of manipulating the cosmos to
obtain the desired human ends: but whereas magic was trudely malerialistic and would
die out with the advance of ratiomality, a place would still be found for a purified

ethical religion, But Malinowski (ﬂaaiLT_ﬁLiﬁnLg_and_BalL%Lnn, 1525) later challenged
the view that "primitive peoples” only dislinguished between magic and religion
within a generally unscientific mentality, He arqued that there were cases in which

they appealed to neither magical nor religious means, but felt that purely “matural”
or, in our terms, "scientific” causes would suffice to explain a situation or achieve
an aim, Malinowski thereby took a step in the direction of allowing religion as a
tategory sw/ Ewneris to perform its own special functions, Against this 1t can be
seen that Durkhein's approach to religion was already a very considerable advance
over that prevailing in his time within the earl{ anthropological tradition,
3, Durkhein was trying to avoid approaching re iéﬁon as though it dealt principally
in the abnormal and the extraordinary, For fhis reason he rejected Spencer's
definition, "the belief in the omnipresence of something which is inscrutable”,
Primitive societies, Durkheim, acknowledge “marvels” and ‘“wonders" with due
astonishment, but religion is not primarily or particularly to do with these- it
accounts more usuallz for the prevailing normal order of {hings, 0f course, what
should be added to this is the observation that to set apart Sacred objecis as a
means of symbolizing the very ?ivenness and unconditional nature of the common order
is in itself to acknowledge that thera is aysiery even in its normal taken-for-
grantedness. ' . .

. Interpretations of religion which focus on the distinciive experience which lies
al its centre are not the same thing as psychological interpretations, which find
their classic exponent in Freud, The ancestry is rather in Kant and Schleiermacher
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(cf Bowker, 1973:168), Kant sought to justify the sw/ gemeris nature of different
ua{s of experiencing the world, viz, moral, aesthelic, religious, each of which
vithin its own logic tarried its own 2 priors synthetic propositions, i,e,judguenis
stating matters of fact about the world, Kant's demonstration of the limits of
Enlightenment rationalism from within its own Eremises provided the ground upen which
Romanticism could develop its notions of alternative modes of knowledge than the
scientific-rational, and Schleiermacher took up the issue in the area of theology,
The thread which runs from Kant via Schleiermacher and the Romantics eventually ‘to
both Weber and the religious phenomenologists like Oito is more "modern” than the
strict positivist strand of rationalism in the nineteenth century, because of its
willingness 1o take religion on its own terms as a distinctive mode of interpreting
the world, One of the most attractive formulations of the issue was that of William
James in his The Varieties of Religious Fxperience: cancerned neither to dismiss
religion by positivist reduction, nar to allow theologians to shield il from
scientific investigation, he argued that the religious stale of mind is best
understood as a distinct disposition or affection which might characterize an{ ather
enotion or be applied to any object, There could be religious awe, or religious
gladness,  or religious zeal, or religious discontent, and so on, but there did not
seen Lo be a staté of mind identifiable simply as "religious” withoul more ado, This
tan accommodate our view that what is religious about ‘religion is the transcendent
orientation built into it, As James wrote, a religious experiente might be any
experience insofar as it appealed to "such a primal reality as the individual feels
inpelled to respond to solemnly and gravely and neither bY a turse nor a jest'
(og,cit:39), Religion will not accommodate either the sceptical jo w'en fichisme'of a
yqbtgigg,llgor a world-weary and grudging "acceptance of the universe” mentality
ibid;36,41),

5, As Geertz writes; "If ome were to essay a minimal definition of religion today it
vould perhaps not be Tylor's famous 'belief in spiritual bein?s',,,but.rather what
Salvader de Madariaga has called 'the relatively modest dogma ihat God is not mad'’
{Geertz, art,cit;137, )

6, This account of the meaning of "to transcend” is indebted to that crux inderpretum
for translators of Hegel, awfheben

o
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CHAPTER V: THE SECULARIZATION DEBATE.

It is not very problematic to say that a church has a
task in the transformation of society or at least must
engage in efforts towards establishing a better
world,, But, it turns out to be highly problematic in
actual practice, It would be extremely helpful if the
contrast between what sesms a theological truism by now
and what happens in practice could be explained in a
satisfactory way,, It seems,., that sociological analysis
tcan throw light on some of the implications (Thung,
1976:77),

No theory of the social nature and functions of religion
can survive without consideration of the c¢haracteristic
constraints and influences brought to bear upon religious life
by contextual factors of society and culture. The most
important sociological paradigm for interpreting such factors
within the contemporary WVWestern situation is the concept of
secularization. It is a ‘“sensitizing concept” (Dobbelaere,
1981:10); that is, it starts from common-sense impressions and
suggests lines of investigation, general guidance about
relevant empirical instances. As such, it requires careful
analysis to determine more precisely how it is to be used. This-
chapter approaches secularization by distinguishing between
socio-structural and cultural processes, as applied both within
society at large and to religious life in particular. The
origins of the analysis lie in Veber's notions of the
rationalization of society and the desacralization or

disenchantment of culture.

1. Secularization and the Radical Theologians.

The Christian radicals wunderstood themselves to Dbe
engaged in an attempt to reconceptualize the Christian
proclamation and restructure the concrete social mode of its
expression in a manner appropriate to the cultural forms of a
"secular society”. Advocates and critics alike of the radical
theology accepted that a process of secularization was taking

place. Amongst theologians, accustomed te viewing the world of
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religion from the standpoint of church life, a felt sense of
crisis affecting the churches was the primary impetus for the

thinking about secularization which mushroomed in the sixties.

John Robinson wrote of the task of finding a ‘'new
currency'" for handling Christian truths in a modern world:
The most distinctive fact about this world is that it is
a secular world, Our whole assessment of the contemporary

situation is bound up with our judgment about the meaning
of secularization (Edwards and Robinson, 19363:242),

Harvey Cox' The Secular City is subtitled, Secularization
and Urbanization in Theological Pergpective. These processes
are described on the opening pages as "two equally epoachal
movements”, and the first question addressed by the book is
"What is secularization?”

Van Buren twice sums up the theme of The Secular Meaning

of & el as "How may a Christian who is himself a secular
man understand the Gospel in a secular way?"' (1963:xiv, 2. He
states categorically, '"Modern man is not ’'out there' to be
spoken to; he is within the being of every Christian trying to

understand” (ibid).?

Most of the theologians concerned, such as Cox, Ronald
Gregor Smith and Albert van den Heuvel, formulated their
definitions of secularization to correspond with a favourable
theological interpretation of the process, deriving from the
work of Friedrich Gogarten. Recourse to sociological material
was sketchy and spasmodic. In the case of the British debate

following Honest tq God, most of Robinson’s critics and

defenders made assumptions about a secularization process
which was adversely affecting the lives of the churches. Few,
however, showed acquaintance with the important and in some
respects parallel debate which was under way, certainly from
the mid-sixties, within the sociology of religion in  Britain

(Gill. 1975).
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Therefore, having provided a brief reminder of the
theological issues which are the object of our critique, we now
turn to an examination of that debate.

2. Secularization: the Contours of the Debate.

i. The Basic Thesis: Bryan Wilson.

Vithin the sociology of religion in Britain, the issues in
the secularization question were well laid out in what could be
called the thesis and antithesis of the work of Bryan Wilson
and David Martin in the sixties. We shall draw attention to the
main difficulties of the concept, therefare, by way of a brief
contrast of their positions, before going on in the next
section of +the chapter to propose our analysis of the

secularization process.®

Vilson has for twenty years been the most consistently
unrepentant proponent of a thoroughgoing secularization theory
among leading sociologists of religion. His Religion in Secular

Society: a Sociological Comment was the first major book-length
study to attract attention beyond the bounds of his discipline.

Vilson's well-known definition of secularization, which he has
not seen fit to modify, is "the process whereby religious
thinking, practice and institutions lose social significance”
(Vilson, 1969:14; c£.1982:149). Vilson did not define religion
in the early book, but has more recently stated that he means
by it, substantively and quite minimally, "the invocation of the

supernatural” (1982:159).

It is important to notice what Wilson's definition of
secularization does and does not do. It does address both the
more subjectively cultural aspects of religion and its abjective
social eipressions: it is not fair to accuse Vilson, as some
critics have done, of being concerned only about "church" or

institutional religion.
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It does not merely equate secularization with "the decline
of religion” in the sense of imagining an immiment state of
affairs in which men simply no longer possess religious

representations as part of their cultural apparatus.

Rather, W¥ilson is concerned about the social significance
of religion, and of its institutional and organizational forms.
He is claiming that, with regard to other sectors of the social
and cultural systems, religion is neither relevant nor
influential. It does not materially affect the public structures
or shared conventions, and thus is powerless to shape the
social order or national cultural consciousness. The emergence

of this state of affairs is what is meant by '"secularization.”

Vilson's analysis, then, prboeeds from the common-sense
impression that religion is on the wane- that society is less
religious than it used to be. We shall give much fuller
treatment to how Wilson sees this decline in the social
significance of religion taking place at the appropriate points
in our analysis of secularization processes. As a collection
of descriptions of those processes, all of which have resulted
in problematic situations for the institutions of religion,
Vilson's work remains unmatched in scope and lucidity. The
criticisms of his thesis advanced by David Martin are not so
much that he is wrong about the facts, as that he has been tao
ready to fit them into a single theory with an air of
historical inevitability and irreversibility. Secularization is

neither a one-dimensional nor a univocal process.

ii. Elements of an Anti-Thesis: David Martin.

In a still oft-quoted essay, Martin called for the
elimination of the term "secularization” as "a tool of counter-
religious ideoclogies" (Martin, 1969:ch.1. For a critique see
Pratt, 1970:5). However, he has subsequently produced his own
e e of Se ation, which attempts to co-ordinate

all the variable processes included under the umbrella term
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"secularization”. It would be uninteresting merely to argue aover
whether or not there is such a thing as secularization, since
most of the argument would be a matter of definitions. What is
more important is to be sensitive to the refinements necessary
in trying to interpret the common-sense, baseline concept more

adequately.

Martin issues a number of important critical warnings.
First, with regard to the apparently simple thesis of decline,
he points out the hidden presuppositions about "true religion”
which lurk there. For example, the High Middle Ages may be
taken as the very zenith of the religious society, with the
Reformation marking the onset of secularization. But a
different evaluation of the essence of religion could result in
treating medieval Christendom as the height, or depths, of the
secularization of religion, with the Reformation as a great

religious revival (Martin, 1969:54).

For example, Wilson seems prepared to accept what Martin
calls a "utopian” view of the Middle Ages as a kind of '"golden
age" of religion. He treats the evidence for a mass of magical,
superstitious and pagan practices persisting throughout that
time as reinforcing the view that religion permeated and
saturated every stratum of social and cultural life. Yet, in the
present day, similar evidence, 1i.e. of persisting folk-
religiosity, interest in magic and the occult, and the spread
of cults ‘and sects, is treated by him as evidence of

secularization.

Martin further warns against conventionalizing  histeory,
except for analytical convenience (Martin, 1973). That is, you
cannot +treat any of those convenient typologies, such as
communal-associational, theological-metaphysical-scientific
(Comte), tribal-town-technopolitan (Cox), as descriptions of
historical actuality. They do not describe a simple, unilateral

and unequivocal process by which all societies progress into
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modernity. The idea of a progression from ‘'religious" to
“secular” in which the more of the latter means the less of the

former is a similarly unacceptable scheme.

Discussions of secularization, Martin insists, are
inevitably bound up with the peculiar nature of Christianity,
and the tensions it sets up with culture. Martin treats the
dynamics of that relationship in the mutations undergone by
Christian symbols and meanings as they encounter the
resistances o©f successive socio-cultural contexts in The

Dilemmas of Contemporary Religion and The Breaking of the

Image. We have already given an outline of his approach in
Chapter II.

The same peoint of view underlies the historical treatment
of A__General Theory of Secularization. Here, Martin attempts,
with something 1like a Weberian complexity, to study the
patterns of secularization arising in the various western
nations under the impact of such variables as the form of
Church-State relationship resulting from the Reformation, the
relation of religion to nationalism, and the rise of

industrialization, scientific progress and urbanization.

In England, therefore, there is no avoiding the peculiar
historical position of the established Church in trying to
understand not only the relationship between Church and
society under contemporary conditions, but also the prevalent,
non-articulated religious understandings of the people. Martin
is saying that every statement about secularization carries
with it a religious underside, which when turned up reveals an
unsuspected subtlety about the continuing collusion of
Christianity with culture; and in England, at least, the

established Church is vital to understanding it.

The secularization debate as carried on between Vilson
and Martin demonstrates the subtleties which need to be taken

into account in developing an adequately sophisticated



understanding of secularization. In the next section of the
chapter, we present an analysis of secularization processes
which attempts to reflect the persistent double evaluation
encountered in the preceding account. But first, let us sum up
the preliminary decisions which have to be made if it is to be

clear what such an analysis is intended to do.

iii. Prolegomena to a Secularization Analysis.

Any attempt to classify the several processes which go to
make up what is fermed in toto "secularization” must declare
certain basic presuppositions. The first of these is that a
specific definition of religion must be assumed <(cf.Raobertson,
1978:258ff). In our case, the definition is a substantive one,
regarding religion as a cultural system expressing an
orientation to the transcendent. In fact, functional definitions
of religion do not invite the consideration of contemporary
religious change in terms of secularization at all, since they
begin by assuming that, whatever outward appearances might
suggest, religion is an ineradicable human need and will
therefore be found, albeit in a transmuted form, even in the
most secular environment <(e.g. Greeley, 1970; cf.Glasner,

1977:113).

Secondly, a historical baseline is required. Secularization
can variously be traced back to the Enlightenment, the
Industrial Revolution, the New Testament or the 0ld, and so on.
We believe that the clearest position is to treat
secularization from a socio-structural point of view as being a
running commentary on the break-up of Christendom. The gradual
ergsion and decline of institutional and cultural arrangements
which took their rise in the conditions of the High Middle
Ages 1is the connecting thread 1in the complex tale of
secularization (@avis, 1980:32ff). This does not, of course,
entail simply regarding that Medieval period as

quintessentially "religious”.
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The next criterion for arranging a classification is
whether  the  socio-structural or  cultural aspects of
secularization are to the fore. The definition of secularization
offered by Berger indicates this distinction: "the process by
which sectors of socliety and culture are removed from the
domination of religious institutions and symbols” (1973:113,
emphasis mine).

Structurally, secularization may be analysed in terms of
changes in the overall social structure, or of unwilled effects
upon religious institutions within the structure, or of the
changes effected by such institutions in an attempt to respond.

Culturally, secularization may likewise be analysed in
terms of general cultural change, or of the impact of t.his upon
religious culture, or of adaptations within the religious

culture. These possibilities produce a six—fold analysis.
3. An Analysis of Secularization Frocesses.®

i. Socio-structural Secularization: Institutional
Differentiation and Rationalization of Society.

This 1is +the most general structural conception of
secularization, which reaches back to Weber’s analysis of
rationalization. According to Weber, the spread of a "formal
rationality" <(Zweckrationalitaet, WVeber, 1965:110; cf. Scharf,
1970> in the organization of society results in non-affective,
instrumental values dominating the decision-making processes
and limited, short-term ends assuming greater importance than
the solving of ‘“ultimate” problems. Allied to rational
organization is the strict division of institutional labour and

precise specification of functions.

The process of differentiation simply allows the claim
of sectors of the social structure, or institutional sub-
systems of society, to be self-governing. They remain
interdependent, certainly, but do not have to acknowledge any

superimposed omnicompetent master-authority to arbitrate upon
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their operations. Indeed, such omnicompetence  becomes
increasingly impossible, with the accumulation of distinctive
expertise and specialist knowledge within each sector. Parsons,
who gave the name "differentiation” to the process, finds it
religiously neutral. It is a necessary part of the maturation
of a social system in which each part is to find its proper

function.

The successive relinquishments of ecclesiastical control
over the institutions of science, education, politics and social
welfare are well-documented, and the process continues in the
contenporary debates about religious education in schools and,
with particular interest, the relaxation of restrictions upon
Sunday trading. But the process cannot but be problematic for
the religious institutions. For whereas Parsons, for example,
has argued that insofar as religious institutions lose their
"peripheral functions” in favour of "core” ones, they are better
fitted to accomplish their praper ends <(Hill, 1973:239; Budd,
1973:121-4), the fact is that specialization of function has
not in the past been the way in which these "proper ends"” have
been understood. Rather, they have been conceived as general,

overarching and unitive.

In his analysis o©f rationalization in the institutional
sub-systems of society, Vilson rejects the view that certain
non-rational human needs- for theodicies, a sense of cosmic
order, identity and social belonging- require a socio-
structural Iocus of fulfilment, as the abject of public
consensus. In a rational, technological society, these former
"latent functions” of religion, which VWilson refers to as '"the
collective gratification of the emotions” (1969:17), are simply
taken over by a variety of rational-instrumental agencies, in
virtue of which the functions in question simply become
manifest. Shorn of the breadth and depth which the religious
context gave them, they assume a deliberately limited range, as

the objects of persanal choice.
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Thus, people no longer practise religion as a non-
reflective, socio-culturally given means of overcoming
contingency by locating themselves in a higher order. Instead,
they consciously choose, from time to time, to go to see a
film, or to take a holiday, to "get away from it all”, as an act
of therapeutic escapism. In short, there is an industry for
shelving, rather than solving, "ultimate problems" (Vilson,

1982:ch.2?.

The rationalized society is also unfavourable to the
persistence of community. In VWilson's view, the transition from
a communally-ordered society, in which duties and
responsibilities were acknowledged between individuals on a
personal basis, to a rational bureaucratic structure which
prescribes obligations in accordance with office and status
(Weber, 1965:333ff.), is damaging to religion. The possibility
of appeal to traditional, religiously inculcated values
declines. The concept of moral order is eroded by pragmatic,
utilitarian considerations. No longer can the solidarity and
mutual respect of the members of a community be grounded in an
order and an imperative which transcends the interests of any

individual involved.

Religion, the invocation of the supernatural, used to be
the very "ideology of community” (Wilson, 1982:159), but no
more. "In the advanced societal system, the supernatural plays
no part in the perceived, experienced and instituted order”
(ibid:162). As a result, the nostalgia for community is
widespread. For example, many people resent the "cold charity”
or institutional care doled out by the welfare services, and
seek instead to set up localised "community care" groups, which
hope to rediscover a more personal and affective basis for

meeting human need.

At this point the discussion of rationalization shades off

into the guestion of a continuing cultural role for religion.
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This is to be expected, since we are dealing with complex
processes analytically, and each piece of analysis artificially
extracts and highlights one process which in reality occurs, in
varying degrees, in combination with others. We continue here,
then, with the socio-structural aspects, returning to the

cultural questions later.

ii. Disengagement and Marginalization of the Churches.

The first and simplest of the arguments Wilson advances
in support of the secularization process is the ’decline
thesis". The common-sense impression of the "man in the street”
is that religion is on the wane. Accepting that sociological
theory starts from such impressions, Wilson marshals the
readily available ©barrage of statistics of institutional
decline, which betoken a crisis for the churches as the

twentieth century advances.

Churchgoing is a decidedly minority option. The churches
have relinquished the directing and regulative role they once
performed in social welfare, education, leisure and politics,
and retain only a semblance of power attached to the dignity
of certain ceremonial occasions, together with a vastly reduced
sphere of influence in family 1life, through rites of passage
and the like. "The statistics of decline”, however, explain
nothing on their own, and so this aspect of secularization
needs to be explicated further by means of a sociclogical

model such as that provided by Berger (1973: ch.6).

Berger describes the territories which have Dbeen
evacuated by institutional religious control as “liberated" with
regard to religion. These spheres, of politics and economics,
the mainspring of Western industrial capitalism, constitute the
heart of modern social systems, in that it is they that
determine the actual material conditions under which people
lead their lives. Religious considerations, however, are only

marginal to them now. The churches, in giving up any formal
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control over them, have had to settle for a position of double

marginality.

In the first place, the churches find themselves concerned
with the private margins of social 1life, for example the
family, where the values espoused seem to have little
application in a wider social context. In the second place,
they are allocated a continuing function at the public margins,
where certain state and civic occasions are dignified by forms
of religious ceremonial, which to all intents and purposes look
like no more than a rump, a ritualistic survival. "Religion
manifests itself as public rhetoric and private virtue., In
other words, in so far as religion is common it lacks 'reality’,
and in so far as it is 'real' it lacks commonality” (Berger,

1973:138; cf.Williams, 1985).

Berger regards this polarization as an inevitable
concomitant of the processes of modernization; it results in an
immense difficulty for the ‘'plausibility structures”, those
institutional supports which serve to lend credibility te
religious ideas. Nevertheless, Berger's view of religion as
ultimately grounded in the ineffable experience of "otherness”
causes him to remark that what may be bad for the churches’
self-esteem may not be so bad for the transcendent power of
religion. Enforced marginality may hold out hope for the
vitality  of ideas  which owe  their originality and
attractiveness to the refusal to identify without reservation

with any finite and fallible social system.

iii. The Conformity of the Church.

Shiner (1967) writes: "The religious group or the
religiously informed society +turns its attention from the
supernatural and becomes more and more interested in 'this
world"™. In the face of the progressive rationalization of the

world and its institutions, religious organizations may decide
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to  adopt increasingly professionally rationalized and
instrumental means for attaining specifiable proximate ends.
Religious teachings may also be reinterpreted to apply to non-

transcendent objectives.

Vilson ftreats this form of the churches' response to
secularization with considerable scepticism. It is the way of
conformity: churches altering their structures and their
activities in ways which bear witness to the influence of
rationalizing and privatizing motifs among them. In this way,
Wilson is able to claim that the very phenomena the churches
would point to as evidence of renewed 1life in the face of
secularization merely count in favour of his overall thesis.
Religion in Secular Society focused on the thriving nature of
American church 1life, the growth of the Ecumenical Movement

and the development of sects.

In America, Wilson argued, religion itself had been
internally secularized into a professionally specialized,
rationally ordered industry. Church affiliation had assumed a
strongly non-religious cultural meaning along ethnic or status
group lines (cf.Herberg, 1967).

Ecumenism was largely a case of weak organizations being
willing to settle their differences and amalgamate in the
interests of creating an appearance of strength and importance
(cf. Berger, 1973:145-52). In this way the professional prestige
of the clergy, whose social role had become questionable, could
also be enhanced.

The proliferation of sects was to be expected in a
pluralistic situation lacking a single overarching belief
system. Small and exclusive groups could seek compensation for
the social stabilities of which a secular society was depriving
them, such as a close-knit, culturally cohesive community, or a

var iely of non-rational, ecstatic experience.
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Elsewhere, Wilson has interpreted such phenomena as the
charismatic movement, liturgical renewal and pastoral reform
similarly, as determined by aspects of the secularization
thesis: the Church has to be "modernized”, 'democratized",
"communalized"” and so on (Vilson, 1876:84ff) 4 But these views
betray in Wilson himself a certain nostalgia for the traditions
of an older society, which is liable to make his judgments on
religion somewhat one-sided. To be rational in religion appears

to be plainly mistaken in Vilson's view (see e.g. Wilson, 1965).

There is little to add here about the evidences of such a
pattern of secularization, except to say that they are more
widespread in America than in Britain, which illustrates
Martin's argument about internal factars affecting the
likelihood of different secularization processes occurring in
different nations. However, from the point of view of our
definition of religion, ‘'conformity” does become highly
problematic, since it suggests that moves undertaken by the
churches towards the renewal of religious life are liable to

succeed at the risk of the loss of genuine religious contents.

iv. Cultural Secularization: Desacralizatiaon and
Disenchantment of the World.

The theme of desacralization, again going back to Veber,
is the broadest and most generally applicable interpretation of
the secularization of culture. Weber perceived in the rise of
attitudes of formal rationality, structurally embodied in the
phenomenon of bureaucracy, and motivated by the conviction
that the world is intrinsically capable of rational-empirical
manipulation, the seeds of a "disenchantment" <(Entzaeuberung>
of the world. The concept of the sacred involved a disposition
to view the world in terms of mystery, of otherness; not as
something self-contained and self-explanatory, btut an open
system, pointing beyond itself, and possibly permeated by
supernatural powers (Acquaviva, 1979). Such a disposition was

everywhere in decline in the emerging modern world.



Veber, like Wilson after him, was pessimistic about the
prospects of a disenchanted society, inhabited by "specialists
without spirit, sensualists without heart”, imagining itself to
have attained the pinnacle of civilisation while condenning
many to dwell within an iron cage of unyielding rationality.
What Weber called a "substantive"” rationality, or a rational
orientation to absolute values treasured for their own sake and
not merely dictated by immediate enpirical need
(Wertrationalitaet) could not readily be fostered 1in a
desacralized situation. It was, therefore, a great irony that
elements motivating the decline of the sacred could be found
within the Judaeo-Christian religious tradition <(cf.Berger,

1973:116-130).

The theme of +the desacralization of culture strikes
aconsistently pessimistic note among accounts of
secularization. For the Christian tradition, by its ubiquitous
and unavoidable presence at every juncture of cultural concern,
even if intermingled with &all manndr of sub-Christian
constituents in mass religion, nevertheless once provided the
unifying frame and context for the intimation of the sacred-
that 1is, it prevented the attribution of ultimacy to the
immediate givens of society and insisted on the subordination

of the social order to something judging and surpassing it.

Vilson describes what is happening in this way. In the
rationalized society, institutional functions tend increasingly
to be manifest, engineered to achieve specifiable ends. But a
rationally-ordered system is dependent in the end upon some
schema of non-rational values and dispositions which serve to
prevent people from merely lapsing into cynically a-moral
abuse of the system. These, according to Vilson, are the
humanistic values of ‘disinterested goodwill”, affective
relations not limited to kinship groups and the like, public
and individual honesty. Such dispositions were once inculcated,

primarily, in the context of a religious world-view.



The decline of this role for the Christian "picture" is
startling: the rudiments of the picture are no longer known,
even as background cultural apparatus, to large sectors of the
population®., Instead, a hotch-potch of half-formed ideas and
principles tries to do service as some sort of ad hoc world-
view. The less well-educated and unreflective are likely to
possess only the shreds and tatters of a part-secularist, part-
religious set of assumptions they pick up, hit or miss fashion,

along the way.

The purpose of religion, Wilson believes, has always been
the provision of salvation, a concept which has varied 1in
content with changing social contexts (Weber, 1965:84ff). In a
situation of increasing discontent with the state of affairs
brought about by secularization, the churches might just
discover a limited, mainly private role again in offering a

salvation from that discontent.

v. Privatization and Pluralism of Religious Life.

It is possible for the secularization of culture to give
birth to its own distinctive forms of religious 1life, which
spring up from Dbelow with the removal of official world-views
imposed from above. But these forms will almost certainly be
esoteric rather than popular, drawing upon the multiple sources
of Eastern religions, mysticisms, psychotherapeutic techniques
or the occult in order to provide an escape from the iron cage
into an alternative world, the home base of leisure time and

"private life".

Thus Bellah (1970(b)> has envisaged the development of
"modern religion” as an individualistic, humanistic orientation,
concerned with self-discovery and "spiritual consciousness'.
NModern religion will operate with flexible sets of symbols in a
spirit of “critical realiswm”: the symbols are the very
substance of the religious mode of interpreting the world and

cannot be discarded in favour of some strictly secular,
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empiricist point of view, but modern people are free to choose
and develop their own symbols, to modify or discard them if
they fail to assist them in taking responsibility for their

fate in relation to the “ultimate conditions of existence'.

Luckmann (1967) has written that one of the peculiarities
of modernity is that "the real self no longer lives in the real
world”, a judgment that fits well with the idea that modern
religion will engineer the passage out of the "real world” of
rationality and proximate, instrumental ends, into the private
world of the "true self”. Since Luckmann regards religion very
broadly, as man’s capacity to transcend his biological nature,
he is able to propose a future "invisible religion” as a
complete functional alternative to familiar institutional forms.
But these privatized cultural systems are only available to the
privileged, for whom the most pressing problems are those of
personal "meaning” and the nurture of authentic selfhood.

Things are otherwise with the majority.

Martin has directed criticism at this type of analysis of
contemporary religious 1life. An emphasis on the views and
values of élite intellectual culture should not blind the
cultural analyst, in his view, to the essential sameness
through time of the religious undertow of non-élite culture,
such as is to be found both inside and outside the churches.
For England was never more than partially, or superficially,
converted to Christianity, so that much of what is now classed
as '"secularization” may amount to what is happening to the
Christian upper layer of religiosity now that its structural
legitimations are crumbling. Martin puts it like this:

It would seem that vast numbers of people work on the
assumption of two basit principles; one is the rule of
fate or chance, conceived as rooted in a kind of symmetry

{such as that disasters occur in threes), and the other
1s a 'moral balance', rooted in a universal homeostasis

perpetrate them,,,
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All such examples,, suggest that far from being secular
our culture wobbles between a partially absorbed
Christianity, biased towards comfort and the need for
confidence, and beliefs in fate, luck and moral
governance  incongruously  joined  together  (Martin,
1967:76),

In this respect, at least, modern religious culture is not
particularly pluralistic. Contemporary folk-religiosity, which
Martin rightly refuses to treat as if it were something quite
other than "church religion”, is remarkably uniform (Mensching,
19475, It is

.2 religion of habit and the sfatus guo, devoted not to
choice but to the community of generation, in particular
the family, since this is now the locus of cultural

inertias and the stronghold of the 'given’ (Martin,
1980(h):12),

On the one bhand, just because this type of religion is no
longer practising church religion, this does not mean it has
become Wilson's deliberately-chosen, limited-range instrumental
means of emotional gratification.

On the other bhand, although closely related to Christian
faith, it is a paralysed, non-dialectical religion: it only
upholds and legitimates the experienced world of those who

hold to it, and contains no critical potential.

The cultural privatization of religion presents another
delicate set of ambiguities for the churches. For it is easy,
as Wilson and Martin have agreed from their different points
of view,” for movements aimed at revitalizing the Christian
proclamation to capitalize only upon these prevalent cultural
preferences. They may end by sponsoring a vast Christian
culture with its music, drama, community activities, youth
projects and so on, which stands towards the everyday warld,
not in a relation of transcendence, but as a religious
alternative to everyday life. For those who enjoy the luxury of
participation in it, it can be exciting and fulfilling; but in

R
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faith, and the dissipation of culture, go on unchecked.
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vi. The Transposition of Religious Values.

The {final secularization process represents a more
optimistic evaluation of desacralization, and suggests a new
secular task for the churches. The culture is seen as
assimilating or absorbing into itself formerly religious
values and notions and transposing them into a secular key.
That is, they become embedded in the culture in such a way
that their point of reference is located within society seen as
a self-contained and unitary system. No longer do the values
concerned require the guardianship of religion to keep them
alive or to provide them with their justification. Whereas
specific religious institutions become differentiated and
possibly marginalized, the ideals, values and ends they exist
to promote take form in the surrounding culture in such a way
that the culture 1is enriched but the ideas lose their

recognisably religious form.

It could, therefore, be the business of the churches still
to nurture and institutionalize such values, as modern man's
means of salvation from the corruption cf his rational system:

As yet, only at the margins and in the interstices, and
principally in the domain of private life, has such
religious endeavour been effective, in allowing some men,
at least, to transcend the present discontents, and in
producing, by way of the dissemination of dispositions of

goodwill and commitment, that salt of the earth that is
necessary to sustain the social order (Wilson, 1982:179),

The churches have therefore acted, and might still act, as a
kind of "transformer station" for introducing and establishing
key general values and principles into society (Gill, 1981). In
this line of analysis, the world can be judged to be more
Christian than ever before <(Parsons, 1963), whether or not

many choose to practise an official religion.
The continuing role of the churches 1is, however,

problematic. For in the first place, it remains unclear to what

extent the embedded values really are self-perpetuating, and to
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what extent they still depend upon explicit religious support.
It may be that some such values are no more than archaic
"survivals'" in modern saociety, which have s0 far managed to
hold out against the onslaught of technical ratiomality, but
will be doomed to disappear without a continuing religious

vitality.

In the second place, the transposition model needs to be
alert to the lessons of the "Protestant Ethic" thesis: namely,
that there is ample room for nice historical ironies upon the
road from the religious idea to the secular transposition.
Secularization as transposition pays scant respect to the
concerns of churches for the ‘'purity” of their ideas.
Nevertheless, the fact that this is so suggests that the
churches have not, after all, "worked themselves out of a job".
The "embedding” process is never complete, and may always have
to be started all over again; and here is a further hint that
the expulsion of the churches from the centre of the social

and cultural system may, in the end, be to their advantage.

4. Towards a Dialectical KResolution.

i. Is a Synthesis possible?

Our analysis of secularization contains under every
heading both assertions and qualifications about the
contemporary situation, both negative and positive evaluations
and prospects. Returning to the contrasting positions of
Vilson and Martin, do they in the end contradict one ancther?
One sociologist who has argued that the wvarious theses
require and complement each other is Bryan S. Turner, in his

recent Religion and Social Theory (1983), and the following

remarks are stimulated by his proposals”.
Vilson, as we have alreadv pointed out, is particularl
7 r p

cencarned about the social significance of religion, that is to

say, its importance at the public, institutional and structural
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level of society. Despite his employment of a substantive
definition of religion, his analysis of the past situation of
the Church, by comparison with which present developments
appear as decline and loss of influence, reflects strongly
Durkheimian assumptions about the function of religion. Insofar
as the Christian religion is said to have formerly provided
the overarching basis for societal cohesion and the repository
of consensual values, it 1is the religion of +the minority
educated and ruling é&lites which is in view. Wilson, however,

does not state this explicitly.

Martin, on the other hand, pays much more attention to
the "subterranean theologies” and religious substrata of non-
élites and the less educated. Whereas the map of religious
development based mainly upon élite culture displays a pattern
of declining influence and secularization, Martin’s map shows a
striking continuity and similarity through the ages. The mass
of the pecple were partially Christianised, partially pagan, and
still are. Insofar as their religion serves the ends of cultural
integration and offers them & meaningful construction of the
world, the meaning is a second-hand one, derived from the
dominant cultural form of Christianity. Insofar as their
religion performs a function proper to them, it is more likely
to be one of comfort and compensation in the face of a

prevailing order in which they are disadvantaged.

Vhat is happening under present conditions? The break-up
of the Christendom situation deprives the rulers of society of
the services of religious and ecclesiastical systems in the
interests of social control. There is less likelihood of an
official religious ideology as a legitimation of the world
being unreflectingly accepted by the majority through a process
of cultural percolation. But at the same time, mass religion
becomes even more fragmented, confused and ineffectual than
before. This is because the mediation of organised religion,

which in the form of local churches once helped to intercede
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between &lite-cultural and mass-folk forms of Christianity, is

all but lost.

WVhat the alternative viewpoints of Wilson and Martin
indicate is characteristically paradoxical. The cultural
compromise of Christianity represented by the "Christendom”
system and its later developments risked turning the Gospel
into a means of domination and of restraining change. Yet this
same compromised religion turns out to have been important in
maintaining a measure of creative Christian hope and faith at
mass cultural levels. The churches have had their role in the
secularization of Christianity through becoming assimilated to
systems of social legitimation. But such assimilation has been
the means by which Christian ideas have been made available to

the mass of the people.

ii. Conclusions.

The processes of secularization display a whole range of
double features which materially affect the possible responses
of the churches to them. Firstly, every index of secularization
is capable of being counteracted by corresponding evidences of
religious continuity, and this alerts us to the fact that
secularization is far from being a unitary and uni-directional

phenomenaon.

Secondly, as to the past, secularization appears both as a
complex of processes representing a move away from religion,
and as in part the product of an ongoing collusion of the
Christian religion with its historical context. The churches’
judgment upon it must therefore overcome the simple

dichotomous options of either deploring or welcoming.

Thirdly, as to the present and the future, secularization
presents in many respects a bleak and unpromising analysis of
contemporary religious 1life and of the prospects of the

churches. But it also suggests that the true seeds of hope may
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lie in the more negative parts of the analysis, whereas serious
reservations are raised about those aspects of contemporary
religious life which the churches might be inclined to regard

as the more hopeful.

The position regarding the structural and cultural aspects
of secularization may be summarized in this way. Vithin the
social structure, institutional differentiation is resulting in
a multiplicity of sub-systems, each with its own characteristic
area of expertise and specific competence. The institutions of
religion are involved in this process as a social fact. The
question for the churches is whether they can face up to
growing marginalization, accept it and then capitalize upon it
with a properly understood specialization in their particular

field, which is religion.

Cultural secularization results in the fragmentation of
world-views, increasing religious confusion and the spread of
cynicism in the face of unremitting instrumental rationality.
The contempaorary cultural means of combating this serve only
to shelve, rather than solve, the problems. But a religion
which has become detached from the task of sacralizing the
social order may be able to reclaim afresh the right to engage
in cultural criticism. Under the conditions of secularization,
the Christian tradition might supply the Independent
resources necessary in order to reintroduce the category of
transcendence, by means of which a culture is called to

surpass itself.

This is the understanding which will be brought to bear
upon our examination of the attempts of Christian Radicalism
to draw up a positive theological programme in response to
secularization. But our suggestions about a revitalized
religious role arising out of a double-edged understanding of
secularization, combining a determined realism about the

problems of the situation with an affirmation of the

130



dialectical nature of hope, remain merely idealistic without
consideration of the actual religious believers to whom we are

ascribing this role,

Therefore, it is necessary *to examine the nature of
membership within a religious group and participation in its
life, We need to ask how religious faith works, in terms of
giving to believers a certain way of liliving and acting in the
world. The sociological contours of religious commitment and

membership are the subject of the next chapter.
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1976) is very similar indeed to the treatment Martin gives to liturgical changes
involving things like the Kiss of Peace, the restoration of the "primitive" agape
meal and the "cult of spontameity” Sea a2 g ch & of T reaking of the Image and
manY other places in his writings, such as the notorious AW Aeview 13, containing the
parliamentary petition urging the compulsory retention of the
for worship in every parish of the Church of England, ‘ .

7, Turner's point of departure is his discussion of the Marxian "dominant ideology
thesis”, The relevant part of his argument is this; the Durkheimian view of religion
as "social cement" is criticisad for failing to give due weight o social conflict,
and assuming that the overarching religious legitimation for the social order is

L

and
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actually shared and acquiesced in by all members of a society, In fact, it represents
the ideology of the ruling class, But Turner 3uestlons the view that the subject
tlasses merely absorb the dominant ideology and so reflect in their religion the
vorld-view imposed upon them as a means of social control, in the form of a "social
opiumn”, This, in its way, also amounts to a social cohesion view of religion, and
fails to do justice to cases where religion functions to mobilize action against the
dominant ¢lass, In fact, Turner arques, ithe masses have a "split consciousness®; they
have partially absorbed the dominant ideology, with reliqlon supporting the slafus
guo, but they also display signs of another type of religion which expresses an
alternative function of protest,



The question of the renewal of religious life under the
conditions of secularization comes home to roost, so to speak,
with the issue of actual religious congregations and individual
religious persons. We have to ask in what ways religious faith,
with its distinctive +transcendent orientation, operates in
practice within the institutional channels of the religious
cultural system. A variety of styles of membership and
commitment within the religious institution produce different
orientations to the social world and modes of action in it.
This chapter examines +the analytical types of religious
institutional involvement deriving from the two fundamental
typological distinctions of church and sect, and communal and
associational religiosity. It suggests how the resulting types
may be deployed in relation to the conditions of secularization

set out in the preceding chapter.

1. Institutionalization and the Radical Theologians.

Christian Radicalism displayed a mond of unease about the
institutional Church. This can best be described as a felt
sense of incongruity between the content and implications of
Christian faith as the radical theologians were seeking to
understand it, and the actual ‘'style of life" (William
Hamilton’s phrase) or mode of being-in-the-world which the
available institutional forms of Christianity appeared to
engender. The American death-of-God theclogians represented an
extremity of rejection of the relevance of the Church to their
whole task of theological reconstruction (Hamilton, 1968:23,
86-7; Altizer, 1967:9-10). The vehemence of their rejection
caused David Jenkins (1969) to suggest that the "deadliness of
the Church” was the real circumstance behind the mistaken

announcement of the death of God.



But for the less extreme, the problem was whether, and in
what way, the authenticity of faith as the fundamental
experience or disposition of religion could be maintained in
the process of institutionalization. We shall come to
definitions shortly; but here we simply wish to keep the
theological background in mind. It is a background which
repeatedly expresses reservations and qualifications about the
institutional factor in religious 1life. As Cox writes, '"The
church is not in the first instance an institution. It is a
people” (1868:137). But "a people” comes close to being an
abstraction. More concretely, we might simply say that the

Church is people, i.e. particular persons.

Robinson puts the rhetorical question, "Is not the Church
an archaic and well-protected institution for the preservation
of something that is irrelevant and incredible?' (1965:13-14).
In so doing, he doubtless expresses how he fears the Church
may look to outsiders, and the word institution” in this
context is a loaded one. Colin VWilliams contrasts the motifs of
the Church as "institution” and as "event” (the latter term
being that favoured by Barth), and suggests that there is a
tension here which is inherent in the whole idea of a Church
persisting recognisably through time and changing contexts

(Williams, 1969:28-9).

There are large ecclesiological questions here which do
not come within the scope of this thesis. But the one which we
do have to take up is the problem of finding a religious social
reality which can effectively nurture and embody a mature and
creative relation of faith to the world.

2. Religion and Institutionalization.

e most  fruitful line of analysis of the types of
religious institution in the sociology of religion has been the

distinction between church and sect, first introduced by Weber
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but greatly elaborated by Troeltsch. Ve shall come in due
course to a discussion of this typology, but we do not want to
deal with it at once in this chapter. For most sociological
discussion of the theme has proceeded directly from Troeltsch
rather than VWeber, partly Dbecause Troeltsch's work was
available in English translation so long before the relevant
portion of WVeber's writings. As a result, the original context
of Weber's introduction of the typology has not always been
fully recognised. That context is the emergence of the church
as a means of ensuring the continuity of a religious tradition
in such a way that it need no longer depend upon the special

powers and gifts of pioneering individuals.

Taking our cue from this context of Veber, we shall begin
by examining the problems attendant upon the
institutionalization of religion, because these provide the
groundwork for any discussion of how faith may come to

concrete social expression.

i. Religion as Institution.
Peter Berger defines an institution as follows:
... distinctive complax of social actions,, . a requlatory

agency, channelling human actions in much the same way as
instincts channel animal behaviour (1365:104),

An institution 1is, in Durkheimian terms, a 'social fact”
possessing an objective existence over against the individual
and the pawer of constraint upon his hehaviour:

,..a changeable, but permanent, product of purposive

social role behaviour which subjects the individual to

obligations, gives him formal authority and possess legal
sanctions (Hasanhuettl, 1974),

In religion, as in other areas of social life,
institutionalization occurs in order to give permanence,
continuity and recognizability to an originating or fundamental

experience or disposition. The faith which lies at the heart of

m

the Christian religion becomes channelled into external

cultural forms which gavern convention  and pattern
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expectations as to the character and content of that religion.
Institutionalization permits the outside observer to identify
Christianity as a cultural system. It provides a kind of code
or shorthand which bypasses the need for fresh exposition on
every occasion of what faith is about. Religious believers
"know what to do” because of what is institutionally given and

prescribed.

Institutionalization is mare than just formal
organization, although it almost always includes it. Much folk-
religion, for example, has very little formal organization but

is highly institutionalized: it prescribes very precisely what

ot

he ritual behavioural requirements are in particular
situations, so that severe personal sanctions may be imposed
upon anyone who fails to observe them. Institutionalization is
largely pre-reflective and unplanned, and indeed, planned
formal organization {(or reorganization) in the Church may well
fail if there is no grasp of the underlying institutional
assumptions of the people involved. Institutionalization is
inevitable, and there is no pristine purity of faith recoverable

independently of it.

ii. Weber and the Routinization of Charisma.

Veber's  theory of routinization (Veralltaeglichung)
develops the question of institutionalization with regard to
religion somewhat further (Weber, 1965:324-35, 363-92). Weber
sees new religious movements as coming to prominence under the
impact of the charisma of the prophetic leader of the
movement. This charisma is a phenomenon akin to Durkheim’s
"sacred", although <conceived by VWeber as attaching to
particular persons rather than objects. It is a property which
elevates the one who is possessed by it above the common run
of men and gives conviction and the power to elicit commitment
to what he says. The bearer of charisma is uniquely able to

introduce the transcendent into effective circulation among the

136



human community. From the very beginning, then, a division is
introduced which is problematic for the continuing vitality of
a religious movement: there is the charismatic figure, and

there are the followers.

When it becomes necessary to perpetuate the spirit of the
religious movement beyond the death of the original
charismatic leader and his circle of followers, into the next
generation, the process of routinization begins. In particular,
what is at stake is the provision of a set of guarantees that
the religion will henceforth remain the same: that is, will
continue to reflect and embody authentically the internal logic
and "feel" of the originating faith-experience. Jince the pure
charisma exists only in statu nascendi, a potential crisis of

authority occurs with the death of its bearer.

Veber says that this crisis is typically resolved by the
replacement of the indivudual and personal <charismatic
authority by "traditional” authority, "resting on an established
belief 1in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the
legitimacy of the status of those exercising authority under
them”. Still further along the line of development, "legal-
rational” authority depends "on a belief in the ’'legality' of
patterns of normative rules and the right of those elevated to

authority under such rules to issue commands.'

The result is an increasing detachment of charisma from
persons and relocation of if in prescribed offices. The purest
type of legal-rational authority, according to Weber, |is
bureaucracy: and with this his account of institutionalization
clearly comes into contact with the problem of secularization.
The very measures which arise in protection of the identity of
the religion and as a means of safeguarding its cultural
transmission and making it readily available to the people

become a threat to its integrity. There is a whole set of
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tensions built into the very concept of institutionalized
religious belonging and commitment, which introduce ambiguities
and variable patterns into the apparently simple notion of the

expression of religious faith in its worldly context.

iii. The Dilemmas of Institutionalization.

Weber introduced the distinction of church and sect, as
we  have Said, in the context of routinization. The features
which he says characterize the emergence cf a church actually
suggest quite clearly a range of dilemmas inherent in the
process. The four features listed by Weber are: the rise of a
class of religious professionals, or priesthood; a vuniversal
claim, i.e. the religion bhecomes in principle open to all; fixed
dogmas and rites which can be systematically taught; and a
form of antecedent organization based upon the concept of the
charisma of office. In an influential article, 0'Dea (1961) has
indicated the dilemmas which are made unavoidable by this

combination of features.

Firstly, the emerging distinction between clerical and lay
practitioners of the religion helps to support another polarity
observed by WVeber, that between “virtuoso” and "mass” patterns
of religiosity. Within the religious cultural system, many lay
peaple will simply assert their right +to expect certain
benefits from the institution into which they have been
socialized, together with a 'lukewarmness” about active
commitment. On the other hand, the clerical virtuoso believer
may come to carry on his occupation in pursuit of certain
professional interests. In either case, lukewarmness or
prefessionalism, the continuing authenticity of faith is called

into question.

Secondly, the development of a range of fixed liturgical
and dogmatic symbols can produce the process described by
Berger (1673: ch.4), in which '"objectification” becomes

"reification” and results in alienation. There is a loss of
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transcendence; religious participation serves only to express
and legitimize certain aspects of sacial solidarity and given
order, including quite possibly relations of domination
contradictory to the original thrust of the symbols concerned.
Faith no longer engages in the dialectical process of affirming
the meaning and value of the experienced order, only to deny it
at the next stage in the name of that which surpasses it. The
religious symbols are absolutized and become opaque and

inflexible.

Thirdly, an increasingly bureaucratic organization can
become preaccupied with its own internal mechanisms. Office
charisma can subtly cease to resemble charisma at all, and
faith can be made of none effect by a trend towards
institutional introversion and specialist cliqueishness. Under
the conditions of religious privatization, this development can
occur in such a way as to delude those invaolved into thinking

that their busy-ness is an index of success.

Fourthly, the formalization of dogmas and ethical rules as
a convenient and necessary shorthand means of depicting the
shape and content of faith in its cultural forms can lead to a
cessation of vreligious growth in individual believers.
Doctrines can come to act like amulets and incantations merely
to protect the security of those who appeal to them, and moral
rules may serve to by-pass all creative and painful ethical
thinking in response to the complexity of actual issues. The
religious group that sees itself as a beleaguered minority in
scociety is especially susceptible to taking refuge in this

conservative mutation of faith.

Fifthly, the institutionalization of religion brings about

alliances, collusions and compromises with the "parent culture”.

"3

1
his bears a risk that particular religious attachments might
prove advantageous to the survival of the prevailing social

system, and coercive means of enforcing them may develop.
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Although these may not be violent or inquisitorial in nature,
they will nevertheless put faith under pressure, in such a way
that religious organizations seek ways in which a select
minority among their members can still bear witness to the
critical transcendent dimension of faith, while justifying the
temporary acquiescence o0of the majority in a degree of

compromise on the grounds that the religious ideas depend upon

some continuity of cultural embodiment for their survival.

The cultural promulgation of religion is thus a story of
advance and regress, checks and balances, bargaining and
control. The channels through which religion runs on its social
course and which give to it a recognizable shape and direction
also contain eddies and undercurrents which can sometimes
belie the superficial flow. Religious people are gathered into
particular groupings and try to give expression to their faith
through the medium of particular religious cultural systems
which regularly act back upon the faith itself to neutralize,
modify or indeed to challenge it. The forms of
institutionalization have, however, been analyzed into certain

dominant types, and these form the subject of the next section.

3. Institutional Fatterns and Religious Commitment.

i. Church and Sect.

Ve have placed the subject of church and sect-types of
religious organization within the overall context of the
emergence o0f institutional patterns of religious cultural
transmission, in line with Weber's presentation. Weber broached
the subject of the sect in the context of his discussion of
reactions against the «concept of “office <charisma”: the
sectarian type of religious organization attempts to recapture
the spirit of earlier movements by insisting afresh upon the
demonstration of individual personal qualification, both for

basic religious membership and for office.
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In keeping with the heuristic nature of the ideal type we
pointed out in Chapter 1II, Weber does not attempt to trace
within Church history a single line of development of actual
religious organizations from sects to churches, or back again.
It is not helpful to spend time trying to identify whether
particular bodies count as churches, sects, or some alternative

or intermediate type.

The multiplication of sub-types was a process which
occurred within the sociology of religion as successive writers
attempted to improve upon the typology as they found it in
Troeltsch.®* With his historical perspective, Troeltsch was
perhaps ambiguous about whether he was treating church and
sect as analytical types or historical instances®, but we wish
to keep clearly to the former use.

In this respect we follow the plea of Gustafson (19677,
who urged that sociologists should recognize that the two
fundamental criteria of Troeltsch’s typology were those of
whether the religious organization conceived of the "means of

—'1

grace” as efficient objectively or subjectively {dependent on
individual qualification), and whether membership was in
principle universalist or particularist. We are enquiring, that
is, into the style of religious membership and commitment

appropriate to differing types of institutional form.

The central passasge in Troeltsch (1931:331-43) yields
the following characterization.

Church membership comes about by ritual incorporation and
subsequent socialization into the cultural system of an
antecedently existing religious organization. That 1is, the
Church is anterior to personal faith. It guards and administers
an array of institutional means to objective right standing in
the religion and personal participation in its benefits. These
things are available in principle to everyone without regard to
qualifications of character. As a result, church membership

conceives faith as part and parcel of membership in the wider
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society, and does not sense a strong tension with it. It allows
special levels of commitment and seriousness to be reserved
for certain minority groups within the organization.

Sect membership depends upon voluntary commitment by
previously and personally qualified individuals. That is,
personal faith precedes the concept of the church: there is no
antecedent organization. Sectarian membership entails the
development of ritual forms cgolely as a reminder to the
members of their special standing and qualifications, which
sharply distinguish them from the world at large. All members
are expected to aim at equal levels of commitment, through

religious discipline and asceticism of personal secular life,

Troeltsch also noted the likelihood of the church, as
being an integral part of the secular order, being supportive
of the ruling classes, whereas the sect, with its stance of
opposition to the world, would be associated more with the
lower classes. However, it is clear that when we enphasise in
the typology the criteria of different forms of religious
membership and commitment, this class distinction need not be
inevitable. In circumstances where the religious disposition in
general 1is regarded with hostility by the official, central
institutions of society, a ‘'church” style of religious
commitment can become a powerful organ of protest, in view of
the massive institutional givenness it represents, over against

that of the prevailing system.

Similarly, a sectarian type of membership can encourage a
spiritual elitism which may prove highly attractive to ruling
groups within a society, who can add the value of special
religious qualifications to the other features which already
set them apart from the mass of the people. The conditions of

secularization are especially favourable to this development.

Bryan Wilson has detailed the hospitable nature of modern

cultural circumstances to sectarian growth, and his proposed
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typologies of religious sects include very much more than the
basic stereotype of the sect as the expression of religious
protest by the materially disprivileged.® According to Wilson,
sectarianism has now become universal in modern societies, and
this is a point we shall pick up in the concluding portion of

this chapter.

But we want to set the church-sect axis of variation
alongside another, which resembles it in obvious respects but

presents significant differences. The criteria here are no

longer those of styles of membership in the religious
collectivity, but of different religious orientations in

themselves: that is, ways of being religious in the world.

ii. Communal and Associational Religiosity.

The typology of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft first
propased by Ferdinand Toennies (1955; orig.pub.1887) did not
for a long time receive the attention it deserved within the
sociology of religion. Toennies’ typology was not of course
worked out specifically in a religious context, but attempted
to elucidate two fundamental modes of Thuman societal

coexistence.

Thus Toennies wrote: "All intimate, private and exclusive
living together is understood as 1life in Gemeinschaft.
Gesellschaft 1s public life- it is the world itself.” To the

former belong the family, marriage, language, folkways and

o

eliefs, the common ownership of 'fields, forest and pasture";
to the latter, business, commerce, the sciences, the ownership
of "joint stock”. Whereas it is possible to fall into bad

Gesellschaft, bad Gemeinschaft would bDe a contradiction in

Gemeinschaft is about the helding together of human
collectivities through affective values, intimacy of relations

and mutual understanding. It implies common conventions and
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unspoken agreements which govern the union of potentially
disparate or conflicting parties. It rests upon certain shared
ideals, purposes and meanings which underlie and go beyond
purely immediate empirical ends and value ©persons for
intrinsic reasons rather than the attributes of achievement or
status.

Gesellschaft orders the social world by positions and
offices; it does not distinguish between persons on affective
grounds, but offers differential treatment on account of
qualifications and standing. It expects clearly defined,
explicit statement of objectives and rationales in all matters
of co-operation between individuals or groups, but these are
strictly limited in application to the projects in view, and
have no claim upon the private values and personal preferences

of the individuals involved.

Vith regard to religion, Toennies wrote:

One becomes part of a veligious QGewerinschaft, religinus
Gesellschaften, like any other groups formed for given
purpnsas, exist anly in so far as they, viewed from
without, take their places among the institutions of a
political body or as they reprasent conceptual elements
of a theory; they do not touch wupon the religious
Gemernschaft as such (1955:37),

This suggests a distinction between two forms of religiousness:
in the one, there is a more or less unreflective or spontaneous
sharing in a culture that is given- "one becomes part of" it.
In the other, there is a deliberate entering upon a group
programme with a definite aim in view, an attempt to put into
practice "conceptual elements of a theory”. The sociology of
religion has shown a renewed interest in Toennies' typology in
trying to explore further these different modes of religious

orientation.
Having previously criticised the increasing subdivision of

the church-sect typology, E.Goode (1968) went on to suggest
h

at attention to "communal” and "associational” patterns of
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religiosity might offer a greater purchase upon the social
realities. Goode observed, for example, that contrary to the
idea that sectarian religion is less ritualistic and therefore
less apt to stress the requirements of formal participation in
religious rites than church-type religion, most non-practising
people who professed any religious belief at all tended to
profess adherence to church-type rather than sectarian
religious bodies. Again, whereas sectarian religion was
supposed to appeal to lower-class groups in soclety, working-
class people tended to show a high wvaluation of the ritual-

formal elements of religion more characteristic of churches.

In order to explain these and other discrepancies, Goode
argued that it was necessary to distinguish between formal
religious  participation and the salience of religious
conventions and ways of thinking within the whole culture of a
person or group. There were, he suggested, at least two
distinct styles of religious involvement. One was oriented more
towards what was strongly felt, shared and communally
expressed within the culture of a group, while the other was
more concerned with segmented organizational participation, but

did not necessarily carry any strong emotional investment.

Goode added that this suggests that religion in a modern
society 1is unlikely to function in a Durkheimian way, for
official ritual participation may have little to do with any
awesome or transcendent intimation of the sacred, while many
who possess a sense of the significance of religion lack the
corporate involvement in it to unify them into a "moral

community” around it.

Goode's analysis took up and developed some of the points
made earlier by Lenski (1961), who had employed the notions of
communal and associational religiosity as analytical
distinctions in assessing the influence of religion upon

people's attitudes in other areas of institutional life. Lenski
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stressed that every religion produces its own communal sub-
culture, which has a membership and scope of influence far
wider than the numbers of those who actually practise the

religion.

Communal religiosity, which becomes inexiricably bound up
with an embracing culture, fosters a resilient but parochial
view of life. It keeps conservative traditions going, and
exercises a profound, implicit and unreflective socio-cultural
influence simply by those who hold to it being who they are-
it is what they are socialized into. This influence may be at
work in centrary directions to policies being pursued
explicitly by the churches in their attempt to influence the

secular society {(cf.Martin, 1966(b); Fichter, 1654).

Such ©policies generally carry assumptions about the
normative status of associational religiosity. That is, they
envisage small groups of persons who regard one another as (in
this case) '"Christians” in a way they clearly do not consider
others to be. Associational religiosity regards a high-profile
religious practice, and the pursuit of distinctively religious
activities, especially in leisure-time (Pickering, 1968), as the
essence of religious commitment. When secular-social action is
undertaken through the medium of associational religiosity, it
has to be seen to be undertaken by the Church or other

religious group as a matter of policy.

As a pattern for the imnstitutional canalizing of the
energies of faith, communal religiosity risks the dissipation
of faith into conformity with the surrounding culture.
Associational religiosity, on the other hand, risks the
sterilization of faith through over-protection from
"environmental pollution”.

Communal religiosity can be held in bondage to the past,

but associational religiosity can be rootless, dependent on the
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dispositions of the changing group of individuals who choose
to adhere to it.

The former often fails to support a critical faith because
it is too closely tied +to the pre-reflective task of
legitimating and stabilizing the community's world-view. But
the latter also fails frequently, because 1t 1is purely
idealistic, and appeals to religious theory as though the
solution of social problems were merely a matter of its
application.

iii. Typological Conclusions.

It is clear that the church type of religious organization
bears a special affinity to the communal type of religiosity,
and the sect type to the associational. But the categories are
not the same. In dealing with church and sect, we have
emphasised the criteria and styles of membership within the
religious collectivity. In the «case of communal and
associational, the stress lies upon the modes of religious
functioning and orientation within the agent's social life as =

whole.®

Ve have already said that modern conditions encourage the
passage from church to sect-type religious organizations.
Similarly, contemporary religiosity is more likely to be
associational where it 1is readily identifiable. However, the
picture is less simple than that, in two respects. Firstly, the
contemporary churches are very keen on the concept of
"community”, implying a half-formed recognition that something
has been 1lost when the associational mode becomes entirely

dominant.

Secondly, traditional working-class environments still
persist in some places where an older style of communal order
continues to carry with its cultural apparatus a set of
religious ideas and conventions, even if fragmented, declining

and subject to confusion. But the churches are most alienated

147



from the cultural milieux where vestiges of the "community”

they seek are most likely to be found (Gilbert, 1980:91).

Further possibilities emerge if the two typologies are put
together to  produce four possible types of overall
institutional religious orientation”. The two "dominant” types
are familiar enough from all that has gone before. They
involve, of course, a communal religiosity in a church-type
frame, and an associational one in a sect-type. What we might
call the two resulting ‘’recessive” <tfypes deserve further

mention.

The first would combine a sectarian frame with a
communal type of religiosity. This possibility is of particular
relevance under the conditions of secularization, which are
resulting in smaller, marginalized practising congregations.
The way for such sociologically sectarian groups to capitalize
on marginality could be to +take responsibility for the
community in which they are set and its cultural life; that is,
to refuse to limit their religious specialism to the clearly

demarcated associational sphere.

The other possible type would involve bringing together a
church type of membership with an associational religiosity.
In this case, the relevant index of secularization is the
process of cultural fragmentation and privatization. For
whereas this is reflected in a move of religious life toward
the associational end of the spectrum, a counterbalance to
ineffective idealism could be afforded by the heightening of
the religious institution's church-type features- its givenness,
its traditions, its availability to all-comers.

These are suggestions which will be taken up in more
detail in our discussions of the actual proposals of Christian
Radicalism about the practical life of the churches. But in
sum, the cultural fradition which channels faith has always tfo

be affirmed, in order to give the movements of religious life a
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secure foundation with lasting value; and it has always to be
denied, in order to make room for what surpasses it. Faith has
to be bound up with culture in order to be a living organism
at all; but it has to retain the leverage to stand aside and

challenge it.

This brings to a close the setting out of the sociological
instruments which are to provide the critical stimulus to the
discussion of the theological themes of Christian Radicalism

which follow in Part Three of the thesis.

We have presented, firstly, a view of religion itself as a
cultural system expressing an orientation to transcendence as
its core content. Such an orientation, by constructing an other
world or sacred order conceived as perfected and normative,
serves both to grant meaning and stability to the experienced
social world of the religious group, and to criticise it by
summoning it to become a more fulfilled realization of the
ideal. The transcendent idea is carried in the images and
symbols, rites and stories, ethical codes and organizaticnal
forms which are the outward and visible constituents of the

religious cultural system.

Secondly, we have traced the processes of secularization
which render the maintenance of the transcendent arientation
problematic under contemporary cultural conditions. Classes of
secularization process can be analysed into the socio-
structural and the cultural. With the former, institutional
differentiation and religious disengagement leave the churches
as marginalized, increasingly specialized religious
institutions. With the latter, desacralization reduces the
overall culturally unifying role of religion, but privatization
and pluralism are leading to a fragmentation of culture in
which religion too is caught up, as religious options for the

self are divorced from the '"real world”.
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Finally, we have shown how the question of recovering the
vitality of faith in such circumstances has to come to terms
with the inevitable constraints of institutionalization. In that
context we have presented two typologies: that of church and
sect points to two distinctive styles of cultural expression of
faith by membership within a religious collectivity, and that
of communal and associational religiosity indicates two modes
of exercising faith within the world. The juxtaposition of
these models suggests ways of maintaining the transcendent

dialectic of religion under present conditions.

These concepts will now equip us for the task of
analysing and criticising the attempts of Christian Radicalism
to discover a viable way of presenting the Gospel and
embodying it in the life of the Church under the conditions

of modernity as the theologians of the sixties perceived them.

NOTES,
I, For a discussion in general sociological lerms of the different types of
organization deriving from™ Weber's calegories of authority, see AL Stinchcoabe,

“Formal Organizations”, in ed, N Smelser, GSocinlogy, 1967:169-72, According to
A Etzioni (%QﬂﬁLﬂ_ﬂL%ﬁﬂi}ﬁiiﬂnﬁ, 1964:58-61, churches figure tawards the "narmative
power” end of a conlinuum of types of means of control ‘exercised by organizations

over their members, That is, power rests upon the prestige and esteen engendered by
the authority, This is closest to Weber's "traditional authorit{', Etzioni argues
that normative power tends to produce commitment in those exposed to 1t (by contrast,
for example, with "coercive power’, based on physical sanctions, which produces
alienation),

2, Thus Niebuhr (1929} added the denomination, deriving it from the sect at the point
of its becomin? socially established and no longer representative of the deprived,
while Martin (7962) arqued for the presence of the demomination as an independent
third type, Becker ({ystematic chjglngy 19327 added the "ecclesia” in order tio
distinquish a former "church" under conditions where no organization any longer made
universal claims for itself, VYinger (1957) added the “established sect" in
recognition of the fact that not all sects turn into demominations with time, Yinger
also introduced the “cult” to cover Troeltsch's third calegory of "mysticien”, which
he saw as particularly appropriate to the privatized religion of the modern age (and
see Pfautz, 1955),

3, Troelisch clearly favoured the sect as a more authentic expression of the
primitive Gospel: "There can,, . be no doubt about the actual fact; the secis, with
their greater indegendence of the world, and their continual emphasis upon the
original ideals of Christianity, often represent in a very direct and characteristic
way the essential fundamental ideas of Christianity” (Troeltsch, 1931:3351,

4, Vilson's empirically-based work oncsects is in Secds and Society, 1961, Patterns

of Sectarianism, 1967, and Rgli%inus_gggiﬁ, 1971, The most recent general discussion
1s in Religion in Sociologiral Pergpective, chs, 4 & 5, g faciaby

ths, 11 412, and prary Transformations of Religion distuss sect development
in relation to secularization, On this sea slso Gilbert, The Making of pogi-Christian
Eritain, Glack and Stark (1965) contains their assay on the relationship beiween the
emergence of different types of religious organization and varying kinds of
deprivations: i.e. it 1is not simple a matter of an affinity between sects and
naterial disadvantage,

5, Toennies' analysis becomes clearer when it 15 recalled that fesellschaft in German
neans not only "sociely” but alse "business” "a company”, Sociologists have proPosed
many other criteria for “community" than that of (loseness and affectiyity of the

ralations of social ctoexistence, e,g, Maclver and Page, § ) i
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, 1961:8, "The mark of a community is that one's life may be lived wholly
vithin it" a definition which actually excludes churches from being comaunities,
They said, “The bases of community are locality and community sentimeni’® By contrast
Vebber, ' i , 1964:108, wrote; “Communities comprise
geople with common interests who communicate with each other”, excluding the

erritorial criterion altogether,

£, The communal-associational typology is onme of a number of related binary models of
societal relations and involvements proposed in sociolog{, One of the earliest was
Durkhein's concept of "mechanical” and “organic” solidarity: in the former type, the
qiven arder is simply accepied as "how things are’, whereas in the second, the social
vorld is treated as a living and developing entity towards the maintenance of which
nen nay nake individual, voluntary contributions, Mary Douglas (1974) employed the
terws *grid" and "group": the former refers {o the salience of position rather than
boundaries in the “society's "cosmology' or construction of the world, while the
latter points to the importance of defining "us” by not being "thew™, The latter
type, she arques, favours highly ritualistic, sacramental forms of religious
ogservance over agalnst the explicitly articulated, discrete propositional meanings
characteristic of "the former, Cf, further Turner (1970) on communiéas and structure;
#ol (1976) on identity and adaptalion: and Reed (1978:69, 157-61) for an exiensive
summary and synthesis describing the features of ‘“comsunal and associalional
thurches", Turner {1983) makes use of Weber's distinction of mass and virtuoso
religion as an expression of vreliglon's twofold operation in the service of
traditional continuilies on the one hand and 8lite ideologies on the other,

7. Towler (1974: chs,& & 7) advances a comglitated typology of religious orientations
which breaks down the church-sect distinction into the criteria of other-worldly or
this-worldly, and individualist or collectivist orientations, to produce four types
which he compares with Bryan Wilson's typology of four t{pes of sect, He then asks
about the relation of each type to Glock and Stark's five “dimensions” of
reli?iosit{, in order to produce a schema for plotting the direction of
secularization processes as they affect institutional religion, James Beckford has
also been working recently on the refinement of models of religious orientation as a
more fruitful approach than that afforded by the old church-sect typology of
organizations, We have had to offer a very much simplified typological model in arder
to"keep the lines being pursued in the thesis sufficiently clear,
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PART THREE: EXCURSIONS IN THE THEOLOGY OF

CHRISTIAN RADICALISN.
CHAPTER VII: SITZ [M LEBEN: EPISQDES IN THE LIKFE OF THE

CHURCH, 1960-69.

1. Introduction and Frospect.

Now that we have fully presented the sociological
cancepts 'which are teo inform and stimulate our theological
critique of Christian Radicalism, we are in a position to
return in much more detail to the content of the movement as a
recent historical episode in the life of the churches, as we
introduced it in Chapter 1. This chapter aims to provide a
concrete setting in life for the theological discussions which
follow, and to show how the issues to be discussed arise out
of that setting. This is a necessary task in view of our model
of theological activity as critical reflection arising at the
interface between the religious tradition and the world. Ve
want to illustrate how a whole seriez of debates, controversies
and events in the church life of the sixties repeatedly threw
up certain key questions, often implicitly, which cast fresh
light on the 1issues the theologians involved were considering

more explicitly.

Ve are concentrating most closely, although not
exclusively, on the English church situation. In the period
under review, much of the most instructive material is to be
found 1in the ephemera of passing controversies and public
debates, rather than in theological treatises. We shall have
recourse to the religious press, television and radio
broadcasts and pulpit pronouncements, together with popular
paperbacks and conference reports, for much of the

documentation in this chapter. Christian Radicalism comprises

D

a

series of experiments, fashions and moods rather than a single

co-ordinated movement, but it is hoped that a presentation of
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some of the more prominent theological and ecclesiastical
"events" of the time will show a recognisable pattern of

questions emerging.

Ve have divided the material into three parts. The first
documents the flowing together of a number of streams into the
phenomenon of Christian Radicalism early in the sixties. The

the debate about Honest to God and its
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immediate sequel. The third highlights a number of important
contributions to the mood of radical reform in the churches in
the course of the decade. FEach section will present the
documentation of relevant debates and events first, and we
shail conclude with a drawing together of the theoretical
issues arising out of them.

i3

2. Landmarks or the Way to Christian Radicalism.

i. Theclogical Stirrings. )

In 1962 a group of Cambridge theologians under the
editorship of Alec Vidler published a volume of essays entitled
soundings. This in itseli was nothing unusual: in fact, Vidler
explicitly acknowledged that the book stood in a distinguished
line of similar collections by earlier Anglican divines'. But
Soundings was noteworthy for its chastened and tentative tone.
Vidier wrote in the Introduction:

The authors of this volume cannot persuade themselves
that the time is ripe for wmajor warks of theolagical
construction  or  raconstruction, It 1s a time for
plaughing, not reaping,,,our task is to try to sse what

the questions are that we ought to be facing in the
nineteen-sixties,

Looking back on the publication of the volume, Vidler later
affirmed:
We fook the viaw that thare was a great deal of fresh
exploratory work to be done in the region of fundamentals
and that it would be misleading %o disguisa the fact that

we had no new theological construction to  propose
(Vidler, 1965:104),
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The essayists certainly did address themselves to
"fundamentals"”. But this taone was, in the circumstances of the
time, quite surprising. The mood of the post-war Church of
England under Archbishop Geoffrey Fisher seemed optimistic:
"the Church is in good heart”, he had said on his retirement.
The success of the Parish Communion movement was changing the
face of Sunday worship in the direction of more lay and family
involvement. Congregations appeared to be holding up in size,
The recovery of the nation from war and the inter-war years of
depression was proceeding encouragingly. The Church was
hopeful of being able to combine a welcome for social and
scientific progress with a timely warning against moral

decline, and sc keep modernity Christian.

But in the pages of Soundings, one could discern fears
that the Church would be riding for a fall if its intellectual
base proved inadequate to cope with the encroachments of
modern cultural patterns upon the would-be believer. Howard
Root wreote of a "post-religious temper” in the world, and the
need for intellectual integrity and a "preachable Gospel” in the
Church. H.AWilliams suspected the Church of promoting a
fundamental dishonesty in its religious life, and concealing
from religious people the truth about both themselves and the
world. John Habgood thought that the "truce” between religion
and science was premature and insufficiently grounded. More
broadly, in England at least, theological thinking had never
come to terms at all profoundly with the issues thrust upon
Continental theology by Barth, Bultmann and their respective

SUCCessors.

Vidler himself, in his contribution on "Religion and the
Natiocnal Church”, drew upon Bonhoeffer's prison letters in
outlining a form of secular faith which he believed a national
church might exist to promote. He had already begun to explore
these ideas in a paper given to the Church Union Summer School

of Sociology (i.e "Christian Sociology”, see supra:32-4) at
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Oxford in 1956, entitled 'Holy Worldliness" (Vidler, 1657).
These explorations reflected a fear that neither contemporary
theology nor the churches were taking with full seriousness
the impact which modern cultural conditions were having upon

the institutions of religion.

The essayists were not alone in their fears. In 1956 the
Scottish theologian Ronald Gregor Smith had published perhaps
the first piece of '"secular theology” to appear in England,
The New Man. It was explicitly inspired at various points by
Tillich, Bultmann and Bonhoeffer, all three of whom were to
appear later as the theological sources for the Bishop of

Voolwich in Honest to God. In particular, Smith showed at this

early stage a deep concern for how people might 1live as
Christians under modern cultural conditions. He called for a
"this-worldly transcendence” as the authentic form of the life
of faith for contemporary man. He abhorred the idea of a
Church "standing over the world with a whip” (1956:68f.) to
borwbeat people into a religious package, to be accepted with
take-it-or-leave-it finality. But in 1956 there was as yet

little hearing for such ideas.

Another radical thinker in advance of the event was
E.R.Wickham, whom we encountered previously (supra:37-8) in
connection with 'religious sociology”. Wickbham, through his
work with the Sheffield Industrial Mission, was under no
illusions about the real state of much contemporary church
life. The closing sections of his Church and People in an
Industrial City (1957) made use of Tillich's ideas about a
"theonomous” culture. Wickham observed that the Church's long
history of failure in the industrialised urban areas involved a
fundamental misconception. A Church couvld not successfully
infuse a Christian character into culture- 1i.e. produce
thecnomy while al Lhe same time sacralizing a particular
social order- i.e. assuming that some kind of theonomy already

existed.
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One more small book which tock up the ideas of Bonhoeffer
was Daniel Jenkins' Beyond Religion (1962). Jenkins made plain
the 1link between the purely theological implications of
Bonheoeffer’s speculations and the question of the kind of body
the Church is to be, as a concrete social presence, within a
secular civilization. He acknowledged, at the start of the book,
that "religionless Christianity” was "in danger of becoming a
catch-phrase”. This remark, coupled with the fact that his book
appeared in the semi-popular "Religious Book Club” series put
out by the SCM Press, bore witness to a gradual spilling over

of these theological issues into a wider public.

ii. Agitation for Church Reform.

The second factor in the emergence of Christian

Radicalism before Honest to God was an upsurge of criticism of
the institutional Church. A strong reforming tradition had been
in evidence for some time among a number of younger clergy,
many of whom had emerged from the post-war renewal of
religious life at Oxford. Most of them belonged to the
moderately Catholic tradition in the Church of England, and had
been influenced by the liturgical movement, behind which lay
the scholarly work of Gregory Dix and Gabriel Hebert. Their
interests were represented by the Farish and Feople movement,
which was led in the sixties by such figures as Trevor Beeson
and Eric James. Several of the young Catholic reformers became
curates or incumbents under the episcopacy of Mervyn Stockwood

at Southwark in the early sixties.

The work of these reforming clergy was characterized by a
frustration with the ecclesiastical machinery which they had
inherited, and a desire to see more flexible structures
designed to enable the Church to engage with a changing world.
They did not, in the early stages, lean towards any kind of
"secular theology”. Rather, they interpreted the Gospel in terms
of a fundamental opposition to the world, and wanted to see a

more committed, more clearly delineated, if numerically smaller
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Church. They tended to be impatient with folk-religion and
nominal attachment, preferring +to think in terms of a
corporately committed Church existing for the world, in order

to transform it=.

The Anglican monthly journal Frism was at its foundation
in 1957 very much the organ of the Catholic "ginger-group”
among the younger clergy. David Edwards wrote of it, "To
contribute to Frism...is to be typecast as an angry young man,
although you may be a nun discussing the atonement” (Edwards
and Robinson, 1963:21-2). Frism evern discovered and encouraged
its own enfants terribles, such as Roger Tennant, a former
missionary priest in Korea whose trenchant style became a
byword among "Prismatics”, as the monthly's regular readers and

contributors came fto be known.

Frism gathered up and expressed very crisply the mood of
exasperated »affection, commitment and impatience toward the
Church which appeared, with varying emphases, in such books as
: (1958), David
Edwards’ Not Angels but Anglicans (1958), Nick Earle’s What's

Vrong with the Church? <(1961> and Eric James’' 0Odd Map Out
(1962). As time went by it lost its Catholic theological and

the collection Essas i ican

ecclesiological blas and became more and more involved in the
promotion of the emerging radicalism, publishing for example a
good deal of new material by such lay theologians as James
Mark and John Wren-Lewis. Its irreverent and iconoclastic style
made it 1into a popular ecclesiastical equivalent to the

television "satire” boom of the early sixties.

But the clientele of Frism remained very much a minority
within the Church at large. The journalist Paul Ferris, whose
Churg id was a cool and timely analysis by an
avowed outsider, described the more widespread popular image

0of the radicals, as their reputation mounted, in these terms:
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There are convenient categories in which to put clergymen
with uncomfortable ideas,,.They can be written off as
academics: not for them the hurly-burly of a tough parish
in Bradford or Eristol, but cool cloisters and dangerous
books by foreign theologians, from which they raise their
heads only to appear on telavision- egged on by producers
to compete with Evensong by broadcasting ruderies about
the Church, Or they can be scooped up in a phrase- 'the
Cambridge school of theologians’, or, better still,
‘South Bank Religion’ (Ferris, 1964:3),

Ferris’ remarks here refer to the increasing media attention
being paid to the bearers of radical ideas and criticisms of
the Church. Before looking more closely at this "media factor”
we must add a further strand to the developing pattern of

radicalism.

iii. The New Morality.

The one area in which, it was confidently assumed, the
Church could continue to claim a special competence to give
instruction and lay down principles with authority, was that of
morality. Throughout the period of Christian Radicalism,
reactions to clerical pronouncements on moral issues formed a
kind of runrning commentary on the wider progress and reception
of what the radicals were attempting to do. Some examples of

this will follow.

Much attention was directed to the contributions of
H.A.¥Williams to both Soundings and the 1363 Cambridge lecture
series QObjections to Christian Belief. In each of these pieces
Williams argued that the traditicnal way of Christian morality
as apparently taught and required by the Church was repressive
and not conducive to true moral growth. He was prepared to
urge that, contrary to the traditional teachings, such things
as extra-marital sexual activity could have redemptive
consequences, by contributing to personal wholeness in love.
Williams said as much on television in Octcber 1961, and

triggered off a barrage of angry correspondence as a result.
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5till  earlier than this, John Robinson had become
something of a cause célebre by giving evidence in favour of
the publication of Lady Chatterley's Lover at the obscenity
trial of October 1960. His remark that "what Lawrence is
trying to do is to portray the sex relationship as something
essentially sacred...as in a real sense an act of holy
communion" was a piece of "secular theology"” far beyond what
most of those who heard of it could take. Several
correspondents in the Press at the time attributed the Profumo
szandal at least in part to the morally deleterious effects of

"Woolwich theology”.

The 1962 Reith Lectures by G.M.Carstairs, in which the
assumption that chastity is a virtue necessary for sacial
cohesion was questioned, and the widely-disseminated report

Toward a Quaker View 0f Sex, were regarded by many as equally

damaging. Pulpit pronouncements served to reinforce the
impression that the clergy were deserting their role as the
guardians of public morals in favour of dangerously liberal
modern ideas. Robinson, for example, preached an impassioned
sermon against the death penalty, in Canterbury Cathedral of
all places, while Canon Douglas Rhymes of Southwark Cathedral
used the pulpit there to deliver a denunciation of Christian

prejudice against homosexuals.

The +traditional views which reacted to all this with
widespread dismay can easily be documented from other issues.
In June 1963, for example, the editor of the evangelical journal
The Churchman wrote of the 'sex-obsessed elucrubations”

(sic)and 'poisonous swill” of books like Lady Chatterley’s

Lover, with which people could "stuff their lower natures”. He
went on to deplore the introduction into schaols of "godless”
text-books, containing contributions by the 1likes of Julian
Huxley; and he noted ominously that the Bishop of Woolwich was

known to have spoken approvingly of the latter.
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In a different context, Monica Furlong records the
occasion on which the entire membership of a Derbyshire

Methodist Circuit petitioned the BBC against the highly

1]

uccessful satirical review, That Was The VWeek That Vas.
Intrigued by the unanimity of +the move, Furlong asked:
"Have...all 900 of them.. .ever protested en masse before? About
the H-Bomb perhaps, or about apartheid, or about hanging? So

far as anyone knows, no" (Furlong, 1965:24-%2).

Clearly, a wide guli of incomprehension was opening up;
and growing media attention was doing much to bring the gulf

to light, but little towards bridging it.

iv. The Media Factor.

The emergence of all the constituents of the radical mood
introduced so far was greatly furthered by the coverage of the
media. During the early sixties, controversies concerning the
churches, and indeed theology itself, were increasingly coming
into the public domain. Theological cats were mare frequently
being let out of their safe academic bags into the floodlight
glare of Press and television. Some of the broadcast statements
about which complaints were received can be set down here in

order to illustrate the prevalent mood.

Speaking on the radio in April 1960, H.A.Williams ventured
the view that faith does not mean "believing what you know
ien’t true". In the case of faith in the Resurrection, for
example, he said that it meant "having such confidence in this
personal God that you can’t believe that death is the end". Of
the risen Jesus, Villiams said: "The force of his presence upon
his disciples was so terrific that they did in fact project it
into a vision of himself.” The fact that these ideas are
commonplace in theological circles has to be juxtaposed with
the whaole array of assumptions underlying the hostility with

which they were received outside those circles.



That W¥illiams got himself into trouble was perhaps not
surprising. For well before the appearance of Hopest to God he
had told Paul Ferris, almost as a casual aside, that everyomne
would agree” that it was now quite orthodox to refer to God as
"the ground of all being” (Ferris, op.cit:i264-7). But even the
new Archbishop of Canterbury, Michael Ramsey, incurred
criticism for saying in the Daily Mail that he "expected to
meet some present day atheists in heaven”. The editorial in the
Church Times, in response, argued that if this were so0, it
would remove from many faithful priests the motive for

evangelization and invalidate their labours.

The decision of the Cambridge Divinity Faculty to entitle

its open lectures series for 1963 Qbjections to Christian

Belief was calculated to attract attention. There was, again, a
widespread astonishment that four theologians should agree to
speak in public, ostensibly at least, about what counted
against the faith they were empioyed to expound and teach. But
this safely academic venture was a modest exercise in
"vulgarization"” compared with other "media events” entered into

by the churches during the same period.

These included, for example, various attempts to get in
touch with young people through the medium of pop culture. At
Salisbury Cathedral a "Pop Evensong” was held, which produced
the response from one critic: "It does not speak very highly
for the standard aof preaching nowadays if the only method of
drawing people to Church is to pander +to their worst
instincts" (Church Times, 6.4.62). John Robinson went on ITV's
youthful religious magazine O&unday Break to be quizzed by a
group of critical teenagers; and the Archbishop of York, Donald
Coggan, discussed God, sex and the younger generation with pop
singer Adam Faith on the BBC (Coggan said, "Religion is so
jolly relevant to this 1life'"). Elsewhere, even the agnostic

Jjournalist and author of cult novel Absolute Beginners, Colin

Maclnnes, found himself in the unlikely position of writing
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about the Church and presenting his tentative religious views

on television ((Maclnnes, 1963).

The event we have chosen to illustrate the media factor
in  greater depth is an edition of BBC Television's serious
religious discussion programme, Meeting Foint, which went out
on November 4th, 1962. The programme featured Alec Vidler in
conversation with Paul Ferris, but it was Vidler rather than
the self-confessed outsider who caused controversy by failing
to assume the role of the Church’s defender. Amongst Vidler’s
remarks were the opinion that the Church ought not to
concentrate so much on ’religion”, that open discussion ought
to replace the sermon, and that he was '"bored with parsons”
and thought the "clerical caste" ought to be abolished. He also
maintained that "there’'s been so much suppression of real, deep

thought and intellect, alertness and integrity in the Church.”

The Church Times reported on the programme under the
headline, "Cambridge Priest’s Attack on Church”®. In response, a
woman wrote to the paper thus:

Those of us who ave struggling to teach the young and
uphold our Churchmanship in a materialist world are not

helped when her ordained ministers themsalves deny all
that we have received and laarnt to hold most dear,

Monica Furlong observed that this correspondent
...clearly has an heraic fantasy of herself battling
against ths wicked world with a kind of Lady Bountiful

sweatness, But is life like this? Is trying to be a
Christian like this? (Furlong, 1385;29),

There were calls for the Archbishops to set up an enquiry into
the content of religious broadcasting, an issue which in fact

continued to cause spasmodic concern for several years.

But another Church Times correspondent saw it
differently:
I would have thought them [the Archbishops] better

occupled in finding out why so many of us stay at home on
Sunday evening to watch Meefing Fornt, Here at least we

J—
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are saved fram quaint hymns and endless sarmons preached
from 'six feet above public opinion’ and with an
assurance which many lay folk suspect (J Richards,
16,171,627,

The Church Times left the last word to the Bishop of Woolwich,
who wrote on December 7th to say that, far from these radical
ideas being the product of a common-room, ivory tower
mentality, it was only since he had ceased to be a Cambridge
don and had come face Lo face with the acute problems
confronting Christian faith in the inner city that he had come
to appreciate such thinking. He had, he said, written a book

out of his experience, which was shortly forthcoming.

v. Issues.

Ve have singled out some theological stirrings, agitations
for Church reform, moral proncuncements and heightened media
attention to religious controversy as factors of a radical
mood, in the emergence of which the publication of Honest to
God came as something as a watershed. The theological issues
latent in these early movements can be summarized at this

point.

Firstly, there was uncertainty about the continuing value
of religion, as conventionally understood, as a vehicle for
conveying the reality of God to contemporary men and women.
Religious worship, in particular, appeared to be highly
prablematic. It was what the Church, to all intents and
purposes, specialised in; yet it seemed useless and

a
irrelevant specialism. To put it at its briefest, "what goes on

inside churches” was being called into question.

Secondly, there was a sense that the relationship of the
Church to the modern world would have to come under review. It
had been a cace of the Church combining a judiciocus welcome of
some aspects of progress with a habit of deploring others,
notably in the moral sphere. But now the issue was becoming

sharper. If the vitality of faith was to be preserved at all,
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the pressures were towards a more far-reaching adaptation to
the modern waorld on the one hand, or a more vehement
confrontation of it on the other. A polarization was beginning
to appear between the parties recommending one or the other of

these alternatives.

Thirdly, questions were  being raised about  the
authoritative status of the Church's dogmatic and moral
teachings. It was being asked whether faithful Church
membership was compatible with a spirit of critical, open
enquiry towards these things. The gradual appearance of a gulf
between certain purveyors of radical thinking and the religious
public was forcing the issue: how, if at all, was theological

questioning compatible with "simple faith"?

Attention to all of these issues was being mnade more
urgent by the factor of media coverage. However, one event
served above all others to sharpen them all: and that, of

course, was the publication of Honest to God in 1963.

G. The Honest to God Debate.

The debate about Hapest %o God has been extensively
documented and discussed, some would say to the point of
overkill. We do not wish simply to reprodube the familiar
accounts here, but to isolate several related strands in the
high-profile public controversy, in order to indicate the

underlying theological questions they imply.*

It is noteworthy, as a preliminary point, that the two
saections of the book which attracted most attention at the
time were the opening chapters about changing the "image” of
God from either "up there” or “out there" to a depth model, and
the later one on the "new morality”. Both of these had been

preceded by media treatment: the former in Robinson's CObserver

article of March 17th 1963, entitled "Our Image of God Must
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Go”, and the latter through the Bishop’'s earlier involvement in
the "Lady Chatterley” trial. And both God and morality are
matters with which, in the popular estimation, religion and,

a fortiori, bishaps, ought most fervently to be defending.

We shall examine the debate under the headings of three
of the accusations most commonly levelled at Robinson during

its course.

i. "A Bishop shouldn't have written it"”.

A sympathetic reviewer of the book, C.L.Mitton in the
Expository Times, wrote that 1t was "fundamentally not an
essay 1in unorthodox theology, but a venture in evangelism”.
Robinson was prepared to accept this: he said that he was
"trying to help those who are on the fringe of the faith or
quite outside it. This concern determines almost every line of
what 1 wrote”. The propriety of this aim, and of a bishop
seeking to fulfil it in the way Robinson did, was differently

evaluated in the two main organs of the Church Press.

The editorial of the Church of England Newspaper pointed
out that a reading of the book '"should be accompanied by a
recollection of the conspicuous failure of the Church of
England as a whole to make Christianity meaningful to this
generation”.

The Church Times, however, declared roundly: "It is not
every day that a bishop goes on public record as apparently
denying almost every Christian doctrine of the Church in which

he holds office".

Robinson, as we noted in Chapter I, chose to regard
himself as a 'radical”, which for him meant a committed
insider, dedicated to getting at the roots of what Gospel and
Church are about and to fostering {fresh growth from those
roots in the present time. He believed that the idea of a

"missionary bishop” was fully compatible with such a task
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(Edwards and Robinson, 1963:240-1). Others disagreed, but for

diametrically opposed reasons.

Firstly, there were the critics who simply rejected the
idea that a bishop should undertake this kind of exercise at
all. Even the Archbishop o0f Canterbury expressed regret
publicly before the Convocation of Canterbury on May 6th, 1963,
that the bishop should have become so embroiled with the media
in putting forward what inevitably looked like a damaging
thesis.

Less guardedly, an angry correspondent in the Church
Times found it intolerable that a "junior bishop" should have

written a "cheap paperback” of this sort.

But others doubted whether it was possible for Raobinson
to accomplish the task he had set himself, simply because he
was a bishop, and hence identified with the religious
establishent. This was the view of MNethodist John J.Vincent
(1965:841tf.), who saw little 1likelihood of the Church of
England, let alone one of its bishops, turning into an agent of
what he termed "radical discipleship”.

Similarly, in a radio broadcast in which Robinson and his
wife Ruth took part in December 1963 with Werner and Lotte
Pelz, Mrs.Pelz expressed anxiety lest people who were otherwise
attracted by what Robinson was saying were put off by his

appearing to be safeguarding himself within the Church.®

The first group of critics, in our judgment, did not
merely expect conservative conformity from their Church
leaders. They testified +to certain assumptions about the
institutions of religion and the dispositions and demeanour
proper to a bishop as the religious personality par excellence.
They feared a sell-out fo secularity, which would erode the
particular dignity and mystery attaching to a bishop, a quality
of detachment and difference which symbolized the over-

againstness of religion ftowards ordinary life. Ultimately, the
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proper modality of the presence of God amid human affairs was
felt to be at stake. What Robinson did, in his courting of the
popular media, and what he wrote, in terms of a "non-religious"
style of faith, hung together perfectly, and damagingly, in the

perception of these critics.

The other group, not surprisingly in view of this, were
those  who  were  personally much  more committed to
"religionlessness”. They suspected that a bishop could not but
be "religious”, and felt that Robinson's keenness to remain a
critical insider gave the game away. This was very much the
attitude of the participants in the American "death of God”
debate, who were much less sanguine about the possibility of
radical theology being done within the existing Church or
religious framework (Miller, 1967; W.Hamilton, 1968(b); Hordern,
1968:142€f; Ogletree, 1966: ch.1).

The existence in America, as against Britain, of a
superficially thriving church life with fast-growing
congregations, no doubt contributed to the sense that the
serious theologian must disassociate himself from all that. For
the American churches displayed a kind of secularized religion
which was not at all the same thing as the secular form of
faith for which the theologian was striving. In England, by
contrast, the most committed insider could regard himself as
somewhat ’eccentric” within the spread of cultural life as a

whole.

The argument about whether or not it was appropriate, or

O

ven possible, for a bishop to be a radical as Robinson
understood it, raises therefore in our view a set of questions
about the nature and social role of religion and religious
institutions, related to the theological understanding of how
God is present and may be known in human experience of the

world.
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ii. "It gives in to secularism”.

A second area of contention over Haonest to God was
whether the Bishop was correct in his diagnosis of the
situation, i.e. that "secularization” was rendering traditional
forms of Gospel presentation and church life unintelligible and
irrelevant; and, correspondingly, whether bhis proposed remedy
of a fairly modest adaptation to the.circumstances was well-

advised.

A random glance at a single letters page of the Church
Times at the height of the controversy (April 11th, 19637
indicates the issues. One lady wrote to say that if the coming-
of-age of the world meant that such theologians as Augustine
and Aquinas, Hooker, Lightfoot, Gore and Temple no longer had
anything to say, then she would prefer to remain a "child”

On the same lines, another correspondent suggested that
it was impertinent to treat the great galaxy of past divines
as no more than "rather brilliant teenagers"” by comparison
with modern man.

A third produced a list of twentieth-century pastors and
apologists who, it was argued, had all succeeded in gettfing
through to "the common people” without revising the Gospel in

order to do so.

One vicar attacked Robinson's methods: "Addressing
agnostics with agnosticism will never convert them”. Anather
accused the bishop of "capitulating to the modern outlook of
today”; he wrote:

It needs far more intelligence and courage these days to

stick to the Faith than to shout with the crowd and to
acho the platitudes of the ignorant and the irreligious,

Ve may term the issue here the choice between a stance of
adaptation or of confrontation towards the processes of
modernity. The most vitriolic critics of Robinson were those
who favoured only the latter and saw him as having gone

overboard for the former.
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An illustration of the issue 1in less polarized form
occurred in a radio broadcast, in the same series as the one
featuring the Robinsons and the Pelzes referred to earlier®. In
it Max Warren and James Packer, both orthodox churchmen but on
the broader and much more conservative wings of evangelicalism
respectively, engaged in a discussion of "recent contraoversial
books". Packer was prepared to agree with Robinson's intentions
insofar as the Church "cut very little ice in the modern
world”, Littie of what he called “pulpit talk” had much "cash
value"” today, but nonetheless Robinson had "thrown out the baby

with the bath-water”.

Varren’s response tu this was to say that Robinson was
trying to build a bridge across a ''void of incomprehension”. He
pointed out that men are not wholly responsible for what they
can and cannot readily respond to in terms of belief: there are
social, cultural and historical factors which affect the manner
in which the same Gospel words that are preached will be
received. If we believe that this age no less than any other
lies under the control of God, then we must accept that the
ways in to faith through the particular perplexities and
constraints of the age will differ from what we have come to

regard as normal.

But Packer was not convinced. He felt that Robinson’s
“bridge” would not do if it attempted to put the message in
wholly secular terms. The Gospel must show "secular man” that
he is "out of step with God” bhefore it can present to him the
way of salvation. The fact that people fail to respond to this
is not, and never has been, a function merely of cultural
difficulties. The Church's first duty is patiently to tell the

whole New Testament story: it is for God to "quicken hearts”.
It iz plain that a discussion of this sort will degenerate

into a dialogue de sourds without some agreed and adequate

approach to the whole question of secularization.
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iii. "It’s upsetiing to simple believers'.

The third area of criticism of Hgnest to God centres upon
the alleged impropriety of unleashing radical theological ideas
upon an unsuspecting religious public. In fact there are two
sides to the issue: firstly, whether faith admits of a
radically critical and questioning attitude towards its
traditions at all, and secondly, even if it does, whether the
simple faith of ordinary folk should be exposed to this. Bound
up with all of this, of course, is the question of whether a
bishop, of all people, should be the one to be doing the
questioning, but we have already looked at this from a slightly

different point of view.

Within a generally critical judgment wupon Robinson,
attitudes varied. One disillusioned clergyman wrote to Frism in

June 1963 to complain that Honest 1o God had made matters

worse for him. He already felt his ministry to be an
irrelevance to an apathetic population, and now even some of
his small congregaticn were being driven away. Others, however,
saw Robinson as doing harm to an otherwise potentially

thriving ministry.

Nicholas Mosley sparked off a debate in the pages of
Frism by arguing in an article in June 1964 that the constant
concern of the Church to avoid upsetting the "faithful few”,
which it rationalized theologically as 'not offending the
weaker brethren'”, was bogus. It merely served to surrender the
sharp edge of the Gospel into the hands of a powerful,
reactionary minority. But in the present situation, the Parable
of the Lost Sheep had effectively been reversed- the ninety-
and-nine had gone astray, and it was indefensible for the
Church to devote all its energies to the protection of the one

left safely in the fold.

Reactions were immediate and mixed. Giles Hunt, for

example, maintained that there remained a distinction between
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what could and ought to be said freely in a parish sermon and
"in the Cambridge S.C.R.”

On the other hand, Roger Tennant invoked the example of
Jesus himself in support of readiness to give offence where
necessary (Frism, August 1964).

A year later still, a clergyman who had been responsible
for an early experiment in putting the liturgy into modern
English, Guy Daniel, wrote bluntly of the need to expose the
Church's "sacred cows". The average congregation, he said,
betrayed a ‘'terrible conservativism and sheer closed-
mindedness". They needed to be introduced to the issues of
radical theology and Biblical criticism, even if it meant
emptying the pews to make way for a new, apen and committed

congregation (Frism, July 1965).

"The Church”, Paul Ferris had remarked, "is full of people
saying 'Sh-h-h!" (Ferris, op.cit:262). There was, it seemed, an
"ordinary, simple Christian” who was evidently living out 2
pure and uncomplicated faith very effectively, but would have
this faith destroyed by exposure to critical ideas. Monica
Furlong suspected that this Christian was a myth:

He had had his faith shattered by reading Or, Robinson's
article in Jha Obssrver, 1t seemed, (If he was that
simple, though, one wonders that he read The Observer at
all,} [Hel had discovered that his Mum and Dad had not
gone to heaven when they died, that heaven was not 'up

there' that prayers were no good, that fornication was
all rignt {Furlong, op,cit 307,

If the simple Christian does exist in this way, we have
to ask how far 1t is in the interests of the religious
establishment that he should continue to do so. The furore over
the dangerous ideas made public by Robinson raises crucial
questions about the nature of the operation of faith in its
cultural context, and especially whether it can be effective in
the world on a secure basis without ruling out openness to the
new and keeping believers in an immature dependence on

authority and tradition.
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The issues we have tried to exhibit as they emerged from

the Honest to God debate recur in a variety of ways throughout

the episodes involved in the radicalism of the sixties. In the
rest of this chapter, we pick out a number of items for
particular study, each of which played a significant role in
the radical constituency within the churches. Our four samples
are taken 1in the pastoral experiments in the Diocese of
Southwark, the Paul Report (The Deployment and Payment of the
Clergy), the influence of the thinking of the World Council of

Churches, and the contents of the journal New Christian,

4. Contributions to a "New Reformation’.

i. The Stacey Affair.

A distressed bishop wrote in 1966, "Much evidence
suggests that there is a deep-seated and widely-spread death-
wish in the Church of England” (R.R.Williams, 1966:10). He went
on:

An obvious element in the situation is whal might be
talled 'failure propaganda’-~ widely publicised statements

to the effect that in this way or that the mission of the
Church 'has failed' (ibid),

One such '"widely publicised statement” of failure was the
article "A Mission's Failure: The Story of One Church in Pagan
Britain", published in The Observer colour supplement on
December 6th 1964, and written by Nicholas Stacey, the former
Rector of Woolwich in the diocese of Southwark. While the
Eishop of VWoolwich was refusing to allow radical theology to
remain a talking point for dons and deans alone, clergy of the
diocese in which he was a suffragan were likewise attempting
to apply radical ideas to parochial  ministry, and a
traditionalist bishop like Williams of Leicester found the

whole affair bewildering.

The large urban parish of Woolwich had become the focal

point of experimental ministry in Southwark diocese, encouraged
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by the bishop, Mervyn Stockwood. He had put Nick Stacey, one
of the young Oxford Catholic reform-minded priests referred to
earlier, in charge of a team of curates, together with
ministers of other denominations and some engaged in secular
occupations, with the mandate: "Build up a team of clergy and
for God's sake do anything to show the people of Woolwich that
the Church exists” (cf. Mehta, 1966:83-97; Bentley, 1878:40-45).

A number of unusual measures had been taken by Stacey at
Woolwich. One redundant church had been demolished and another
converted into a bingo hall, of which Stacey wrote that it had
"done more to create a community spirit in a slum corner of
the parish than anything else we have done”. Unused aisles in
the parish church were sealed off to provide a coffee-bar for
teenagers, and a discotheque was run in the crypt. There was
office accommodation and a Citizens' Advice Bureau on the
premises. Lunches were provided for local shop and office
workers, and a branch of The Samaritans was set up. Stacey
wrote of "a great hive of compassion and love and social
concern and worship and fellowship operating from that

building”.

Yet the experiment ended with Stacey's resignation, not
only from the parish, but from the parochial ministry
altogether, in a blaze of publicity. Treating the Woolwich
mission as a failure, Stacey went into a career with the Social
Services, and much later reiterated the pessimism about the
institutional church which had led to his decision to resign:

The structurss as we have them of full-time clergymen and
lnots of buildings and a large number of organizations,
and the Church's role as a sort of Third Estate of the
land, with the bhishops in the House of Lords and the

status of the hierarchy, all that has massively declined

and will continue to derline (Bantley, op cit 40}
Stacey felt that there was little support or understanding from
the Church at large for what he was trying to do at VWoolwich;

moreover the actual congregation there stubbornly refused to



grow much larger despite all the experimental measures. Out of
the episode, we wish to focus on two unresolved questions, in

line with our overall analysis of the period.

The first arises out of Stacey's disappointment that
attendances at organized worship remained so low. His friend
and colleague Eric James, then the Director of Farish and
Feople and rector of another urban parish in Southwark, was
surprised that Stacey had even been +thinking in terms of
possible numerical success. In an article in Frism in February
1965, he asked whether Stacey could have forgotten that

..,aidherence to the Body of Christ- if the Church is to
serve and penetrate the world as i1t is- will necessitate

a breakdown of the old structuras of Church life and the
development of far more unstructured patterns,

Stacey, it seemed, had retained certain unexamined assumptions
about ‘'religion" and churchgoing which bhad jeopardized his
capacity to judge the success or otherwise of what he was

doing.

An attempt was made to bring to light the hidden agenda
concerning the meaning and priority of formal religious
practice in the Church's missionary aims in an edition of BBC
Television's Meeting Foint in which Stacey, James and Stockwood
took part in a studio discussion following a film report on
the VWoolwich experiments. The programme’s chairman, Robert
McKenzie, tried to focus attention on getting a "straight
answer” to the question whether success was ultimately
dependent, upon getting people to religious worship in Church.

While Stockwaod prevaricated, Stacey insisted that 'the
Church has traditionally taught that man is a worshipping
animal; the Church 1is structured on the basis that worship is
important”. But James broadened the issue into wanting "to see
the Church geared %o helpin

people fto be human and to live in community”. The precise
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meaning and place of religion remained unresolved and largely

unexamined.

The second question is clearly seen in Stacey's apparent
readiness to speak of the parish around him as "pagan".
Theologically, he approached the situation with a model of a
clearly defined and separated Church, set as a witnessing
community in the midst of an wunbelieving world. Yet, he was
prepared in pastoral work to go to immense lengths to meet
people on their own ground. He sought to minister to the
perceived needs of the community as though the proper

application of the Gospel were the enrichment of people’s lives
PP P peop

But a community which saw itself as already in some
sense Christian, by contrast with Stacey's evaluation of it as
pagan, was quite happy to accept the Church's ministrations at
the level at which the Church was proffering them. Stacey's
frustration arose out of the mis-match between the results of
a chosen pastoral strategy and his own underlying theological

preferences.

The WVoolwich experiment, then, betrays an insufficient
grasp of the complexity of the situation vis-a-vis 'secular
society”. Stacey wanted to believe in a unique and specialised
religious mission for the Church. He also wanted to pursue a
policy of broad and generalized community involvement as a
conception of mission in tandem with secular social agencies.
Such a position generates severe tensions, which Stacey himself
was only able to resolve by opting unambiguously for a single

alternative, i.e. that of secular social work.

To these dilemmas might be added the point which recurs
throughout the episodes covered in this chapter, to the effect
that attempts at radical thinking and practice were widely
misunderstood in the Church. There was, in the Stacey affair,

the familiar polarization between ideas about radical change
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and creative faith on the one hand, and assumptions about
simple believers and traditional continuities on the other,
with too 1little understanding Dbetween supporters of either

side.

ii. The Paul Report.

In his Report on The Deployment
Clergy, Leslie Paul deliberately set aside the more theoretical
and theological questions in order to observe his brief of
giving absolute priority to practical organizational questions.
He was, however, well aware of the inseparability of theology
from practice {(see especially Paul, 1968 & 1973), and the range
of critical responses to his Report indicate that the crucial
questions remained implicit in it. Two elements in the response

will serve to make this clear.

Paul intended to lay bare the structural problems brought
about by the Church of England's organizational 1life being
geared to a social pattern, i.e. medieval feudalism, which had
long since passed away. Nevertheless, his Report was attacked
for the '"bureaucratic rationalization” it seemed to envisage.
Archdeacon Guy Mayfield, the author of sociographic and
statistical studies of the Church, wrote to the Church Times
deploring the "failure"” of the Report to acknowledge that the
Church and its clergy could not simply be treated as any
"organization”, but constituted something sui generis, not to be

understood without taking account of the Holy Spirit.

The criticisms of Bryan Vilson in Theology (1965) lent a
somewhat back-handed support to this view, by maintaining that
professional rationalization would lead to internal
secularization and loss of "distinctive religious contents” in
the Church. Since Wilson also believed that these contents
themselves were "geared to a society that is no longer with
us"”, his strictures scarcely held out much hope to

conservatives who wanted to appeal to such arguments as
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grounds for keeping things as they were, but the underlying

point remains.

It is the idea that there 1is something about the
distinctively religious which might easily be damaged by
forcible adaptation of the Church to modernity. A need is
sensed, but not fully articulated, for the preservation of some
shift into otherness, some break with prevailing structures and
meanings, as a condition for the effective operation of
religion. As another Church Times correspondent put it sharply,
"[We are told thatl a reorganization of the Church will enable
it to speak more clearly to the modern worid. Is it permissible

to ask what the Church of England is to say?”

Among the practical issues tackled by Paul concerning the
training, deployment and payment of the clergy, the use and
location of church buildings, and the legal setting-up of
parishes, with patronage and parson’'s freehold, it was around
the latfer that most debate crystallised. This is the second
element to which we wish +teo draw attention. Those who
addressed themselves to the defence of the freehold did so for
quite different reasons, which serve toc point up yet again the

unresolved issues we are examining here.

Firstly, a country vicar wrote to the Church Times in
' February 1964 in the following terms:
{Country peoplel like to have their own priest living

among them- a father-in-God whom they know and who knows
and trusts thenm,

Institutional church life is here seen very much in terms of
the religion of the people, of "blood and scil”, holding
together the local community in a Durkheimian bond of moral
consensus and sacred symbolism. All this is focussed in the
uniquely representative figure of the parish priest, tied by
his freehold to the very land in which his church and home are

planted.
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Faith itself, on such an understanding, will nourish and
sustain  participation in the continuities of ongoing,
traditional community life. It will have 1little room for the

disturbing of certainties or the exploration of the new.

By contrast, the same freehold was defended in a letter
to The Times by Norman St.John Stevas, admittedly an outsider
to the system, on the grounds that it encouraged freedom of
thought and independence of mind. A parish priest could "speak
out” without fear of dismissal; and moreover, any system which
could promote "a little eccentricity” in an increasingly
monochrome society must be a good thing.

WVhat we have here is the very ditferent picture of the
maverick figure of the priest, responsible to no-one but God
and with his living guaranteed in a manner which makes him
financially free from manipulation by any single power-group.
As such, the priest can come to embody the Church as the
"institutionalization of criticism” (cf.Metz, 1969:115ff.; Kerr,
1668), and the living denial by faith of any and every "party

line".

Vhere one curiosity of organization can be defended for
such opposing reasons, there is cause for investigating the
underlying conceptions of faith's working in the world and its

institutional forms.

iii. The World Council of Churches.

Our third sample of the radical mood highlights all the
confusions brought about by the introduction of new ideas into
a church situation which had not yet come to terms with the
basic underlying questions. In an early article, William
Hamilton distinguished the "ecclesiastical radicals" as a sub-
group within the overall movement of radical theology

{(Hamiiton, 1968:21

1-

o

). Az a typical exampie of the thinking of

this group, he cited the address given by the Dutch theologian
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J.C.Hoekendijk to the World Student Christian Federation in
1960. Hoekendijk had proposed an ecclesiology demoting the
Church from the privileged position of the focal peint of God's
action in the world, and substituting the mission order God-
World-Church, with a self-effacing Church as the servant of

the world.

The Student Movement represented here by Hoekendijk was
from its inception closely linked with the young World Council
of Churches, which resolved at its third Assembly in Delhi in
1961 to initiate studies on "The Missionary Structure of the
Congregation”. Working groups were set up all over the world,
and quickly produced study material which was published in the
periodical of the Council's Department of Studies in
Evangelism, Concept (see C.Williams, 1965 (a):ix-xv; 1966:12-16).

In Britain, the Youth Department of the British Council of
Churches devoted its 1964 New Year Conference fo these
studies, with the W.C.C.'s director of studies in evangelism,
Hans Margull, as visiting speaker. Almost at the same time, the
Student Christian Movement held a conference at Swanwick,
Derbyshire, under the title The Death of the Church, where the
speakers were Albert van den Heuvel, then the W.C.C.'s Youth

Secretary, James Mark, and (oddly enough) David Martin.®

These studies, together with contributions in America of
such writers as Harvey Cox, Gibson VWinter and Villiam
Stringfellow, evidenced a concern to combine forms of secular
theology, conceptualizing the mission of the Church in inner-
worldly terms, with a recourse to sociclogical madels to enable
the Church to structure itself for such a mission. The
theologians in question appealed to sociological work in such
areas as the study of communities, organizations, work and the
family, rather than to the sociology of religion, for their
diagnoses of contemporary life.

Consequently they tended to accept without question the

inevitable decline and outmodedness of traditional religion,
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and to assume that the Church's task was somehow to 'engage
with the emerging structures". The movement lacked a more
detailed attention to the ambiguities of the secularization
issue as sociology has dealt with it. (Ve shall undertake a

closer examination of the theology involved in Chapter XI.)

John Robinson found much to stimulate his thinking in
this early work of the W.C.C. <(Robinson, 1965:88-100). He
perceived a clear link between the emerging 'servant”
ecclesiology of the Council and recent moves toward a more
adequate thenlogy of the laity, and indeed a "lay theology”,
associated with the work of the Christian Frontier Council
since the 1940s (Robinson, 1963(b); Bliss, 1963). The Servant
Church was to be the Church of the people, every member
actively in service in his or her secular calling, while the
Church's +traditional religious activities remained necessary
only in order to equip the laity to fulfil these

responsibilities.

These ideas were fully expounded in the eventual W.C.C.

Report, The Church for Others, published in 1967. The British

Council of Churches produced an ecumenical programme for the
use of local study groups, The People Next Door, based on the
¥.C.C. Report, but it was here that bewilderment began to set
in (Jones, 1967). -

The programme combined a mood of welcome to the "secular
world” with one of critical uncertainty about the religious
interpretation of the Gospel. It emphasised the world as the
arena of God's saving activity, and called for the Church to
develop "go" rather than 'come" structures, in order to put
itself in touch with God's ongoing mission, rather than being
concerned to enlarge its own borders. But all of this was open
to total misunderstanding by the average congregation, without

a very substantial programme of adult education to precede it.
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The contrast comes out starkly in a number of
independently produced pieces of work dating from the same
period as the V.C.C. studies. For example, the William Temple
College at Rugby published a Report, Mainstream Religion, based
upon an analysis of the contents of all broadcast religious
services, and those taking place in 23 churches, during June
1963 (see in The Modern Churchman for June 196%5). The findings
lent support to the picture of churches preoccupied with their

own affairs, with little of note to say, vaguely attacking the

"materialism of the modern age', and so on.

In May 1966, The Times published a series of articles
entitled "Christians Asleep”, which took a pessimistic view of
the Church's current position with regard to the parish system,
finance, <c¢lergy training, mission and the assimilation of

radical thinking. It was claimed that Honest to God had

produced a neo-conservative backlash in the theological
colleges among ordinands in training. Progressive thinking was
to be found chiefly in "para-church” agencies such as the
Church of England’s Board for Social Responsibility, and rarely
in the mainstream.

The printed reactions to these articles were familiar:
some deplored their "cynical tone", others pleaded for "a more
definite lead from the top"”. One blamed the Church’'s plight on
"lack of belief in the Church's creeds by those who were
supposed to teach them"; another, on a loss of "the essential

simplicity of the faith".

Items like these offer glimpses of the real situation,
which make it clear why great difficulty was experienced in
trying to get the ideas of the W.C.C. to "take root” in English
church congregations. As long as little attempt was made to
penetrate the actually experienced forms and modes of religion
and faith, and to understand their significance for those who
practised them within the life of the churches, it was likely

that the recommended programmes would only achieve the
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creation of an élite as potentially divisive as the "clerical
caste”- the keen, intelligent, committed “frontiersman" among

the laity.

iv. New Christian.

The journal Prism ended its eight-year run in September
1965, and was replaced by the fortnightly New Christian, which
capitalized on  the image Frism had more or less
unintentionally acquired, by seftting itself up as very self-
consciously radical, irreverent and outspoken. The quality of
articles, however, never justified the doubled frequency of
publication.® Despite this, a number of the controversies
pursued by New Christian will serve us well in summing up the
undercurrents of opinion and interests which consistently

characterised Christian Radicalism.

The question of the purpose and continuing possibility cf
organized religion as a vehicle for disclosing the meaning of
God under contemporary conditions was raised provocatively by
Methodist minister Ray Billington in a set of proposals for
what he called a "non-Church”, in an article in 1966. Rejecting
all the ‘trappings of traditional religious practice as
fundamentally alienating and irrelevant, Billington offered a
blueprint of small and fluid ad hoc gatherings of like-minded
Christians, coming together as the mood took them, to work out
"how to express lave in their secular social contexts”. Even
The Times printed an article by Billington on the subject on

November 19th, 1966.

Some of the responses, such as that of Alison Adcock
("Non-Church is Nonsense” in New Christian for June 1966),
treated the issue as a joke. Others, like that of H.D.Lewis in
The Times, were more serious., But each of these two queried to
what extent what Billington was looking for was not already

provided in the Saciety of Friends; and this, in itself, poses
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very clearly the problem of whether an approach to faith
through secular channels and with 1little public and ritual
organizational structure can avoid the evaporation of

distinctive religious content.

Billington himself showed that he was now uncertain about
any such content when he argued in a later article, "The
Tedious Church Reformers", in New Christian in May 1968, that
the "Christian task' of "providing creative possibilities for
human living, making sense of existence and discovering human
values” had no longer anything to do with the possible
preservation of any sart of Church. The controversy over
Billington, trivial in itself though it may have been, forces us
back upon the question of why the removal of the religious
trappings which have seemed to stifle the vital Gospel content
of Christian faith should lead, disappointingly, to the
disappearance of anything which makes such faith distinctively

Christian at all.

The second item we wish to extract from WNew Christian
concerned the visit of Billy Graham to Britain for evangelistic
crusades in 1966. The relevant New Christian leader criticised
Graham's methods for offering "instant mission” which neither
took account of the concrete social context nor attempted to
provide a long-term pastoral-evangelistic strategy capable of
responding to over a century of Church failure to cope with
social change. Graham plainly did not see any necessity of
adapting the Gospel to cultural circumstances, nor of trying to
conceive what "salvation” and other Gospel terms might mean
within a thoroughly secular context. The editorial took a dim
view of the value of any "success” Graham's methods might

appear to achieve.

Vhereas some respondents argued in Graham's defence that,

whatever his shortcomings, he was at least getting the Gospel



heard by many who would never enter a church in order to hear
it, others denied that what he was preaching was really "the
Gospel” for today at all. All that we wish to comment on this
debate is that it displays in nuce the potential confusions in
the whole issue o0f whether the Church should adapt to
secularization or confront it.

For the Church does not have a free and unfettered choice
in the matter. But one thing is clear: secularization cannof
possibly be welcomed as gain because it frees the Church to
concentrate on its proper, specific mission, if there is as
much dispute about what that "specific mission” is as the

argument over Billy Graham suggests.

Lastly, we single out the interest of New Christian in the
much-publicised resignation of Charles Davis from his Roman
Catholic orders in 1968 (cf.Bentley, op.cit:39-42). The journal
even 1invited Davis to contribute articles, as one who had
experienced and fought the tensions and frustrations imposed
upan creative, critical faith by a traditional institutional
system (Davis, 1968). Davis wrote in New Christian that, for
committed Christians, the Church "is not the source of the
values they cherish and promote. On the contrary, they live and

work in contrast and opposition to it.”

The journal itself linked its coverage of the Davis affair
with criticism of the controversial encyclical of Paope Paul VI,

Humanae Vitae, published that year. Neil Middleton argued in an

article (August 1968) that, as usual, it was the so-called
"simple believers"” who would suffer. For they were bound to
uncritical acceptance of whatever the Pope said, and uncritical
assent to any kind of dogmatic formulae could, he argued, only

produce illusory consensus and prolong persconal immaturity.
New Christian saw that the issues raised by the

encyclical and by Davis in particularly polemical form in the

very officially authoritarian context of the Church of Rome
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were not, after all, confined to that Church. For throughout its
short life it tried to do battle, often too frivolously, against
all forms of uncritical, backward-locking, immature religious
faith. In & secular <culfure which no longer permits the
imposition of official world-views "from the top"”, what sort of
institutional arrangements would enable the growth of a mature
faith, leading to a viable religiously-based world-view, from
below? The journal saw the problem; but rarely were its
contributors sufficiently in touch with the people it wanted to

help to be able to produce realistic proposals.

5. Retrospect and Frospect: Whither Christian Radicalism?

At the Annual Conference of the Modern Churchmen’s Union
in July 1969, David Edwards, the original proponent of the term
"Christian Radicalism”, locked back over the course taken by
the movement during the decade which was shortly to end.
Despite regretting some of the more "outlandish" developments,
he remained "cautiously optimistic”. Important, if
unspectacular, Church reforms and theological reconstructions
were under way, and Edwards wondered whether the time might
now be ripe for +the <churches to compile a new, short

confession of faith.

Edwards envisaged such a confession beginning from the
style and meaning of actual religious practice and Christian
living, and proceeding from there to the Church as a real
historical institution, then on to Christology, and only lastly
to the doctrine of God. This would be the order of a moderately
secular dogmatics. However, although many reforms have
proceeded, in a rather pilecemeal way, the harvest of the
sixties in terms of the systematic reconstruction hoped for by
Edwards has not been reaped. The mood at the end of the decade
was permeated by disillusionment among the radicals and relief

among their opponents.
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In the Foreword to the New Christian Reader, published by

the SCM Press in 1974, Trevor Beeson wrote:

The late 1950s and early 1960s were a time of new hope in
most of the British churches, Farish and Feople, the
Keble Confarence Group, the Renewal Group in Methodism,
and similar bodies, attracted into their membership large
numbers of the most able clergy and there was an
abundance of ideas about the reform of the Church and the
reinterpretation of traditional theology, Some of this
found expressian in the 2xplosion of paparback thenlogy,
and it was in this creative atmosphere that New Christian
was planned and launched, But by the time the magazine
was established the situation was changing: hops was
jiving way {0 despair, and it was being suggesied that
the institutional life of the Church was beyond reform '°

New Christian came to an end with the decade. The Farish and
FPegple Movement, having shifted its emphasis increasingly from
liturgical issues to the secular-social aspects of the Church's
mission (its 1966 conference borrowed from the W.C.C. the title
"The World is the Agenda’), was eventually swallowed up in 1970
in a short-lived ecumenical coalition called One for Christian

Kenewal. Robinson returned to Cambridge and devoted much of

his academic work +to his earlier field of ¥YNew Testament

Some, like Edward Norman (1977 & 1979%) regard the whole
episode as the beginning of the capitulation of the Church to
secular humanism, in a desperate and misguided bid to be up-
to-date. Others, such as Holloway (1972), are rather more
charitably, though decisively, critical. Bowden <(1977), on the
other hand, regrets the failure of the Church at large to grasp
the opportunities of thase radical years, flimsy though some of
the ideas were theologically.

In still other places, direct continuities of the radical
tradition are to be found into the seventies: Salvation Army
officer Fred Brown (1970 & 1973) risked reprimand and
expulsion for publishing his own brand of '"secular theology",
while John Vincent has continued his pursuit of an "alternative

church” (the title of a 1977 booklet; cf. Vincent, 1380) to the



present time. And Alistair Kee's W Tran: = , a
late (1970) contribution to the Iliterature of ‘'Christian
atheism”, has recently been reissued by the SCM Press (1985).
The recent works of Don Cupitt may also be cited in support of
the continuance of the theological side of the radical

tradition.

What this chapter has tried to do is to provide a Sitz im
Leben for the theological discussions which follow. This was in
accordance with our model of theological activity as taking
place at the empirically graspable interface between between
Gospel tradition and social context. The radicals intended to
produce a theology sensitive to and interpretive of the secular
situation, and to focus their reconstructions on the tangible
life of the churches. Therefore, we have attempted to show,
underneath the more explicit theplogical proposals and rather
in the interstices of debate about them, how the problematic

issues were emerging, often unnoticed.

We have done this by paying attention to a good deal of
ephemeral, non-scholarly and only quasi-theological material.
Ve maintain, and hopefully have shown, that seemingly trivial
churchly wrangles can really not be disregarded in the
theological enterprise, but contain the seeds of crucial issues
for theology. In particular, we have pursued throughout the
chapter, though not with absolute rigidity, the three clusters
of questions we have already argued are particularly important
for Christian Radicalism: the place and function of religious
practice as traditionally understood, the interpretation of
secularization and the Church's response to it, and the

possibility of a creative and critically reflective faith.

Sociological tools for a greater critical penetration of
these questions were set out in Part Two of the thesis. The
remainder of Part Three brings these perspectives to bear upon

the major thenlogical themes of Christian Radicalism, and our
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attention now turns to the more substantial writings of the

period.

NOTES,
|, Pravious Anglican symposia include the controversial Essays and Reviews (1860},
(harles Gore's sgmposium Lux Mundi (1889), and the more liberal Oxford collections
Foundations (1912) and Essays Catholic and Critigal (1926), The latter strongly
influenced the Report of the Doctrine Commission, ' ,
(1938}, The occasion of the 1958 Lambeth Conference produced the volume of

' self-criti , while in 1964 Alan Richardson headed a small team responding
Lo issues in the Hupest to fod debate, Eour Anchorg {rom the Stern,
2, T owe the retrospective evaluation given here to Trevor Beeson, in conversation,
3, David Edwards, Vidler's successor as Dean of King's, Cambridge, concluded that the
Church Times’ heavily slanted report was more responsible for the strength of feeling
against Vidler than the original broadcast, which many correspondents had probably
not seen (sae Frism, Fabruary 1563),
4, For documentary background and commentary upon the episode, including its media
coverage, we rely upon lhe Honest o God Egba&a, edited by Edwards and Robinson,
1963: th,7 of R,J, Page, N%n_ﬂimuddﬁni_in_ﬁng}ixan.lhgnlngx‘ 1967 ch. 11 of Ferris
Ihe Church of England, 1964 the whole of ‘the May 1963 issue of Frisw ch,? of
Furlong, With love Yo the Church 1985; ch,1 of V Mehta, The New Theologian, 1966;
¢h,2 of Bowden i i {1 . and ch,5 of 6ill, y and §
Structure, The fatest sociological account is R, Towler The Nead for Certainty 1984,
whith examines the enormous correspondence received by Robinson in the wake of the
2gok's' ublication in an attempt to classify types of religious orientation shown by

e writers,

5, Thus Roger Tennant remarks vis-a-vis Hopest to God in Prise for May 1963; "Just as
you are beginnin% to wrestle in the dark with the unknown angel, Ur Robinson will
switch on the light and intone a few vords in a familiar clerical voice,”
f, Thanks are due for references to the text of radio broadcasts on the Home Service,
29,12,63 and 12,1,64, to the BBC Uritien Archives Centre at Caversham Park, Reading,
7, See Romans 14 and | Corinthians 8,
8, The texts of the canference addresses are printed in an unpublished baoklet of the
SCM Theological Colleges' Department, nf ! o '
Swaneick, which 1 have b{ tourtesy of David Martin, Revisad versions of van den
Houvel's talks are available as c¢hs,? & 3 of The Humiliation of the Church,
S, References frowm ANew Christsian are taken from i5t1 ,
ed T Beaumont, 1974, At the same time as he was editor of ANew Christian, Trevor
Beeson (now a Canon of Westminster Abbey and Chaplain to the House of Commons) also
edited a parish magazine inset, dJutiook, Timoth{, Lord Beaumant, the architect of
both publications, Intended it as an alternative to the "cosy” image of other insets
like The Sign and Home Words, Hence, Outlook was once in trouble because its "film
correspondent” used the word "lesbian” freely in a review!
10, New Christian printed two documents, in satirical style, which offer excellent
suimaries of the mood of radical theslogy, An early edition featured the "95 Theses
for the New Reformation”, containing propositions about all the thenlogical poinis we
shall be discussing in the next six chapters; and late 1963 saw the twelve "New
Decade’'s Resolutions", The tone of these was harder, nore edgy, and nuch more
oriented towards the socio-political engagements of the Church,
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C T VIII: 2 G

This chapter is the first of six which will analyse in
detail the theology of Christian Radicalism, as outlined in the
Introduction. The first topic 1is the attempt to develop a
secular ({(i.e.non-religious? approach to the understanding of
Gad. As we have already made clear, we regard the underlying
issue here as the problem of {fraditional religion in
contemporary cultural circumstances, since it is through
religion that people have generally considered themselves toc be
put in touch with God. Therefore, our discussion will bhe
stimulated by the sociological understanding of religion set

out in Chapter IV.

Ve shall focus the discussion, as will be our practice in
each of these six chapters, by concentrating first upon one

representative work, in this case Robinson's Honest to God. Ve

shall examine Robinson’s proposed reworking of Christian
theism in conjunction with his view of the place of religion,
following up our exposition with a number of criticisms which
set the tone for what follows. Ve shall then devote space to
analyses of other proposals of radical theology, firstly for
secular—-based approaches to the question of God, then for
models of transcendence, and finally for attitudes to religion.
Our cumulative conclusions will be stimulated and informed
throughout by our deployment of the sociological ideas

advanced in Chapter IV.

1. Robinson and Honest to God.

i. General Observations.

Ve aim to deal with Honest to God on its own terms,
namely as an apologetic exercise, direcled towards those who,
in a ‘"secular age", no longer find +traditional Christian
formulations either relevant or intelligible.' This is the whole

thrust of the book's opening chapter, in which Robinson
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confesses himself a man divided: on the one hand, very much an
insider, more or less set apart for the Church since birth and
thoroughly at home with orthodox doctrine and traditional
liturgy, but on the other hand, as bishop of a tough and
declining urban area, increasingly aware of the alienation of
ordinary people from all that his "goodly heritage” stood far

(see McBrien, 1966:4-15 and Robinson, 1980:10-26).

More than this, as Robinson analyses his situation, he
admits that even for himself, certain areas of orthodoxy do
not really “'strike home”. They do not infuse life and faith
with vision and purpose, but merely exist as part of the
lumber of tradition. Conversely, a handful of less orthodox,
exploratory writings do seem to '"ring bells”, and Robinson
begins to wonder whether they might also do so for those
bewildered outsiders who have more or less given up on
religion and the Church. Out of just this sort of felt sense of
an urgent need for reformulation and reconstruction sprang the
whole of the radicalism of *the sixties; and as a respounse to

such a2 sensed need ought Robinson's book also to be judged.

His three stimuli to fresh thinking were Tillich’'s sermon,

"The Depth of Existence”, found in his collection The Shaking

of the Foundations (1949), Bultmann's senminal essay on "New
Testament and Mythology” in Ke a { th (ed.H.W.Bartsch,

195%5) and the 'religionless Christianity” passages in

Bonhoeffer's Letters and Papers from Prison. Honest to God is
ostensibly organized arcund the three questions which Robinson
felt these brief writings posed most acutely:

From Tillich he derives the question, "Must Christianity
be ‘'supranaturalist'?’ This he works out specifically in
relation to the doctrine of God, which is really the
controlling theme for the whole book.

From Bultmann comes the gquestion whether Christianity
must be “mythological”, which relates most plainly to

Christology.
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From Bonhoeffer Robinson takes the question whether
Christianity must be 'religious", which is especially relevant

to matters concerning the Church, spirituality and liturgy.

However, FRobinson does unt  maintain +this kind of
symmetrical pattern in his wuse of +the three theologians.
Rather, he takes first of all the basic terms of the prablem
from Bultmann. The Gospel is traditionally expresced in fthought
forms and images which are unintelligible to modern man, and
must be translated into categories he can grasp- or rather,
which can gzrasp him. But Robluson does not follow Eultmann's
programme, which continues to rely heavily on the assumption
that a VWord from beyond, issued in the c¢ritical event of
preaching can  penetrate a man's existential situation,

chalienge his questionableness and summon him te the decision

language of the redemption story but leave intact the concept
of a transcendent God who Macts"” and ‘Vspeaks” in the

kerygmatic event. For it is precisely the loss of the dimension
of wvertical franscendence in the actual mental constitution of
ecular man that liesz at the root of the problem. Bonhoeffer
thought that Bultmann, coming from an earlier generation, had

failed to see this, and Robinson agrees with him.

Nevertheless, Robinson still does not zdopt Eeonhoeffer’s
proposal, which is essentially to replace a vertical with a
horizontal projection, aiming to discover the dimension of
transcendence in the secular concept of "man for others”. He
opts, instead, fairly unambiguously for what he believes to be

Tillich’s solution, constructed around the language of 'depth”.

Robinson’ reliance on Tillich reflects his <onviction,

expressed at the very beginning of Eopest to God, that the



central problem of ftraditional theism is that it posits a God
who is "a Being" located, if not literally 'up there", at least
metaphysically "out there”. For it is Tillich who mounts the
most concerted campaign against this way of thinking God. Even
50, although the problem of objectifying language about God is
a familiar one in academic theology, Robinsen is not really
concerned to work out a highly sophisticated theolagical
position which can protect the tramscendent otherness of God

without falling into the philosophical trrap of objectification.

Rather, he is anxious that all such language of otherness,
however refined, creates at the level of popular pre-reflective
awareness an impression that God is '"not here”. He is detached,
reigning in splendid isolation, incompatible with the modern
world. This is why Robinson's text is peppered with those
much-criticised "caricatures”: "above the bright blue sky", "a
visitor from outer space”, "the Old Man in the sky”, " a super-
Being beyond this world” (Robinson, 1963(a):13,15,17,49).
Theological caricatures they may be, but there is little doubt
that they are what transcendental theism amounts to for many

people, not a few of whom will be regularly in the churches.

This, then, is in our view what Robinson is trying to do
in his alternative proposal for theism. We turn now in greater
detail to an exposition of how he does it, beginning with his
adaptation of Tillich's "depth"” model in chapter 3 of Honest to
God.

ii. Exposition.

There are at least four constituents +to Robinson's
argument for the Tillichian projection. Firstly, Robinson
commends depth imagery as intrinsically "richer" and more
suggestive than height. For depth relates to beoth concern and
suffering, both of which may be described as "deep”. It covers
intensely human, and humane, experiences; and, as "deep"” Iis

opposed to "shallow”, depth imagery speaks of the truth of how



things are, not just in everyday, superficial terms, but

"beneath the surface”, under profound examination, at bottom.

Secondly, this notion of digging down to the depths
indicates the alternative projection for theism, downward to
the Ground of Being:

When Tillich speaks of God in 'depth’, he is not speaking
of another Being at all, He is speaking of 'the infinite

and inexhaustible depth and ground of all being’
(ap,cit: 46),

Robinson interprets this to mean that '"the word ’'God’ denctes
the ultimate depth of all our being, the creative ground and
meaning of all our existence” (ibid:47). He intends this to
mean that there is a manner of living "at depth”, a kind of
thoroughgoing immersion in secular realities, whereupon the

divine ground discloses itself.

Thirdly, and closely related to the foregoing, Robinson
links depth imagery toc Tillich's notion of "ultimate concern’:
[f that word [i,e,God]l does not have much meaning for
you, translate it, and speak of the depths of your life,
of the source of your being, of your ultimate concern, of

what you take seriously without any reservation (Tillich,
op,cit;57; Robinson, op,cit:22),

This Tillichian "exercise"” for identifying God in secular
experience 1is meant, as Robinson employs 1it, to add an
empirically available element to the possibly elusive "Ground

of Being".

Fourthly, Robinson asks what happens when someone does
take secular 1life in utmost earnest and pursues an ultimate
concern to the limits, with what he now calls "openness to the
holy" (ibid:48). His answer is that such a person discovers the
ground of being to be both personal and characterized, indeed
structured and informed, by love. Rabinson contends that we
shall discover the ultimate in selfless and self-giving, open

and unconditional personal relationships with one another, and
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that the purest form of relationship is undoubtedly that of
love:
To believe 1n God as love means to beliesve that in pure
personal relationship we encounter, not merely what ought

to be, but what is, the deepest, veriest truth about the
structure of reality (ibid:49) 2

Robinson spends much time in the rest of this pivotal
chapter attempting to defend his position from the accusation
of naturalism, and of having caompletely collapsed any genuine
divine transcendence into the immanence of human
intersubjectivity. He chooses to define his position more
closely by indicating what he approves and what he rejects in
the personalist philosophy of John Macmurray and the

anthropological theology of John Wren-Lewis.

Macmurray had written, in The Structure of Religious

Experience, that "the task of religion is the maintenance and
extension of human community” <{(quoted Robinson, op.cit:51-2).
Such community, he had argued, is founded upon a unique quality
of human personhood consisting in the union of transcendence
and immanence in actual, experienced reality. But Robinson
wants to hold that the perception of any such quality in
ordinary human experience- "in depth"- is entirely dependent
upon the prior givenness of God as '"divine Ground”. He cites
Bonhoeffer's bon mot, "God is the ‘beyond’ in the midst”
(ibid:®53) in support of this, although Bonhoeffer’'s formula
reflects a horizontal projection outward into collective society

rather than the depth projection Robinson prefers.

In the case of Wren-Lewis, Robinson approves his

statement:

It is hard to see why the projections made by the human
race should have a numinous, transcendental character
unless there is something numinous and transcendental in
the experience of personal  relationships themszlves
{1bid 543,
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But despite this, he fears that Vren-Lewis fails to guard
himself adequately against +the charge that he is really
expounding the thesis '"Love is God”. Robinson struggles  to
specify precisely where the element of transcendence caomes in
to the model for conceiving of the divine he has advanced. He
reverts to the terminology of Tillich:

There ara depths of revelation, intimations of eternity,

judgments of the holy and sacred, awarenessas of the

unconditional, the numinous and the ecstatic, which

cannot  be explained in purely naturalistic categories
without being reduced to something else (1bid;557,

But on what grounds is secular experience said to be like
this? And through what sorts of activities is the transcendent
quality perceived in it? On his own premises, Robinson has to
try to answer these questions without resorting to categories
and resources supplied by religion. After a brief excursus in
search of Biblical support for his position, he writes:

Qur contention has been that God is mot to be net by a
‘religious’  turning  away from  the world but in

uneonditional concern for 'the other’ seen throwgh to its
ultimate depths (1bid;el1l,

He rejects the idea that the opportunity of knowing God should
be made to depend upon the individuval's capacity for '"religious
experience”, a «capacity which varies as a purely natural

ability from one person to another.

He prefers the testimony of Wren-Lewis, who described how
a particular Christian minister had enabled his congregation to
See "the common experience of the creative character of

1

personal relationships” as an encounter with the
transcendent”. [t was "actually an entirely different mode of
living~in-relationship from anything known in the world, a
redeemed mode of relationship"” (ibid:63). Robinson stresses
that just because Wren-Lewis encountered this in a Christian

community, "it was not for that reason any the mcre religious,

based upon some new kind of esoteric or pietistic experience”.
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But he still fails to resolve the ambiguity over whether
there is a depth-dimension in all personal relationship which
the Christian (religious) input helps to make explicit, or
whether that input actually creates a made of relationship
"different from anything known in the world"”.® He has not yet
convincingly argued the case for an analysis of secular
experience which can lead to the affirmation of a divine

transcendence within it, and which can stand on its own merits

without further support by religious considerations.

The religious considerations are found, however, later in
the book, when Robinson tries to show how religious worship
can itself bhe {fitted into the framework of his "depth”
analysis. The popular idea of religion, he thinks, is this:

It relates to that department of life which is contrasted
with '"the world': and in its popular nan-technical sense
1t includes all those activities which go on within the
gcivele of the sanctuary,, It is a particular area of

axparienca or activity into which a man may 'turn aside’
or ‘g0 apart’ (1hid;94-5),

But such a view, he thinks, is not compatible with his proposed

restatement of theism, for which "the holy is the ’depth’ of

the common”. God is to be found in opening oneself in
unconditional personal relationship to others, in self-giving

love; and hence

...the purpaose of worship,,.is to opan oneself to the
meeting of Christ in  the common,, to make us more
sepsitive to these depths: to focus, sharpen and despen
our respanse to the world and o other people bayond the
point of proximate concern,  to that of ultimate concern
(ibid:377,

So, the Eucharist, precisely because 1% is the "Holy

Communion"”, is concerned with the disclosure of the sacred in
the depth dimension of what is "common”, in the double sense
of "ordinary, everyday” and "shared, communal”. In this way,
Robinson can link the sacrament with both his emphases, that

the transcendent is to be found in the secular, and that it is

supremely disclosed in inter-personal relations:
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Holy Communion is communion, community-life, in sacris,
in depth, at the level at which we are not merely in
human fellowship but 'in Christ’, not merely in love but
in Love, united with the ground and restorer of our whole
being (ibid:B5: cf, Robinson, 1960,;58-7} for his earlier
understanding of this issue?,

This is as far as we need Lo take our basic exposition of

Robinson's proposals, firstly for a secular approach to the

-
+

{2

E48)

question of God, then for retaining the dimension of
transc-endence  within  such  an  approach, and finally for
understanding religious practice within such a framework. Ve
have obviously not been able to avoid hinting at criticism at

various points along the way, but now we shall gather up our

rifticisms more systemalically.

iii. Critique.

First of all and at greatest length, we have to express
doubt about the suitability of Tillich’'s concepts of "ground of
being" and "ultimate concern” for the job Robinson wants them
ta do for him. Robinson says:

& statement is 'theolegical’ not because it relates to a
particular Being called 'God' but because it asks
ultimate questions about the meaning of existence: it
asks what, at thae level of fhees at the level of its

deepest wmystery, 1s the reality and significance of our
tife (ibid: 49),

This is to misunderstand the philosophical position faken by

Tillich in bhis -Systematic Theology, which owes much to his

packground in German idealism and even mysticism, through the
influence of Schelling. Admittedly Tillich is not entirely
consistent, and in the sermon upon which Robinson relies he
does imply that an ultimate concern might be some empirical
concern, and that the ‘'depth"” iz a potential depth of

experience. But elsewhere this is not so.

9

— TH417:-1v
Or Ll

lich mailnlains that to say that God is '"ultimate

[N

reality, being itself, ground of being, power of being” is the

only wunivocal, non-symbolic assertion we can make about him
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{cf.Tillich, Theology of Culture:51>. This assertion cannot

include the attribution of -the logical category "existence" to

God, since this category belongs only to the contingent order.

’

o

0 Tillich writes:

tnce God is the ground of being, he is the ground of the

f being, He i1s not subject to this siructure,

ructure 15 grounded in o him,, it 1S impossible ia

:oLak ab wut him o except in terms of thic structure, God

must b2 approached cognitively through the structural

slemante of being-itself, These elements make him a
0

living God, a fGod who can be nan concrete concern
(*'1

's
tlich, ys,emﬂ(zg Thaplogy, Vol i:Z64),
riv, when Tillich says that "the object of theology
i5 what concerns us ultimately”, he emphatically rules out any
conceivable empirical object of human concern: "Our uwltimate
concern  is  that which determines our being or non-being”
‘Tiliich, op.cit:14,17). Robirson's uvzage would make "a matter of

being or non-being” into the same thing as "a matter of life

and death', but with Tillich this is not the case.

Rather, Tillich’'s categories of "being", “ground of being”
"ultimate concern”™, are in the nature of logico-grammatical
delineations of the possibility of any legitimate talk of God
at all. The notion of "being-itself" formulates the enveloping
aud embracing structures within which any ontology must be
erected. '"Ultimate concern” is the non-objectified 1limit or
horizon to which we needs must be subject in the articulation
of any concern. These are thoroughly non-empirical categories
which prescribe the rules for any kind of discourse which may

Justify its claim to be about God. They are not suitable for

This rather lengthy excursus into what Tillich meant by
the ideas Robinson horrows from him has been nere=sary in

order to clear the z2round for a more positive statement. For

Robinson, argues that once we have



can and must be said non-symbolically about God, a great deal

more can be said through the medium of religious symbolism.

It is here that Tillich embarks upon his celebrated
"method of correlation”: the Christian symbols must be
interpreted in such a way as to illuminate and answer the
questions being implied in contemporary human existence. In
other words, Tillich is sensitive to precisely the concept of
religion as a cultural system which we have tried to expound,

and which Robinson ignores.

This, of course, is why in the end Tillich is such a
"religious” thinker, as Bonhoeffer recognised. Robinson has
seized upon the most austere philosophical prolegomenon to a
"secular theology'", as found in Tillich, and treated it as
though it were itself the substance of such a theology. He has,
in effect, domesticated it and reduced it in scope to an
empirical exploration of personal relationships. Thus he is
inclined to speak of "the ground of our being”, "our {or your)
ultimate concern'”, where Tillich would hesitate over the

possessive adjectives.?

On the other hand, while what he has taken from Tillich
is unsuited to the task he intends for it, he has not taken
what might have served him better. Robinson's eagerness to
redirect religious worship outward to the world makes him lack
the sensitivity to the great store of image and symbol carried
by the tradition, all of which Tillich is concerned to utilize.
I+ is ironic that, almost at the end of the book, Robinson
admits that

There are whole areas of response where the myth still
nccasions little difficulty, In prophecy and prayer, in

liturgy and worship, the traditional imagery retains its
luminous powar (Robinson, op,cit:132),

But he never acknowledges how vital this is: apart from the

liturgical context, we face only "intellectual difficulties",
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There is an early glimpse of a better way on page 13,
when Robinson revealingly says that "whatever we may accept
with the top of our minds, most of us still retain deep down
the mental image of 'an old man in the sky". But Robinson is

telling us that "deep down” is precisely where the truth lies!

This observation leads wus into our second 1line of
criticism, which is that Robinson’s decision to regard the
ground of being as love, disclosed in the depths of personal
relationships, lies under suspicion of being, not the fruit of
secular experience, but either an arbitrary imposition or else

a commitment made upon some other, undeclared basis.

For there are obviously grave difficulties facing the
thesis that, if you examine the quality of human relationships
in depth, you must conclude that love, so to speak, is what
makes the world go round. To argue that "theological
statements...are an analysis of the depths of all experience
'interpreted by love™ (ibid:49) simply begs the question, why

interpret by love, rather than anything else?

Robinson claims fo be interpreting the Gospel, not
constructing a new natural theology. Christian theological
statements seek to explicate thematically elements of the
Christian tradition as they encounter actual social contexts,
including "secular experience”. But Robinson's chosen method
does not allow him to admit that the givenness of the
tradition in which he lives and moves is the rationale for
what he says— i.e.it is the tradition which declares, God is a
God of love, which is why experience is to be interpreted by

love.

This "hidden agenda"” cxplains <certain oddities in
Robinson's text: for example, why Love suddenly gets a capital

L on page 43, and Ground a capital G four pages later. Also on



page 49, Robinson surprisingly says, about the idea of "pure
personal relationship” being the ultimate truth of reality,
"This, in face of all the evidence, is a tremendous act of
faith". But if it is "in face of all the evidence”, what is left
of the claim simply to be analysing secular experience?
Clearly, Robinson comes to his analysis armed with a lively
religious tradition, while claiming fo be standing religionless

on the side of secular man.

A further criticism touches the large claims made for
"depth” imagery in itself, quite apart from the 'ground of
being” metaphysic. For the association with "depth psychology”
may well encourage an unhealthily introspective construal of
the dimension of transcendence, even to the point of
emphasising the “inner life" as the religious arena, precisely
as both Bonhoeffer and Robinson were so0 anxious to avoid.
Bonhoeffer reserved his harshest words for "existentialist
philosophy and the psychotherapists"”, who forced man to face
"existential depths" they truly did not feel, and detracted from
the need +to discover Thorizontal transcendence'" in the

experiences of outgoing, secular living.

Robinson typically approves the "westward position" of
the priest at the Eucharist on the grounds that it encourages
the discovery of "transcendence in the midst". This may be so;
but there is also the danger that the inward-turned
congregation becomes a kind of spiritual psychotherapeutic
group, perpetually exercised over the quality of its own
koinonia. The trends in pastoral theology encouraged by
Christian Radicalism have perhaps owed too much to psychology

at the expense of sociology.

Lastly, Robinson's approach tends strongly towards
affirming that “everyone is religious really.” Religion Iis
firstly rejected, as far as common-sense soclal perceptions of

the religious are concerned. But later on it is redefined, as
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"true religion”, in terms of a particular function held to be
essential for human social well-being. Although Robinson
departs from the sociclogical consensus by treating the
building up of bhuman community through authentic, self-giving,
"deep” persanal relationships as his key function, his position
iz still subject to the criticisms of religious functionalism

advanced earlier (supra:82-85).

To sum up, Robinson's proposed means of conveying the
meaning of God to those outside the churches runs into several
crucial problems. [t attempts to establish a "secular” starting
point which is not actually the one Robinson possesses. It has
the utmost difficulty 1in preserving, and then accounting
adequately for, the dimension of transcendence in secular
experience which makes the confession of God possible within
it. And its relationship with fraditional patterns of religious
culture remains ambiguous and obscure. We shall now proceed to
see whether other contributors to radical thought about God,
transcendence and religion have helped to overcome these

problems.

2. Radical Theologians in Search of God.

Christian Radicalism generally accepted that modern
cultural conditions were making it increasingly difficult far
people to conceive God either as a separate being existing in a
manner at least analogous to, though quite independently of,
all known existences in the world, or as in any way the
necessary conclusion of a logically compelling argument. The
thenlogians were agreed that what could be termed the
"Schleiermacher tradition" offered the only hope of advance on
the question of God: that is, it would be necessary to
undertake an analysis o0f secular experience in order to

establish at least what talk nf God might possibly mean, quite

apart from whether or not it was true.®

N
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i. John VWren-lLewis: Experimental Creativity.

Anglican layman and scientist Wren-lLewis puts the case
against traditional objectifying theism in its starkest form in
his 1964 Cambridge Divinity Faculty Open Lecture, "Does Science
Destroy Belief? Theology, in his view, has still not fully
accepted the philosophical challenge of the present era,
arising out of the refusal to treat this world of empirical
objects, the world that lies open to scientific enquiry, as in
any sense a mere 'appearance', a superficial wveil, a symbol of
an ens realissimum lying invisibly beyond it. The ultimate
nature of things is no longer conceived to reside in an order
of ideal forms, beyond the flux and imperfection of this
temporal moment of sense-bound experience. Rather, it is what
lies to hand, what is given in and with the empirical world,
that forms the material of all the reality there is, and over
which it is mankind’s especial duty and privilege to exercise
that rule and governorship which will turn those materials to

their most humanly beneficial and fulfilling, creative use.*

Vren-Lewis gives this very <familiar philosophical
position & fresh +turn by importing into it a model of
scientific activity. For science is pre-eminently practical: it
is not concerned to discover the "truth” of an "order” lying
beyond mere appearances, but to propose provisional hypotheses
about how to understand, and thus to handle the world, and
these are continually tested by discaovering whether they work-
whether they produce results. This procedure, typified by
science, is for Wren-Lewis the true spirit of Christian faith,
which he sees as a matter of creative experimental living in
love in a community of persons, such that "results" accrue in a
new and better kind of society, the quality of which can only
be described as "transcendent” in relation to what we are

tamiliar with.

Thus for Wren-Lewis, "God" is confessed in the changing

patterns of creative, experimental living insofar as they bring
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into being new and more desirable forms of society. He is
prepared to describe the traditional religious outlook, on the
other hand, as a "paranoid” state, in which a man is fixated
upon a belief in "occult powers”. This stifles all creativity by
holding him in thrall to '"another”, which he believes to be
more real than what lies before him. As a result, religion,
which is ostensibly all about ultimate unities and harmony, in
fact often incites bitter division and conflict born of fear,
whereas science, despite being concerned with analysis and
diversity, seems to create some kind of international, trans-
cultural human communion <(the scientific "fraternity”; Wren-

Lewis, 1964 (b)).

The most attractive part of Wren-lLewis' positien is his
recognition that the concept of God is bound up with the
summons to bring into being a situvation for the world which
surpasses what currently prevails, an idea which is in keeping
with our account of transcendence. But he expresses it via a
most idealistic and optimistic view of science, which offers
little hope of coping with the dark and discouraging side of
experience. Further, he gives few indications of how the
disposition te creative, experimental living is to be sustained.
He is one of thaose whose past experience of {traditional
religion has apparently blinded him to any deeper appraisal of

what the resources of the tradition might hold.

ii. Schubert Ogden: Ultimate Worthwhileness.

Ogden is the first of f{wo theologians we shall mention
here who express some sympathy with the radical position
without being thoroughly identifiable with it. His collection of
essays, The Reality of God, and in particular the long piece
which gives the book its title (1967:1-70), makes the main

putlines of his position clear. In his previous work, Christ

Vithgut Myth (1961), Dgden trie

jon

to reaffirm Bultmann’s concept
of demythologization while detaching it from Bultmann's

insistence upon the kerygmatic event of Christ as the sole



source of the possibility of actualizing authentic existence.
The Reality of God pursues his quest for a more general
grounding of faith in an “appropriate philosophical analysis”,
and as such falls into the category of works which seek a

basis in secular experience for talk of God.

Ogden agrees, firstly, that traditional supernaturalistic

theism cannot respond to modern man’s increasing secularity,

1

by which he means his assertion of a creative autonomy vis-a-

U

vis the world. This iz because such a theism cannot conceive
of any genuine relational involvement of God with the world. It
has become powerless +to halt the slide from a healthy

secularity intc a one-dimensional and uncreative secularism.

But secondly, Ogden sets out to demonstrate that, not only
is pure secular empiricism an untenable option, but in fact
belief in God is ultimately unavoidable. Religious language, he
says, following Stephen Toulmin, seeks to answer the "limiting
questions” which are always encountered if one pushes back and
back the rational explication of, for example, scientific or
ethical questions. Thus, why do we assume there is an "order”
about the world which science is able to discover, or why do

we think we should be "good"” anyway?

Ogden argues that we can only think that such questions
mean anything because we already possess a pre-reflective,
pre-thematic conviction about the ultimate worthwhileness of
existence. We are only able to operate at all as if life were
not meaningless; and God may be defined as the objective
ground in reality of this subjective confidence. In Ogden’s
terms, even the arguments deployed by atheists on behalf of
"engagement” in the world support this view of God’s reality

(cf.Ogden, op.cit:120-43, on Sartre).

The third stage in Ogden’'s argument is that the God in

whom belief is unavoidable is not the God of traditional



metaphysics, but of what he calls "neo-classical metaphysics”,
by which he means the God of process philosophy. It is here
that Ogden finds room for a genuine relatedness of God to
everything that happens in the world. "Relation”, "process” and
"becoming' replace "substance"” and "being" as the fundamental
structural properties of reality. God can be said to be
eminently relative, as to his actualized forms of being, while
retaining an objective absolute independence as to his identity
in abstracto. This model, Ogden thinks, does justice to the
distinctively Christian dialectical conception of God's
transcendental otherness than the world and his real

incarnational involvement in it.

The detailed exposition of a "process” model for God lies
well outside our scope (Robinson himself went on to favour

such a model in his Exploration into God {1967}), but Ogden's

approach 1leads us to make two comments here. Firstly, we
affirm his very clear perception of the issue which Christian
Radicalism struggled to articulate: that the conditions of
modern secularity require a way of thinking God which relates
him genuinely to the events and interests of this world, while
preserving a 'critical distance” which avoids the slide into

forms of naturalism.

But secondly, we raise a serious question mark against
any apologia that makes belief in God inevitable. Ogden's talk
of "ultimate worthwhileness” represents, at the crucial point, a
flight from reality which puts the claim to be offering a
notion of God fully caompatible with modern secularity under
severe strain. If it is true that religious people operate on
the basis of Ogden's "ineradicable confidence in the final
worth of things", is it also the case that the Gospel has
nothing to say to thase whose lot in life makes such serenity
harder to come by? The struggle to believe seems lacking from

Ogden's account.
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iii. Langdon Gilkey: Contingency, Relativity, Temporality.

A second interested observer of the radical scene, Gilkey
in his large work Naming the Whirlwind:the Renewal of God-
Language (1969) attempts to provide for the dimensions of
experience Ogden seems to leave out. Gilkey intends his book to
be a philosophical prolegomenon to a contemporary Christian
theology. He takes as his point of departure the efforts of
Altizer, Hamilton, van Buren and the Jewish scholar Richard
Rubenstein to develop in their wvarious ways a theclogical
method which can do without talk of God. His argument is that
the genuine insights of radical theology do eventually demand
the use of God-language 1if they are to be forged into a

coherent system.

4 hasis for such language may be found, Gilkey suggests,
if we meet the "secular mood” on its own ground and ask
whether there are features of the secular way of thinking and

erceiving the waorld (the "mind-set’” or unthematized "frame" of

g

thought which is usually held to render God-talk problematic)
which might invite the use of religious categories to thematize
them. The bulk of the book undertakes a long investigation into
the characteristic modern attitudes or dispositions of
contingency, relativity, temporality and autonomy. The first
three are experienced as negative, potentially threatening
constraints upon men, but the latter as the source of hope and

liberation (Gilkey, 1969(b) offers a summary).

Gilkey'’s main argument is that the way in which each of
the elements is experienced as a feature of pre-reflective
"ontic awareness" by modern people, regardless of how they may
be intellectually rationalized or "contained” at more reflective
levels, creates a pressure towards questions which the mental
frame set up by those elements alone is powerless to
comprehend. Sometimes, we feel compelled to ask about the
source and ground of our conditionedness, in the sense that

who we are and what we mean seems to be given to us. Or, we
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experience the threat of our own limitations; or wonder about
the whence of our values; or become aware that all our
rationalizing finally runs out on us, into mystery. In this way
talk of God may arise as the source of a disturbance in our
perceptions, as the Subject exerting the pressure we receive as
Objects, as the calling-into-question of the rudiments of our

secularity. (Gilkey, 19693 (a’:313; Gregor Smith, 1968:ch.7).

These moments of questioning, Gilkey says, may become the
occasions of 'hiercophany”, when the dimension of ultimacy
breaks into common experience. This is a more comprehensive
position than (Ogden's, because it includes as a real
possibility the experience of meaninglessness, the collapse of
the ultimate context of meaning into confrontation with the
"void", as yet another occasion for the manifestation of the
sacred. It is undoubtedly more adequate than Robinson's narrow
concentration upon personal relationship as the Iocus for the
isclosure of the divine. It attempts to seize upon both the
positive and negative moments of secularity in a way which
comes closer to acknowledging the dialectical elements in the
Christian way of talking of God. But it is still subject to the
general criticisms we now wish to bring against all these
attempts to Dby-pass the representations of religion in

bringing home the reality of God to modern people.

iv. Critique.

The first of three major criticisms of these attempts fo
construct a kind of religious phenomenology of secular
experience suggests that they are unrealistically culture-bound.
In the words of van Buren (1963:68), "one waonders where the
left wing existentialist theolaogians have found their ’'modern
man"'. Van Buren's criticism relates specifically to Ogden’'s

i3 i t th, where language about the Cross as a
"constantly present eschatological event” canses van Buren to
wonder whether a man who habitually thinks in such terms will

ial

be likely to analyse secular experience” in a manner
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corresponding to the experience of ordinary people. The
criticism is of wider application: the evidence is simply not
present that the "pre-reflective ontic awareness” of modern man
is as Ogden and Gilkey {(and Robinson, more superficially) make

it out.

Cox (1968: G1-4, 261-3) advances a similar criticism by
arguing that both Bultmann and Tillich belong essentially to an
earlier generation, an intellectual &lite with roots in the
liberal nineteenth-century Bildungsschicht. This generation
lived through the major oconvulsions of the crumbling of
Christendom and the decay of liberal theological idealism. It
is they, and not pragmatic modern man, who suffer the "cultural
Weltschmerz' necessary to bolster up a2 theology of "ultimate
questions”. But the emerging generations do not have to clear a
space for religious awareness in a secular experience from
which God seems to have departed. Instead, they look outward,
expecting that if God is to bhe confessed at all the basis for
doing so will come through practical and dynamic involvement

together in the events of history {(cf.van Peursen, 1967).

Both van Buren and Cox over-estimate the purposive
practical-mindedness of modern people, and ignore the evidence
for the persistence of a manifold confusion of religious ideas
and the fragmentation of cultural life at mass levels. But the
point stands that there will have to be a far greater
everydayishness about the contemporary confession of God than
most of the radicals allowed (although this idea was present
in Bonhoeffer). To put it another way, the kindling of the
religious imagination can only be achieved on the basis of a
fairly wunglamorous and cool appraisal of the contemporary

social facts: this is what secularity properly demands.
Secondly, as we have already indicated in our treatment

of Ogden, it will not do to set ahbout proving to the unbeliever

that he believes in God malgré lui. For it is never necessary
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to interpret any experience in a religious manner, since the
classification of something as religious depends upon its
incorporation within a particular cultural system which is
oriented to the tramnscendent; and it is always open to any
individual to choose not to place his experience in such a

context.

Furthermore, even if it were agreed that certain
experiences did seem to point to a dimension of ultimacy or
transcendence, this would still not necessitate speaking of
"God" simply on that account. Ogden, for example, approaches
God's reality along lines far removed from the Biblical
categories which traditionally shape the confession of God in
personal terms within the Christian tradition. But, at a
particular point in the text, he suddenly begins to refer to
God as "he"”, without explicit justification <(on this see Kee,
1970:42f.) Belief in God is only made inevitable if you define
God in a way which makes him more or less analytic in the

concept of experience itself.

But God has meaning within the framework of particular
religious traditions, and not as an extraction from experience
of any kind. And so our third criticism of "secular" approaches
to theism is that all the theologians who propose them are
Christians, who for the purposes of the exercise pretend not to
be. The analyses of Robinson, Ogden and Gilkey all proceed from

faith.

Since it is explicitly admitted by Gilkey, at least, that
the "experience” under analysis is a pre-reflective,
unthematized ontic condition, it can only be the analysis of
the "secular experience” of a man of faith which is offered,
which is therefore not universal.” There is & "hidden agenda”
involved: the theologians see and interpret the world in the
way they do, even when they are doing it "non-religiously”,

because they are participants in a religious tradition which
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inescapably shapes the way they think, precisely because it

moulds their pre-reflective mental frame.®

The point we are making is this: God is confessed in a
certain way in, through and with everyday "secular" experience
by certain persons because of the religious tradition which
predisposes them to do so. By birth or by conversion (as we
might say, by being once or twice-born believers), they have
become socialized, acculturated, acclimatized: the tradition is
the air they breathe, or the ocean in which they swim. They are
"in their element”. This understanding can embrace both the
stirictest neo-Orthodox insistence upon the objective givenness
of God and Revelation and the largely unreflective and habitual
religious observance of those who have been brought up within,
or indeed only on the fringes of, a particular tradition. In the
words of John Macquarrie:

We believe in the midst of this ambiguous world because
we have found 1n it a tradition of faith,  which has made
sens2 of some of its puzzles, and has offered a way of
life that is both laid upon us as a demand and is at the

sama time supported and empowered by a grace that comes
from beyond our little human resources (1367:109;

BHERSS-AS—MRE

The analysis of secular experience will not yield any
generalized or universal indicators of the reality of God, but
only such as form part of the ontic awareness of the person
conducting the analysis. But this is not a cause for dismay.
For what we have is a wide range of particular instances of
religious orientation, from the austere demands of Barthianism
to the confused and tentative half-belief of the occasional
churchgoer or folk-religionist, all socially objectified and
made visible through the medium of religious practice. Together
these provide the basis for a possible programme of "faith
seeking understanding” under contemporary conditions, the goal
of which would be a thematized, i.e.theologically formulated,
statement of the doctrine of the God who is thus confessed

(cf.Lindbeck, 1980:38ff, 114; Ward, 1577).



Religious traditions express an orientation to
transcendence, which always stands in a double relation of
affirmation and denial toward the prevailing order. The secular
theologies we have looked at so far have striven with
considerable difficulty to define the transcendent element in
an analysis which tries to treat secular experience as in a
more or less undifferentiated way the arena of God's
disclosure. In the nexft section, we furn to investigate a
number of attempts to specify just where the crucial, critical
"break” represented by the transcendent is to be located.

-~

3. The Quest for Transcendence.

i. Thomas Altizer: the Coincidentia Oppositorum.

Altizer's position constitutes a kind of limiting case in
the discussion of how radical theology sees the transcendent
being located in a secular doctrine of God, because on the face
of it his theology claims to be a "Christian atheism” committed
to the radical denial of transcendence in all forms. Employing
a heady blend of Hegel, Blake and Nietzsche, Altizer attempts
to construct a systematic theological rationale for the
collapse of transcendence, and turn "death of God" from a
cultural mood, or a subjective experience, into a historical and
cosmic event forming the linch-pin of a kind of anti-
metaphysic (see Altizer, 1967 and 1968; Ogletree, 1966:ch.4;
K.Hamilton, 1966 (b):64-75; Kee, 1970:81-09).

The nub of Altizer’'s contribution can be put in terms less
calculated to shock than those he normally employs. On the
basis of a Hegelian notion of the dialectical self-negation of
Spirit, Altizer invites us to take the kenotic movement of the
Incarnation with utter seriousness. Here, once and for all, the
"primordial”, transcendent God of religion, who was 8pirit,
emptied himself into flesh; and so, with the Crucifixion of
Jesus, God literally died. The death of Jesus means for Altizer

the passage from a particular into a universal incarnation, so

[§V]
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that Christians are now called upon to seek an "epiphany of
the eschatological Christ” in the immediacy, openness and
profanity of the secular, in "what lies before us”, "in every

bhuman hand and face”, a favourite phrase of Altizer's.

This means that, for Altizer, the secularity of the
present age, in the extreme sense of being radically without
religion, unholy, preofane, marks the iiist historical instance
of the full affirmation of the implications of Christianity. He
calls upon believers to join in embracing and immersing
themselves in profane, secular life. in a determination to
carry through the complete dialectical negation of whatever
vestigeé of a ‘"primordial sacred” remain, including those
preserved in traditional religion, which continues to worship
the "decaying body” of a God who has long since passed out of
the spiritual form into the body of humanity. In the end, the
new form of the sacred will emerge in the new humanity,
through the final 'coincidence of the opposites” (a phrase from
the religious phenomenclogy of Mircea Eliade, another major

influence upan Altizer).

Altizer's position, then, 1is neither conventionally
atheistic nor entirely lacking in & transcendent perspective.
For he intends to affirm as forcefully as possible that God is
here, and nowhere else. Further, he insists upon the immense
risk involved in letting go the last remnants of the old idea
of the sacred, and really affirming the world as it now is, not
just for its own sake but for the sake of an eschatolagical
form cf the sacred whose appearance is anticipated. In all of
this Altizer is very far from hbeing 2 "secular theologian”; but
there are still severe difficulties in the way of accepting his
position as a Christian possibility.

of Altizer's refusal to

o

The problems mostly arise ocu
specify in either concrete or practical terms what his rather

rhapsodic Christian embracing of the profane actually involves.



How, for example, does the Christian Yes-saying to the world
differ from the world-affirmation of the kind of
pragmatically-minded, rather unimaginative secular man such as
van Buren always has in mind? Altizer's stance does seem to
imply some kind of uncritical quietism towards secular culture,
in which everything that appears to deny the very substance of
the Christian hope has to be the more wholeheartedly accepted,
in order that this acceptance may somehow eventually lead to

its being transformed into its opposite.

With Altizer it is as though, in the dialectical movement
of faith, the moments of the dialectic were taking place
successively rather than simultaneously and reciprocally. In
other words, we are now in the phase where God has completed
his own self-negation as Spirit, and it is now up to man to
respond in a total affirmation of flesh. But this is precisely
what faith will not permit us to do wunivocally and
unambiguously; for in every act of seeking to grasp and affirm
the world, its order and meaning and our place in it, faith
issues a "Yes, but..” which impels the pursuit of something
more than what is directly and empirically given. Altizer’s
approach entails the complete postponement of any such
dialectical reversal until the next, and unpredictable,

eschatological phase comes into being.

ii. Gordon Kaufman: Limit as Personal.

Kaufman's influential essay on transcendence (1967) seeks
to sharpen the kind of perspective already found in Ogden and
Gilkey, by making more room for the essential caveat or
proviso placed by faith upon all analyses of experience as the
ground of talk about God. Kaufman's proposal is basically this:
talk of God and of transcendence arises when what ultimately
limits all human endeavour and possibility is understood by
means of a personal analogy. That is, religious ideas are not
invited by Jjust any experience of human limitation, but only

when what sets limits to our powers, our willing and acting,



and constricts our horizons, is conceived as similar to our
being restrained by the conflicting or competing wills or

actions of others.

For when we encounter other persons, we recognize we are
up against something irreducible, non-manipulable, because
radically other than ourselves. Our world-view is invariably
called into question whenever we permit the thought to enter in
that we have to share the same world with others. Other selves
are not available tc us to be fitted as constituent parts in
our construction of reality: they possess constructions of
their awn. A perceptual shift occurs, which is the inbreaking
of transcendence, when we see that what is true about the
intrusion of other persons radically qualifies the whole of any

"sewn—up'" world-view we might have, seen as a totality.

Kaufman's proposal reverts, in a sense, to the territory
of "personal relationship” marked out by Robinson, but in a
more suggestive way. For religious faith is lived out not alone
but corporately; and the processes whereby opinions and ways
of seeing the world are repeatedly called into question and
qualified by successive encounters with others, go to nourish
and build up faith. Out of such experiences springs the
recognition of God as one whe both confirms and criticises the
believer's present resting-place in the warld, and grants a
kind of security which is gratefully received in return for a
promise to pursue further possibilities which lie, as yet,

beyond the bheliever's horizon.

Other ways bave been suggested of incorporating a
creative disjunction or perception of the extraordinary within
the ordinary, by escalation of the ordinary towards certain
non-negotiable limits {(van Buren, 1968¢b); Wren-Lewis, 1964 (a);

till only lie

i

Gregor Smith, 1966:124). Nevertheless, these ways
at the very edges of what the Christian message has to say to

the contemporary secular situation, and do not yet fulfil the
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aim of Christian Radicalism of producing a proclamation of the

Gospel of God which can actually reach secular man where he

is.

iii. Alistair Kee: the Alternative Way.

Coming right at the end of our period, Kee's The Way of

surveyed
most of the previous aftempts to express the Gospel in secular
fterms and found them wanting. There are two particular merits
in Kee's position: firstly, he does not try to present a
religionless approach, but instead argues that religious
practice itself will have to incorporate the ideas he Iis
proposing. Secondly, he insists that transcendence is the vital
concept to be retained and given expression, rather than any

a

=,

definition of God existing independently of the practice o

specific religious way of life.

Kee argues that "what theology is basically on to", as he
puts 1it, is that there is found to be "an insurmountable
obstacle fto man insofar as he pursues his own ends, but
equally, a never-failing source of power to pursue quite
different ends"” (Kee, op.cit:200). The important difference
among men today is whether they choose to pursue the "way of
immanence”, meaning, in New Testament ferms, "the broad way
that leads to destruction"®, the uncritically accepted way into
which they have been socialized, or the alternative "way of
transcendence” exemplified by Jesus. This way compels a man to
be critical of given realities:

In chaosing the way of transcendence, we make & value
Judgment that things are not as they seem, We are

disputing reality, We are disputing what the nature of
man really is (ibid;228-9),

In short, the content of the transcendent is the vision of an
alternative set of possibilities for the world. To put it
another way, there is another world, and it is this one, bui

changed.



Kee thinks that, in future, some who are committed to the
way of transcendence in Jesus may want to push through to a
confession of God as the ontological grounding for such faith
and for the striking over-againstness and self-authenticating
quality of the life it invites, but most will not. "Belief” will
cease to be a relevant category for questions about God; God is
not someone who is believed in, but lived under, acted upon and
responded to. Kee, in fact, ends his book by shelving the
ontological question completely: anyone who finds the way of
transcendence to be valid and rewarding, but then goes on to

ask why, has missed the point.

But we do not think this is so. For, given the forms of
religious culture, in ritual and image and practice, which can
carry the crientation to a changed world to which Kee refers,
the commitment he wants to see will lead to the confession of
God, by way of the worship of God. That is, it is less a case
of a rational decision to believe, than a discovery that, with
God, to think him is to know him, in practice. There can be no
concept, worked out in advance, of a God which a person might
or might not then come to know. The way in to all that can be
meant by "believing in"” God is through worshipping, praying,

and trying to pursue the religious way of life.

What Kee's account does make clear is that there are
many people who desire to follow the way of Jesus because they
find in it the pattern of a life and a society which surpasses
the world that now is, but who think their following of that
way will have to be ‘'non-religious” simply because the
religious culture of the churches available to them fails to
demonstrate the transcendent quality which attracted them to
Jesus in the first place. There is, therefore, no escaping the
fundamental problem of religion as the vehicle for expressing
and embodying intimations of transcendence and the meaning of

God.



iv. Harvey Cox: The Future.
One more approach to transcendence within the ambit of
the radical theology requires our attention. While the debate

about The Seqular City was under way, Cox turned to the work

of Ernst EBEloch for help in articulating the way he saw God
related to present secular history, in response to critics who
had accused him of simply dissolving God into the movement of
social change. For Bloch, in his [Frinzip der Hoffpung, man is
cardinally the creature who haopes; and Bloch attempts to posit
an objective correlation between the "Traum nach vorwaerts” in
which man engages and the actual structural and historical
possibilities for the world. That is, man's dream is not just

an empty or arbitrary ome.

Cox suggests that a biblical theism might well provide
the link sought by Bloch between the persistent dream of the
ideal and the historical realities. He writes:

If we can affirm anything which both defines and
transcends history it will be the future as it lives in
men’s imagination, nurtured by his memory and actualized

by his responsibility (Cox, 1966:187-203: see also Cox,
19677,

The relation of the future to the present is rather precisely
one of transcendence, insofar as temporal continuity is
combined with wunpredictability and un-determinedness. The
future can be imagined, provisionally planned for, dreamt about,
and conceived in the most ideal and perfectly fulfilled terms.
It is given to us-  but it still has to be worked at. The
future comes out of the unknown, but also develops from the
present and the past. As a model of the transcendent, the
future is thoroughly secular, because it is the future of the
world; but it is inescapably religious, because it promises

another world.
it is, of course, not to the +{heology of Christian

Radicalism that we should have to look to find the most

fruitful lines of development of the concept of futurity.'®
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But the idea of a creative vision of what might be, which can
be assembled from the materials of what already is in such a
way that there is a compulsion to turn what might be into what
will be, is an important one which was at least incipient in
some of the contributors to the radical theology {(cf.in popular
terns Phipps, 1966:171-2; Holloway, 1972:62-9; Woollard,
1972:66-7).

Ve have seen, in this section, how attempts fto convey the
meaning of theism through accounts of secular reality which
incorporate some means of standing aover against that same
reality and judging 1it, questioning it or marking it as
extraordinary even in its ordinariness, introduce a dimension
which makes them somewhat more successful than approaches
which simply aim to find grounds for talk of God in secular
experience as it is. But this dimension of transcendence still
requires a cultural vehicle for its expression, which is why we
still need to focus more explicitly on Christian Radicalism’s
attitude to religion. We have already seen that this was
problematic in Robinson, whose  prior commitment to
"religionlessness" disabled him from gaining due assistance
from the resources of his own tradition when searching for the

contemporary meaning of God and transcendence.
4. Religion, Transcendence and God.

i. The Dialectical Character of Christianity

Ve begin this section by applying to the specific case of
Christianity the sociological understanding of religion put
forward in Chapter IV. The Christian tradition fills out and
objectifies the orientation to the transcendent with the
content of a very particular vision, that disclosed in Jesus
Christ. Out of this 1is confessed a God who declares and
demonstrates his radical relational involvement with and

affirmation of the world, while at the same time standing

beyond it and beckoning men and wonmen towards a salvation
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which consists of a more perfect, eschatological and hence

transcendent- fulfilment of its potentialities.

Radical theology was unable to perceive this dialectical
pattern. It did not see that the '"other world” posited by
religion, as a 'sacred cosmos" (Berger), '"general order of
existence" <(Geertz) or "super-empirical transcendent reality”
(Robertson), precisely because it comes to manifest a "uniquely
realistic aura of factuality”, cannot in the end leave the world
be. The main fraditions of understanding the social functions
of religion, in terms of integrating the social group around a
legitimated concept of social order, and providing constructs
of meaning in the face of situations which would threaten it,
do not merely support a socially quietist and uncreative role

for religion.

For these unitive and assuring functions are necessary to
undergird the purposive activity of the religious group within
their social world, even such activities as are designed to
change it. To put it another way, the critical and prophetic
functions of religion are ironically reliant upon those
mainstream functions which in themselves appear more likely to
uphold the status quo. Hence a dialectical tension appears,
which we are saying is typical of all religion, allowing for
the likelihood of the category 'religion” being one which owes
its origin to a Judaeo-Christian context of understanding (zee
supra:78). As Barbara Hargrove writes:

This is the tension based on the common tendency, in
dealing with wmatters »f wultimate concern and sacred
character, to want to preserve them in their exact form
because they are too holy to manipulate, This 1is
contrasted with an appreciation of the sacrad cosmos as
the repository of unreached 1deals and uniapped power,
out of which may come at any time the impetus for major

change leading to a batter realization of those 1deals
{Hargrove, 1979:59),

The Christian religion is characterized by a sharpening

of this tension to the very highest degree. The more the
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situation of faith within the world becomes precarious, the
greater the pressures tb defend those symbolic constituents of
the sacred cosmos which hold together +the diminishing
religious group, underline thelr identity and offer rationalss
for their increasingly threatened status. But, conversely, the
requirement also becomes the greater for new creative

initiatives to pose a prophetic challenge to the world,

It is impm"tanf to identify this as a tension inherent
within religion, and eminently so in the Christian religion, If
does not lie between "religion" and "Christianity", or 'religioan”
and "faith”, nor even between "good” and “bad” faith, or
PYauthentic” and "alienating” religion. This is not to say that
no such value judgment:s are possible: an undialectical religion
may well be alienating and a vehicle of bad faith. Buf, there
nust be no dismissal of, for example, a religion which
legitimates as inevitably. opposed ta  "faith”, Ttrue

Christianity”, or any other term implying ungqualified 'appraval.

Radical theology displays a clear fendency to dismiss
religion as inimical to the spirit of Christian faith, along
the lines of Bonhoeffer rather than Barth {supra:68?. Sometimes
it distinguishes between "true" and "false" (idolatrous or
inauthentic) religion, and then equates "true Christianity" with
the farmer. Such a course is doubly removed franm social
realities: firstly, it is faulty in its judgment upon religion
in general, and secondly, it is unrealistic in supposing that
what 1t sees as "true Christianity” could be fully realized in
socico~cultural form. With these considerations in mind, we may
now look quite briefly at a number of approaches to religion

inr and around the ambit of Christian Radicalisn.

ii. Altizer: Religion as Regression.
In the case of Altizer, the entire hasis for any kind of
identifiably separate religious culture whatsoever has heen

nullified in the decisive events of Incarnation and Cross. His
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position emerges as a kind of neo-primitivism in which the
category "religion” is no longer relevant to the circumstances.
For Altizer, any religious movement referring to another world,
an alternative order or a transcendent possibility is a
disastrous regression to a pre-incarnate form of faith.
Religion is a backward movement toward spirit, whereas
Christianity loocks forward to a contemporary and hitherto

unknown epiphany 0f the sacred throuvgh a dialectical

affirmation of the profane.

The logic of Altizer's position is self-contained, and its
practical insufficiencies have already been mentioned. But the
judgment upon religion is one-sided, for the analogy of
backward znd forward movements might just as well be applied
to the perpetual dialectical +tension of religion. In New
Testament terms, faith moves hetween the poles of he arché and
ta kaina, or again, to proton and to eschaton (Minear, 1965).
The rituals of a Remembrance Day, for example, anohor the
sacrificial deaths of the war-dead in a frame of timelessness
which forever affirms the values for which they fought, but
simultaneously look to a day when wars shall be no more. Only
the God who has been "our help in ages past” can likewise be

declared "our hope for years to come'.

iii. Wren-Lewis: Religion as Neurosis.

The view that religion is a "neurotic" condition is taken
over by Wren-Lewis (1964<a)) rather loosely from Freud.
Without relying very extensively on the details of the Freudian
understanding, Wren-Lewis argues that religion sees mankind as
needing to bring itself into 1line with a ’'theory”, a
hypothetical cosmic order behind the scenes where truth is
located. As a result, religion paralyses creative endeavour in
the world and holds its subjects in thrall to supposed "occult
powers". It fails to create the conditicns of love and
reconciliation for which it is supposed toc stand, because it is
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and then prevents people from playing it for fear of breaking

the rules.

This does not mean that Wren-Lewis sees no need for the
activities of worship:
We need a Church, a practical vreligion,, [but] the
traditional forms of worship, from the Guaker tn the

Catholic, are too loaded with the neurntic associations
of tha past to be of any use at all (art,cit d4),

His own experience of the Church was doubtless a damaging one;
but, unfortunately, what he calls 'neurotic associations” are
part of the very fibre of the religious enterprise. You cannot
have experiment, pragmatism and openness without '"theory”
continuities and givenness. Some of the uncreative, uncritically
accepted "occult powers” of today’s religion are, after all, the
still  live embers of yvesterday's experimental religious
openness. The church Wren-Lewis "needs" will never be found; at

least, not for long.

iv. The Pelzez: Religion as Bogus Certainty.

Verner and Lotte Pelz, whose book God is No More iz one

of the more idiosyncratic products of Christian Radicalism in
Britain, make another wholly negative appraisal of religion.
They treat it as an easy way out, a means of abdicating
responsibility for making moral decisions in the novum of the
moment and for living authentically in relation with one's

fellows:

Religion gives wus the feeling of wultimate socurity,
offers us something definite to believe in, persuades us
that we know what we believe and convinces us that we
really believe what we think we believe,, Religion also
gives wus the opportunity to experience the 'joy of
fellowship' of shared beliefs and convictions on
comparatively inexpensive terms,, Religion justifies us
in all we do- «c¢’est son métier~ for even when it
admonishes us in our failures, it does so only by letting
us know what we should have done | Religisn {5 the
apothensis of the 'law',, (W & L, Pelz, 1963106f )



The Pelzes’' alternative, a breathless and exotic state of
being continually captivated by the maddening elusiveness of
the words of Jesus, is certainly far more exciting, on the face
of it, than mere workaday religion. But the Pelzes want to cut
themselves off completely from the existing communities of
faith, the undertow of religious subculture and the necessary
securities of routine and familiar tradition. They assume that
decisions taken almost automatically, on the basis of deeply
ingrained, socialized-in =ymbols and values, cannot be
authentic, cannot embody the true "mind of Christ”. Such
assumptions are likely toc make the reality of God more, and

not 1less, remote from the perceptions of ordinar "secular”
’ P )

Further reference to the issues raised by the Pelzes’
critique of religion will be found in Chapter XIIL infra, on the
ethice of Christian Radicalism. Here, however, we wish to
balance the treatment by including ftwo more moderate views by

sympathetic commentators on aspects of the radical scene.

v. Daniel Jenkins: Religion and the Crisis of Faith.

Religion, as man's aspiration after God and as his
response  to him, thrusts him into a realm beyond the
superficial appearance of evary day, It makes him awara
of the claims of another world than that conditioned by
space and time and of other purposes than  those which
present themselves naturally to him in the aidst of his
sacular woccasions, [t sets a gquesiion mark against all
his buying and selling, his wmarrying and giving in
marriage, and asks him, ‘What doth it profit a man if he
gain the whole world and lose his own soul?' (Jenkinz,
1362:717,

H
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re is a contributor who shows himseif very much more aware
of the transcendent dimension of religion and the critical
tensions it introduces into the perception of reality. Indeed,
this passage of Jenkins somewhat overstates the case; for it
is manifestly not true, for example, that the Christian religion
"sets a question mark” against marriage for the vast majority

of thase who seek religious endorsement of the contract.

A%
3%
g



Rather, religion signs, seals and delivers it and bestows upon
it a quality of sacredness which a civil ceremony alone cannot
do. This, indeed, is a good illustration of just one phase in

religion’s dialectic.

But elsewhere, Jenkins pufts it more subtly, in terms of
the relation between religion and faith:
The mark of a good church order 1s,, the axtent of its
ability to keep thrusting the church's religion into the

trisis of faith, and to keep doing this even while 1t is
syrrounded by all the pracious fruitls of faith (ibid;46R),

Faith, Jenkinz here recognises, as the originating and
underlying disposition involved in  the religious life,
inevitably produces its religious expressions as the cultural
channels through which it is conveyed. Far from being an
encumbrance or an obstacle to faith, these embodiments are
"precious fruits" which are able, in their turn, to produce yet
more faith in those who make use of them. The fruits only go
bad and lose their value when they no longer serve to enable
this process of faith-prodocing-religion, religion-producing-

faith (cf.Morris, 1964:ch.6; Macquarrie, 1967:741).

It is the arrangement of the Church's worshipping life
and activities which is ultimately responsible for seeing to it
that this continuum occurs, through which the idea and the
reality of God as both with us and bheyond us is kept alive and

transmitted over time in culture and society.

vi. Allan Galloway: Cult and Culture.
Galloway's account of religion, from his 1997 publication

Faith in_ a Changing Culture, illustrates well the resources

available in the work of Tillich on religion, upon which

Robinson completely failed to draw in Honest to God (see

especially Tillich, 1956 & 1957). The Christian tradition
provides the elements for seeking a disclosure of fhe holy

both through what is, and through a vision of what ought to
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be, which have historically been polarized into the typical
forms o0f Catholic sacramentalism and Protestant ethical-
prophetic religion. But the polarization is merely a reifying

and "freezing” of either moment of a dialectic.

[t is possible for religion to become so isomorphic with
the caontours o0f a <culture that it retains no leverage for
stimulating social change; that is a familiar enough danger.
But it is also possible for a stance of strenuous resistance to
the contemporary ethos fto leave a religion with little more
than an idolatrous fixation upon past forms, structures and

dogmas.

Galloway views the task of the religious cult- all the
unambiguously and visibly '"religious" trappings of the whale
Christian system- as that of mediating between these
positions. The cult, in its orientation upon the transcendent
object, serves to prevent the religious ultimate, the fulfilment
of the world that is the promise and call of God, from
becoming totally assimilated to secular culture. But it is also
the only medium for bringing the transcendent into vital
contact with the culture in which it must seek realization.
Religion continually negotiates the knife-edge of this dual

role.'’

vii. Conclusions.

Ve have argued in this chapter that it is unhelpful and
mizleading to suppose that the way to a repristination of
thelsm under secular conditions lies through "religionlessness”.
This applies, not only Lo the more extreme idea of a faith
literally without worship or sacred abjectifications, as in
Altizer, but also to the more guarded sense favoured by
Robinson, which looks to the retention of a form of organized
religion shorn of its "other-worldly” orientaticon. To return for

a moment to Kobinson's view, he writes:



The purpose of worship is not to retire from the secular
into the depariment of the religious, let alone to escape
from 'this world' into 'the other world',K but to open
oneself to the meaning of the Christ in the common, to
that which has the power to penetrate its superficiality
and redeem it from its aliemation (Robinsan, 1363a:97;
emphasis mine),

Insofar as Robinson is clearly right to disapprove of religion

LR

as escape” or ‘'retirement", he fails to see that the
achievement of the aim we have emphasised in the passage above
depends upon a proper understanding of those religious
representations of "another world” which he is so keen to

abolish.

For the Christian religious tradition carries an extensive
agenda of double-edged symbols which simultaneously declare
both that we and the world are affirmed and cared for, rooted
in a principle of order and structured by meaning, and that
neither we nor the world can lay claim to ultimacy and static
is—ness, but are called to change, future fulfilment and final

transfiguration.

Bonhoeffer’'s speculations about religionlessness cannot be
made into grounds for 1letting the Church off the hook, when
its formal provisions for religious activity fail to engage
with the large majority of the people. We cannot conclude that
cultural conditions simply make it impossible for people to be
religious any more; we have to ask what is amiss with our
{i.e.the Church’s) religion, and how it might again become the
vehicle and the concrete means for crystallizing, sharpening
and summoning into action those perceptions which alone can
both undergird and change the world in the way the Gospel

demands.' =
The other ramifications of this basic conclusion, that the

reality of God comes first and foremost through his being

confessed, warshipped and <(imperfectly) obeyed within the

227



provisions of a 1living religious tradition, are all matters
which will receive more extensive comment later on.

Firstly, we accept the view that a secular society which
differentiates the specialist sub-system of religion can have
advantages for the promotion of the healthy and distinctively
Christian tension we have been discussing (cf. Ling, 1963;
Gardner, 1965; Casserley, 1965). We need to grasp the religious
opportunities relative isolation offers, and neither to bemocan

secularization with the conservative Christian, nor to urge

i

compliance with 1its premises after the manner of come le
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subtle pronouncements of the radicals. But this is a

programmatic issue for Chapter X.

Secondly, our position means taking all manner of "fringe
practices” around the penumbra of the Church much more
seriously than Christian Radicalism was inclined to do.
Policies which assume a situation of post-Christian heathenism
and concentrate exclusively onrn the “commitment” approach to
the core religious minority, are wasteful in their stewardship
of the religious resources of the people. Folk religion is far
too much of a 1living, chaotic, confused and persistent force
for the Christian churches to be able to afford not to assume
responsibility for it.

For religion engages in sacred world-construction,
embodied in ritual, symbol and social form: and the Church
cannot hope to promote that construction which is impelled and
informed by the vision of Jesus, without seeking to disentangle
and understand the complex and compromised items. of its own
cultural heritage which appear dimly and distortingly reflected
in the bhall of mirrors constituted by the religious universes
people actually sustain (see Martin, 1967; Hickling, 1968;
Vidler, 1962; Habgood, 1983:ch.5).

Thirdly, the renewal of liturgy is really not just an in-
group preoccupation of the churches. For the language and

ritual of liturgy must perform the double function of making
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the praise of God spring directly from a genuine relatedness
to the secular concerns of day-to-day living, and opening up
the critical gap between the ordinary and everyday and the
constraining vision of the transcendent out of which God acts
and speaks. We shall allude further to this in the closing

chapter of the thesis.

Finally, this chapter supports a conclusion which is
general throughout the thesis and will be restated more fully
at the end. It is a plea for ecclesiological realism. The
radical theologians tended to envisage ideal congregations
bearing little relation to any existing ones, and to reject the
existing ones for their cosy other-waorldliness, or dismiss
them as irrelevant to the task of secular mission. But a
secular theology cannot retreat from dealing with concrete
realities at the wvery point where the primary tangible,
historico-cultural embodiment of theological meanings is to be
found. The ecclesiology of Christian Radicalism was, for the

most part, sadly out of touch with the churches.

Throughout our discussion we have spoken freely of the
specifically Christian content of transcendence which sets up a
particularly acute tension between the religious legitimation
of certain world-orders and the critical offer of creative
alternatives. There 1is one important approach to a secular
theology found within Christian Radicalism which we have not
covered in this chapter, because it merits separate treatment
in a chapter of its own.

This approach places in centre-stage the "specifically
Christian content” to the exclusion of all other theistic
possibilities, by focusing upon the human figure of Jesus of
Nazareth as all that is contained in, or could possibly be
meant by, Christian talk of God. It is to this Jesucentric
tradition that we turn in the next chapter; and we shall argue

that it does not provide a convenient way of by-passing the
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questions which we have maintained in this chapter are raised

by our sociological understanding of religion.

NOTES,

t, There has been no shortage of very able critiques of Robinson expesing the
shnrtcomin?s of his proposals vis-a-vis orthodoxy, or as a ﬂiece of sgstenatic
theolo?ica scholarship, Among these are the reviews by Herbert Mclabe and
H EW Turner, and the article by David Jenkins, in ¢ 142-!
165-60; 194-206; lan Ramsey's sirictures on Robinson's understanding of religious
lan ua%e, in Christian Discourse (1975:61-90), and Mascall's surgical dissection in
¢h,3 of The Sacularjzation of Cb:jszianit¥, But we are more concerned with why the
book fails as an experiment in secular theology, Since our detailed discussion of
sacularization in theological understanding does not come until Chapter X, we are
using the term "secular” provisionally in this chapter to mean "pertaining to this

one, experienced world as the sole substantive reality there is,’

2, In ﬁgngs&_jg_ﬁgﬂ Robinson's interweaving of the discussion with references to
Hartin Guber seems rather abrugtl to interrupt the flow of his gemeral reliance an
Tillich, However, Robinson wrote ﬁis doctoral thesis on Buber, and he explains mare
fully Buber's considerable influence on him in the Prologue to ' 104,
under the title "Quest for the Personal’, This is why Robinson's "secular” thealogy
is 50 thoroua?%l (and inadequately) only a "personalist” theoloan, '
3, Even in ch 4 of HnngiL:LLJhnl where the model of union with the Ground of Being
as Love is "Christologized®, the ambiquity remains as to whether Robinson is makin? F
tlaim for something %?nerally true ‘of experience, or saying that Christ actually
introduces something that was not there before, Thus he says that Jesus emplies
hinself of himself as man, in order to disclose the God who is present "at deYtWH
'Far it is making himself nothing, in his utter self-surrender to others in love,
that he discloses and lays bare the Ground of man's being as Love” (75), But then he
generalizas: "For at this point, of lave 'to the uttermost’, we encounter God, the
ultimate 'depth’ of oue being, the unconditional in the conditioned” (76; empﬁasis
mine}, It is naver clear whether this new mode of relationship can be secularly
disclosed regardless of its being preseni, or not, within the Christian community, or
whether the explicitl¥ Christian 1ngut is required in order to bring it into being,
David Jenkins (art,cil;203-4) has shown that what Robinson wants io say about Jesus
requires more weight to be given to traditional conceptions of the iranscendence of
God in order to be coherent,

4, It may appear as if all this is a heavier critical treatment than the theological
flimsiness of Robinson's book is worth, But it should be rememberad that we are
interested in the curious disproportion between the immense impact of the book at the
time and the small significance accorded to the radicalism of the sixties in the
Church of today, The important theolagical questions are not confined to an academic
analysis of what Robinson has put on the pa?f

5, The "Schleiermacher tradition" originally meant clearing a space for religious
experience as something swi gemeris, Schleiermacher, in his %hl_ReIEginn:_ﬁfgthgi_ia
its Cultured Despisers (17997, claimed thal religion "resigns at once all clain on

anything that belongs either to science or morality”, He meani that while religien is
unable to pronounce upon what we can know about the material world, and cannot
prascribe unilaterally what we ought to do, nevertheless it has its proper sphere of
validity in the area of how it feels o exist in the world, By "feeling” (Gofuehl) is
neant a pre-reflective condition of onlic awareness, about which religion begins ts
reflect; and when it does so, it concludes that the essential nature of this
awareness 15 one of baing "absolutel{ dependent”, In relation to any conceivable
abject or circumstance In the world, man knows himself to be partly free
(autonomousi, partly dependent: but in "piety” the balance tips wholly on to the
dependent side (see Jenkins, 1966:25-55), The difference between Schleiarmacher and
the development of his tradition in the theologians we are exanining here is that
they, sensitised by a century and a half of “projectionism”, sociological and
psycﬁological reductionisn and other theories keen to demolish the claim fhat there
1s such ‘a thing as religious experience in its own right, prefer to examine what
asqects of the entire range of normal experience might justify the use of religious
talk about them,

£, To illustrate, Uran-lewis contends that the religious authorities who opposed
Galileo were not merely being reactionary, Thay simply could not conceive that
anything as mundane as what you could see through a telescope could be of any
re{evance to the ultimate truth, "how things really are”,

7, Gregor Smith has ar?ued that this is the case with Anseln’s ontolagical argument
(Swith, 1966:59-64), Although the letter of the argument involves the usa aof pure
discursive reasoning, Christo remofo, to arrive at the concept of God, what the

o
()
<



spirit of it amounts to is the recognition that, from within the perspective of
faith, to think God is to know and entounter him, In the proctess of fides guasrens
intellectun, there can be no conceptualization of God (essence) which leaves open the
guestion of whether the concept is instantiated (existence),

5, This is perhaps the enly wa{ in whith Barth's insistente upon the absolute
determinative objectivity of revelation and Word can be made sense of, for Barth
seens to be offering a monumental analysis of how things apfear from within the pre-
rational experience of a particularly he%?htened Protestant type of faith: a being
%rasped from beyond, critically apprehended by a compelling Word and forcefully
dislodged from the perceptual centre of one’s own universe, The Barthian analogia
fidei would otherwise appear to provide us no means of hoisting ourselves on to the
epistemological platform from which, with Barth we might survey the world from God's
point of view; or else, the only way up would be ai” the expense of our historical
aarticularity and hence our proper humanity,

5, Matthew 7:13,

10, See e,g, Moltmann (1979:15-16); "The vision of a gqualitatively new future of
histary can become a transcandent horizon which opens up and stimulates the process
of transcending towards a new historical future,, [This vision] already puls its
stamp on the way history is experienced and moulded here in the presant”, Moltmann of
course wsorked out his eschalological understanding (Inggjgu§L_gj__ﬁggg, 1967) in
dialogue with the work of Ernst Bloch, Pannenberg (1963) has consiructed a
transtendental ontology in which futurity replaces categories of substance for talk
of God, who appears as "the power of the future”, Metz (1955) views the caEacity of
nankind to envisage and take responsibility for the fulure as a crucial link between
the Gospel's understanding of the world in faith and hope, and the process of
secularization as the world's coming-fo-itself in its worldliness, Robert King
(1974:1041f,} thinks that the notion of the future is the concept of ‘transcendence
nost likely to make sense to the modern secular mind, Robinson (1967:101ff ) has
given Biblical grounds for thinkinq God in terms of the one who goes before, the
Summons, ha that lies always ahead of us,

{1, Blackham (1966} has given a classification of types of religion designed o show
the kinds of alliances ‘cultural, political, popular and ecclesiastical, inta which
the basic drive of faith enters in changing configurations through history, '

12, Activitias like informal small-group worshlf, house-grou? study and chaplaincy=
type involvement in factories or hospitals may look like "religionless Christianity”
to the cler?y, who are imbued with the ethos of ecclesiastical life, but for lay
peaple, as for our approach hera, they are still very much religion; a chastened
reliaion seeking occasion for iis syméls to bud into renewed vilality, Armstrong
(1964) draws a parallel betwean the self-styled “secular Christians” and the Gnostics
of the early Christian centuries, who sav themselves, the pmeumatifoi, as having
grogressed beyond the "merely religious® psychikol, But, Arstrong says, it belongs
9 man's humanness as a sotial beiné to abjectify in symbols and to institutionalize,
Yithout a proaramme of transcendenfal religion to accompany it, Robinson's idea of
the secular Christian life would only evaporate inte "living a decent life", David
Jenkins wrote in an article in Fromfier in 1968, "To whom do we pray?” that our
groblem is not how to bacome religionless but that our existing religion is "neither
ere nor there”: neither keyed in to actual concrete concerns, nor really revelatory
of the compelling power of the transcendent,
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CHAPTER IX: CHRISTIANS AND THE HUMANITY QOF JESUS.

Vhen the question of an objective, transcendent God is
judged too problematic, for the time being, to be capable of
solution, the radical theologian has recourse instead to the
person of Jesus of Nazareth. For Jesus, despite whatever
dogmatic conundrums Christian history may have erected around
him, remains at 1least a historical individual of a certain
character. The empirical availability of Jesus, while scarcely
without its difficulties, was an assumption made easier for the
theologians of the 1960s in virtue of the post-Bultmannite "new
quast o0f the bhistorical Jesus”, which asserted that some

conrtinuity between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith

was essential to the rational integrity of the kerygma.’

The theologians we are considering largely accepted the
principles of the "new quest”, to the effect that despite being
Christologically and keygmatically interpreted through and
through, the Gospel accounts do yield the portrait of an
individual possessing certain highly distinctive and striking
features which account for the kerygma taking the form it did.
They believed, therefore, fthat they were justified in appealing

te the human Jesus as the ground of a secular form of faith.

1. Van Buren and The Secular Meaning of the Gospel.

i. General Observations.

We shall begin by discussing Paul van Buren’s The Secular

Meaning of the Gospel as the most sustained attempt to
construct a "theology” without God but decisively focused upon
Jesus, We shall concentrate upon the use made of the figure of
Jesus by van Buren and others in their Jesu-centric accounts
of faith, and then offer a critique stimulated again by our
sociological understanding of religion. To lay the groundwork
for a more specific attention to Jesus, we need to consider

certain general problems of van Buren's work.
5
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The heart of the matter concerning Jesus is found in
chapters 5 and 6 of The Secular Meaping of the Gospel, and
especially pages 117-45 (page references being to the 1963 SCH
"Cheap Edition"™). In order to be in a position to approach

these, we give a summary analysis of the preceding contents.

Van Buren acknowledges his indebtedness to Bonhoeffer at
the wvery beginning of his book. He intends to offer a
contribution to the quest for a "non-religious interpretation
of biblical concepts”: and the way he intends to do it is by
means of an analysis of what people mean when they use the
language of faith. It 1is an exercise in fides quaerens
intellectum, where the fides belongs to a "secular man" who is
himself not a little puzzled about what his religion is really
all about. This means that van Buren can be exempted from the
criticism we made of Robinson, Ogden and Gilkey, about
purporting to be offering an analysis of secular experience
without recognizing that this is only such experience as it
appears to a religious man. Van Buren never claims to be doing
anything other than interprefing faith to those who find

themselves professing if.

He illustrates the background to his problem from Antony
Flew’'s sceptical version of John Visdom's parable of the
gardener (which shows how religious assertions which seem at
first to be about actual states of affairs can die "the death
of a thousand qualifications), and from Bultmann's programme
of demythologizing <(van Buren, op.cit:3-6). Bultmann's solution
tc the problem of theoclogical meaning will not do, van Buren
cays, because it can be attacked from both sides.

The "right", typified by Barth, claim that it empties the
Gospel of all its distinctive revelatory particularity, while
the "left”, represented by Ogden, criticise it for irraticnally
wanting to hang on to the unigqueness of the Christ-event
{ibid:7-12). But van Buren thinks that the proposals of right

and left alike depend upon rarefied and Pickwickian uses of



language, which only mystify the would-be believer about what

is actually meant.

But the philosophical school of (mostly British)
language—-analysts may enable wus, van Buren contends, to
understand better what the Christian means when he uses the
language his religion bequeaths to him. This school

...challenges  the Christian to think clearly, speak
simply, and say what he means without using words in

unusual ways, unless he makes 1t nauite clear what he is
doing (1bid: 153,

Any meaning disclozed by this method would be what van Buren
means by a "secular meaning of the Gospel”, for it would be the
fruit of the believer's self-understanding on the basis of

i3]

"certain empirical attitudes” which the modern culture obliges

him, willy-nilly, to adopt (ibid:19-20).

All of this is laid out in van Buren's careful
Introduction. Part One of the book proceeds with the ground-
clearing part of the programme. First a résumé of patristic
Christology is provided, with an adept account of the problems
involved in the categories of Chalcedan and the efforts of
"Biblical theology” to deal with them. Van Buren offers his own
earlier attempt at reconstruction in terms of "a Christology of
call and response”, with Jesus as the one who was seen and
confessed to be perfectly obedient to the call of Yahweh.
However, he concludes, this is still "sadly mythological, in

form if not in content” dbid:55).

In chapter 3, therefore, he moves on to consider in detail
the existentialist offer of a demythologized understanding,
largely through Ogden's proposals for improving upon Bultmann.
He lists five crucial objections. In particular, Ogden insists
on resorting to quixotic circumlocutions for "God” such as
"experienced  nonobjective reality”, which are no more

conprehensible than the word "God” itself. Moreover, he parts



company mare or less finally with the plain historical events

surrounding Jesus of Nazareth.

So, in chapter 4, van Buren turns to the linguistic
analysts. He tells us that attempts to eliminate "objectifying”
language about God and distinguish properly Christian talk of
God from mere 'religion” will not do, because there is still
much more in common between "the Gospel” thus interpreted and
the "religion” that is rejected, than there is between either of
them and the attitudes of the truly secular man. The question
is, Jjust how is the word "God” being wused, in either

case?(ibid:81-845.

To begin to discover an answer, van Buren offers the
insights of R.M.Hare on faith as a "blik", 1.T.Ramsey on models,
qualifiers and cosmic disclosures, T.R.Miles on ‘"silence
qualified by parables”, and R.B.Braithwaite on the use of
religious assertions as moral assertions, or declarations of
intent to bebave in a particular way. He informs us that he
intends, from now on, to adopt a non-cognitive "blik"
conception of faith, and to see how fruitful this can be in

elucidating the meaning of theological utterances (ibid:97ff).

Vhereas the philosophers in question have usually applied
their method to the problems of "natural theology”, van Buren
intends to bring it to bear upon the distinctively Christian
statements of faith which concern Jesus of Nazareth: how do
such statements function in the lives of those who use them?
Armed with these tools, van Buren comes to the major part of
his thesis. We may omit consideration of chapters 7 and 8,
which try to show how his approach can do justice to the
traditional language of dogmatic Christology, and, more
sketchily, to the whole of systematic theology, and concentrate

attention upon chapfers 5 and 6.
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ii. Exposition.

Van Buren begins chapter 5 by arguing that to speak of
discovering meaning in the Jesus of history is not impossible,
despite the difficulties about empirical evidence, because the
idea of 'meaning” 1in history 1is always an expression of
something which is discerned, and to which one is committed,
from the standpoint of the present. The meaning does not
reside objectively and undialectically, so to speak, in the

bruta facta (cf.Gregor Smith, 1266:125-31).

Next, van Buren proceeds %o to his examination of the
historical Jesus, paying his respects on the way to the 'new
quest". His own preferred result of the quest is the
characterization of Jesus suprenmely in terms of a radical and

remarkable kind of freedom:

Although he is presented as a faithful son of his
parents, he is also shown to be free from familial
claims, He followed the religious rites and obligations
of his people, but he also felt free to disregard tham,
in miracla stories he is even presented mythologically as
baing free from the limitations of natural forces,, he
did  not rest the authority of his teaching on
tradition,, he called his hearers to be without amdiety
for the future concerning clothes, food or shelter, and
he supported his words with his own conduct,, He J1d not
leave it to God to faorgive men their sins; he did it
Rimself ., His freedom,, ,1s evident in his making no
claims for himself, He sszems to have bean so free of any
need for status that he was able to resist all attempts
by others to convey status on him,, . He was free fron
anxiety and the need to astablish his own identity, but
he was above all fres for his neighbour (van Buren,
an,cit121-33,

The concept of freedom, van Buren thinks, is a useful one
because it is empirically "earthed": it appears to have ‘'cash

value' in the realm of human conduct” (ibid:123).

However, the identification of the historical Jesus as a
man of particular freedom does not in itseif constitufte faith.
In van Buren's view, what stands between the merely historical

human figure and the confession of faith in him is the event
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of Easter, which therefore becomes pivotal to the rest of his
argument. On the face of it, this is an immense challenge to
the empirical standpoint; but van Buren has to say that
"something happened”, because the entire behaviour of the
disciples was radically transformed from that which would have

ensued upon Jesus' death,

Although Peter’:

w
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in, "He is risen”, may  be
"linguistically odd”, Peter’s <lsim to have had some kind of

. 3

experience i3 incontrovertible (ibid:134>. As for  the
interpretation put upon the experience, its validity may be
tested by the ensuing life of the one who made it. So, in the
end, van Buren interprets Easter as a "discernment situation”:
The history of Jesgus, which seemed {0 have been a
failure, took on a new Importance as the key to the
meaning of history, Qut of this discernment arose a

eommitment to the way of life which Jesus had followed
(ibid;132),

The most that can be said empirically about the mechanism by
which this fransference of the manner and motivation of Jesus’
life to his followers took place is to use a metaphor- that of
"contagion': "It carries the sense of our 'catching' something
from another person, not by our choice, but as something which
happens to us" (ibid:133).

Having thus set out his interpretation of the events
reported in the Gospels, van Buren goes on to expound what, on
this basis, the secular meaninz of the Gospel would be. The
first part of
espression of a historical perspective, one which <claims
universal significance for the particular historical individual
Jesus of Nazareth, by testifying that his is the freedom which
sets free. A believer who confesses, "I have seen the light”,

means that from his encounter with the =tory about Jesus he

life and indeed the whole world. Althouzh he will express his

faith In terms of what God has done and how God has been



disclosed, van Buren suggests that the "empirical anchorage”
for these claims, firstly in the history of Jesus, and secondly
in the believer's own actions, is sufficient to account for

whatever meaning is intended by them (ibid:140).

Returning to the linguistic philosophers, van Buren shows
that his interpretation is in line with Hare's conception of a
"blik"”, amplified tc some extent by Ramsey's stress on the
crucial moment of discernment whic requires commitment
(Easter), and the ethical dimension underlined by Braithwaite.
Neither Hare nor Braithwaite alone is judged adequate to say

all that van Buren desires to do about the experience of faith.

Following an attempt to demonstrate that the concept of
commitment to a way of life formed and shaped by the freedom
that was seen in Jesus can deal adequately with all those New
Testament formulations which use the word "God", van Buren
ende chapter 6 by summing up his approach in two principles:

(11} Statements of faith are to be interpreted, by means
of the modified verification principle, as statements
which express, describe or commend a particular way of
seeing the world, other men, and oneself, and the way of
life appropriate to such a perspective,,,

(2} The norm of the Christian perspective is the series
of avents to which the New Testament documents testify,

cantring in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of
Nazareth (ibid:156),

These two principles provide points of entry into the

criticisms of van Buren's thesis we now wish to pursue.®

iii. Critique.

The first of our five criticisms takes its cue from an
ambiguity already present in the Introduction to The Secular
M ing t Gospel, over what precisely the role of
linguistic philosophy in this ‘“conversation from faith to
faith” is meant toc be. Van Buren’'s book can easily be read as
the attempt of a committed linguistic empiricist to ascertain

what remains of traditional Christianity once the



verificationist’'s axe has been wielded upon it (as Mascall,
1965). But van Buren is most anxious not to commit himself
explicitly and in advance to the truth of the philosophy he is
employing. The logic of his argument is not intended fto he,
given the ftruth of a modified logical positivism, what can be

mazde of Christianity?

The key *o what he intends lies in the rather vague

(X

phrase, "certain empirical attitudes”, which recurs throughout
the book (xiii-xiv; 20; 83, 102; 106; 110; 127, 155-6; 193; 195).
The explanation is given very late in the day, on p.185: "Ve
have made use of the method of certain linguistic analysts
because their method reflects the empirical attitudes which
appear to us characteristic of secular thought”.

In other words, what is assumed is the prevalence among
modern men and women, believers included, of a largely pre-
reflective "mind-set” which only treats what lies ceoncretely to
hand as '"really real”. Linguistic phiilosophy is then fastened
on as that critically reflective intellectual system which most
nearly thematizes and brings to rational expression the
distinctive cast of the modern mind-set. OQur first criticism,
then, 1is simply that this is not made clear enough by van

Buren at the outset.

But, secondly, van Buren does not in fact carry out the
praoject  in as  open-ended a fashion as the vague and
vndoctrinaire idea of 'certain empirical attitudes” would lead
us to expect. He intends to conduct an enquiry into how
theological assertions such as "Jesus is Lord" are used by
believers. This is in line wth the modified version of the
verification principle, which admitted that propositions which
fell neither into the category of analytic or tautological
truths, nor into that of synthetic, empirical judgments, might
never theless be deemed meaningful if it could be shown how
they were used in their particular field of discourse, or

1y

language game'.



Van Buren claims, in adopting the "use principle", to be
following the Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations
{ibid:14-17>. However, when he comes to the detailed discussion
of theological language, van Buren asserts that

.o the empiricist in us finds the heart of the difficulty
not In what 1is said aboul God, but in the very talking
about God at all, We do not know 'what’ God is, and we

canmot  understand  how the word 'God’ 1s being used

T1bid:84),

Now it is very odd that van Buren chould decide, in advance of
the applicaticn of the "use principle”, that he cannot see how
the word "God" is used, and therefore vow not to use it!=

What has happened is that wvan Buren’s ‘'empirical
attitudes” have turned out to be more doctrinaire than they
look, =ince they apparently rule out even the possibility that
talk of God, oriented to the franscendent, may be intelligible.
It appears that van Buren's underlying sympathies are with the
"other” Wittgenstein, he of the Iractatus lLegico-Philgsophicus,
who urged that some things lay entirely outside the competence
of language to deal with intelligibly, and "whereof we cannot

zpeak, thereof we must remain silent”,

Van Buren, then, has drastically limited the scope of uses
which theological assertions are to be permitted to have,
before he begins his enquiry into the uses he thinks they do
have. We have had to get clear these rather philosophical
criticisms of van Buren in order to be able to proceed on a
firm basis to the points which relate much more closely to our
furndamental standpoint, that a "secular theology"” should take
proper account of the available evidence of religion as a

social reality.

The third criticism i3, therefore, that van Buren's method
results in a reduced and one-dimensional account of the way
the figure of Jesus actually functions for religious believers.
Van Buren will allow no conception of a transcendent "ather

world” or sacred order to enter into his 'secular" account of



Christianity. As a consequence, he fails to grasp the subtle
and dialectical relation evidenced in the way this man is
confessed liturgically as not only friend and brother, but alsa

Lord, Judge and Saviour.®

For both the characteristic form of the Christian's
telling of the story of Jesus, and the content of the response
to it, are given through the story's being told as the story of
what God has done. Jesus is confessed in a manner which 1is
wholly bound up with this confession of God. God is not an
arbitrary or disposable addition, giving a religious but
empirically redundant gloss to a story otherwise intelligible
in purely secular terms. Van Buren'’s struggle with the nature
of the "blik"” disclosed in Jesus, and with the manner of its
transmission, labours under self-imposed constraints which

will not permit him to say what needs to be said.

The point, which can be explicitly stated as our fourth
criticism, is that the "transcendence factor"”, which implies
some kind of a metaphysic, is inescapable throughout what van
Buren is trying to say, and nowhere more so than in the Easter
metaphor of "contagion". Van Buren writes:

The man who says, 'Jesus is Lord’, 1s saying that the
history »of Jesus and of what happenad on Easter has
exercised a liberating effect upon him, and that he has

bean so grasped by it that it has become the historical
norm of his perspective ypan life (ibid:141),

But this begs all the crucial questions. What is the precise
connection between van Buren's talk of being "grasped" by the
history of Jesus, rather than just choosing to live by its
inapifation, and traditional language about "egrace'?
(Hacquarrie, 1967:22). Again, unless the perspective drawn from

Jesus is to be an entirely arbitrary one, which some may

[

"catch", and others not, the believer is surely forced *to ask
about the ground uf the perspective: why Jesus, in particular?

(cf. Baelz, 1964:59-60; Kee, 1970:182; K.Hamilton, 1966 (a):54).
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The fact is that the trail that begins from van Buren's
"contagious  freedom” leads back unmistakeably into the
religious +tradition about Jesus, which in turn insists on
linking every man-statement about Jesus to correlative
statements that transcend the purely human. This means that,
a5 & fifth and very important criticism, we have fto say that
van Buren's secular theology., constructed aon strictly empirical

social reality of faith.
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This weakness is clear when we ook for some concrete
filling out by wvamn Buren of the content of this crucial

"freedom’ in terms of an actual quality of social life in the

P

world. Van Buren says little more then this:

He who says, 'Jesus is Lord’, s3ys that Jesus' freeds
has bean coniagious and has becowe the criterion f
. X

P ohis
4 private, becayse of
]
!

<

ais o . into tha midst and politica
conflict, so it is with sn2 who snares his fresdom (var
guren, op,cit:142)

of what van Buren has actually given us, this

bly problematic. For he has not allowed for a

tension between the upholding and legitimating of the
L [&] o O

L]

prevailing order as undergirded and cherished by divine grace,

and its challenging and undermining in the name of a vision of

T

the divine future. He has not drawn the picture of a world that
s both loved and affirmed by God, and henrce also by the

Christian, but at the same time judged and <called *0

repentance. Nor has he pleced much emphasis upon the fate af
lesus, who in embracing the neediness of the world also died
at the hands of a godless world

Yan Buren's programme would appear to offer unly the

a selective Iimitatio Christi, enbodied in certain

riptions, and with a vaguely optimistic hove cf
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their successful fulfilment by suitably enlightened secular
believers. But Christian ethical programmes must mnever bhe
identified wholly and without remainder with the will of God.
"If there is no sense of the transcendence af God's will over
our particular ethical decisions, then there is no escape from
the self-rightecusness which ends up by identifying my cause
with God's will and my opponent's with the devil” (Newbigin,

1966:71-2).

Gregor Smith's judgment upon van Buren was that '"we are
offered here a piece of liberal cake, somewhat stale, indeed,
but freshened up by the sauce of empirical veritication”
(1266:190)>. The avoidance of this fate by a self-styled secular
theology, including one focused upon the human figure of Jesus,
lies in making room for ftranscendence, even within the secular
categories. In the next section of this chapter, we examine
three further contributions to radical theology which uphold
such a focus, in order to sSee whether and where the
transcendent <omponent in the orientation of the Christian
community upon Jesus is maintained.

3

2. Radical Theology and the Ferson of Jesus.

i. William Hamilton: a Form of Lordship and a Style of

Life.

Hamilton's sensitive 1little book, The New Essence of
hristianity, first appeared in America in 1961, before the
"death of God” controversy broke. At this stage, Hamilton
employed the term "death of God"” to express the "felt sense of
God's absence” which was the experience of the contemporary
Christian. He registered his unease about the acknowledgement
of an objectively present, transcendent deity less on account
nf the onward march of science and technology, or any supposed
"empirical attitudes", than in the face of the problem of

suffering.® He describes the contemporary experience of faith

in this way:
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Qur experience of God is deeply dissatisfying to us, even
when we are believers, In one sense God seems to have
withdrawn from the world and its sufferings, and this
leads us to accuse him of either irrelevance or cruelty,
But in another sense, he is experienced as a pressure and
a wounding from which we would love to be free, For many
of us who ¢all ourselves Christians, therefore, believing
in the time of the 'death of God' means that he 1s there
when we do not want him, in ways we do not want him, and
he is waot  there when we do want  him  (Hamilton,
op,citih3),

This is the background against which Hamilton's approach to
Jesus is worked out, which he presents in chapter 3 of the

book, entitled "Jesus the Lord”.

Hamilton appeals tc the Christian’s peculiar understanding
0f the Lordship of Jesus in the attempt fto find answers to
three sorts of questions arising out of this ambiguous
experience of God. The first is the epistemological question of
God, corresponding roughly to ven Buren's formulation of it: if
you want to know about God, all you can do is point ta Jesus.

The

1)

econd i3 the quest for salvation, which Hamilton

{

interprets as the desire for meaning: "the New Testament story
of God acting in Jesus is primarily a story of your life, in
which forgiveness and freedom are offered to you" (ibid:70).
The third is the question about what we should do, which
is answered not in abstract terms but by indicating the
concrete person of Jesus Christ who is the will of God din

line with Bonhoeffer’'s Ethicso.

Hamilton embarks upon a study of the wvarious titles
attributed to Jesus in the New Testament. focusing in the end
upon Kyrios, the major confessional form of the early Church,.
He highlights two important tensions in the ascription of the
title "Lord" to Jesus. The first 1lies between exaltation and
lowliness, as the one who was "in the form of God" emptied
himself of power and divinity, and the Master became identical

with the Servant.



The second is that between presence and absence: the
victorious Lord who reigns in glory now, over against the one
who has gone away, but will return in triumph. Only by
absorbing and meditating wupon the dialectical meaning of
Lordship as present humiliation, Hamilton says, can the
Christian make sense of his experience and fashion a faith
which is responsive to the circumstances of the time.

o say that Jesus 1s bLord is to say that humiliation,

patiance and suffering are the ways God has dealt with

the world, and thus are also the ways the Christian, 15
tn deal with the world (ibid:102-3 contrast van Euren's

parallel statements of what is meant by the one who says,
"Jesus 1s Lovd', suworal,

The present form of Jesus’' Lordship is that of suffering,
service and hiddenness: the form to come will be victory and
power. Only the recognition of this truth can prevent us from
lapsing into  either of two  extremes: a "pietistic
otherworldliness”, which gives up on the world for the sake of
a retreat into the ark of personal salvation, or a "crypto-
,  which represents a premature and foalish
celebration of & maturity not yet attained, nor attainable

{(ibid:110>.

Hamilton caompletes his study by suggesting that what this

orientation upon the strange Lordship of Jesus produces is a

N

"Christian style of 1life”, which 1is rather 1less than a

u

complete catalogue of ethical principles, but more than a
theologically abstract manner of speaking. [t is "a way of
standing before God and the world, a posture...that is priaor
to...and basic to, any and all actions and decisions”
(1bid:115-6). |

He gzoes on to offer a sketch of the features of such &
mode of being-in-the-world. It involves a certain reticence or
reserve in dealings with others, granting the other the right
to bhe himself in his own "personal space”. It requires a
combination of tolerance and anger, forebearing with human

failing and flaw, yet hating all that falsifies, spoils and



degrades. It renounces the desire for anything more than
toleration for ourselves from the world; and it defends
"goodness''- gentleness and sensitivity, humility and self-
effacement, and all opposition to coercion, pompousness and

injustice.

Finally, at the end of the bhook, Hamilton explores further
the polarity between resignation and rebellion, including that
between the conformist and the 'beat” styles of life. He
defends the possibility of a "concealed break with culture” as
an alternative to both of these styles. The Christian, in
particular, is in many respects a conformist rather than a
rebel, because he acknowledges the extent to which he is
indebted to the secular culture which has made him who he is,
and the extent *to which that same culture owes its forms to
past Christian influence. But as such he can also make the
concealed break, which entails the refusal to "give his heart
to” the culture in which he is immersed, because he knows there

remains a provisionality and an incomplefeness about it.

Although much of this is neither new nor worked out in
detail by Hamilton, it does offer more promise of a secular
understanding of the Christian’s orientation upon the figure of
Jesus than does van Buren’'s model. For it emphasises how faith
operates in the perceived gap between the brute realities of
experience of the world and an initially vague and unfocused
sense that things should be otherwise (cf.Weber, supra:98ff). It
then analyses the Lordship of Jesus in strongly dialectical
terms, particularly in relation to the vocation of the
Christian fo be in and with the world in its present
sufferings, while committed to actions calculated to alleviate

them.

However, there are still limitations: Hamilton's case is
ut in individualistic terms, with little exploration of what it
p

might mean for the whole Christian community to express

[
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style of 1life congruent with the Lordship of Jesus it
confesses. There is 1little opportunity of regarding all the
manifold and marginal evidences of Christian interest present
in society in this light.

For Hamilton can make 1little sense of the Church, its
preaching, worship and sacraments, being even disposed +to
regard Bonhoeffer's late writings as "the beginning of a
systematic attempt to face the theological task by doing
without a special doctrine of the church” (Hamilton,
op.cit:102). Our own discussion of Bonhoeffer (Chapter 3, supraj
indicates that we do not consider Hamilton to be right; and
later in the chapter, we shall try to apply a dialectical
understanding of the Christian orientation to Jesus to the

10

social reality "church” as it is presented to us.

ii. The Pelzes: the Compelling Words of Jesus.

Verner and Lotte Pelz's God is No More can certainiy not

be described as an essay in scholarly theclogy. Its publishers
called it "a prophetic, passionate, tempestuous book, which will
infuriate some, delight others, and leave everyone in some way
affected”. The work is well-nigh unreadable en masse, but an
effort of the imagination may appreciate it as a poetic or
visionary exercise, or perhaps a devotional experiment. It is
an attempt to by-pass all dogmatic debate and all traditional
authority concerning the understanding of Christ's person, in
favour of opening one’s life imaginatively and existentially to

the impact of the words of Jesusz as reported in the Gospels.®

The words of Jesus are found by the Pelzes to be

baffling, compelling and radically disturbing:

The words of Jesus are always 'before us', never grasped,
understood, fulfilled; always to ba grasped, to be

understond, to be fulfilled, Jesus did not leave a
gomplate  and  coherent  systen  of  leaching  (Felzes,
nop,cit;tdd,
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They are not meant to answer intellectual problems, but to fire
the imagination and challenge the heart to embrace the
possibilities of living life to the full.

We respond to his words when we begin to live as people

whn hope that they shall live, who believe quite simply

that life is worth living, that desath does not devalue 1t

{ibid: 167,
The Gospel 15 about incredible human possibilities, about
breaking through the superficial and woefully limited mode in
which life is ordinarily lived:

Whati the words of Jesus promise wus is, 1n the strict

sense of the word, incredible, W= (an not believe 1t, On

the other hand, they promise what above all else, we

would like ton belisve: 'He that boliaves in me shall
live, even though he dia' (ibid 207},

fezus' words demand response, decisicon and commitment: it
iz an urgent matter whether a man remains upon a broad and
attractive way that will destroy his potential and uniqueness,
or opts for the dangerous adventure of the way commended by
Jesus. "No other man has insisted 1like Jesus on the
absoluteness of decision. None has dared, as he dared, to tie

up our decision with his person” (ibid:22).

Most of the book applies the overall approach to various
aspacts of traditional Christian teaching drawn from the life
and sayings of Jesus: justification, salvation (wholeness), love
for neighbour, forgiveness, freedom from Law, the Kingdom. It

would be possible to uphold a reistively orthodox theism and

Chriztology, and to read God is Ko More merely as a summons

and stimulus to deeper commitment and more radical personal
engagement with the implications of Jesus' teachings. But what
the book, in its curious way, does achieve is the recognition
that a faith conceived in secular fterms and oriented upon Jesus

as a human individual cannot, on that account, be simply a one-

dimen 1ical programme.



For the Pelzes' vision is riven through and through with
paradox and creative disjunction. Jesus is presented, for
example, as an artist, who in the very act of representing the
world and its familiar objects, turns out to bhe drawing an
altogether strange and extraordinary landscape in which the
angles of vision are unfamiliar and the contours curiously
unrecognizable (ibid:54-60). In this, despite their negative

evaluation of ‘'religion” (se

T

previous chapter?, the Pelzes
offer a distinctively religious analysis, for the sacred cosmos
iz precisely one which, while ostensibly beginning {rom the
objects and representations of this world and offering them
transcendent sanction, ends by turning upon the world and

exercising constraint and discomfiting influence upon it.

Needless to say, however, whatever the value of these
insights on the theoretical level, the practical value of the
Pelzes' programme 15 almost negligible, because the call to
radical reorientation upon the words of Jesus is in no way
related to the concrete social realities which condition the
way people, including Christian believers, have tc live their
lives. OQur third example of a Jesu-centric theology in this
section seeks to apply itself quite explicitly to these

conditions.

iii. John Vincent: the Search for a Secular Christ,

Vincent, the radical Methodist and one-time follower of
Karl Barth, displays a reaction against both of his major past
influences in his search for a secular theology of strongly

socio-political orientation. He argues, in Secular Christ (1968;

see also Vincent, 1964 & 19653) that traditional theology has
been much too fixated upon the merits of Jesus’' death in
effecting our individual deliverance from a condition of
personal sinfulness, into a state of regeneration and readiness
for the world fto come. But Jesus also lived a significant,
secular life: secular in the sense of being lived thoroughly in

and amidst and for the world and its everyday
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people, and involving feachings and actions which, when
stripped of the theological mystifications of a developing
ecclesial caontext, do yield specific secular, indeed political,

content.

According to Vincent, this "secular Christ" is a more
appropriate guide to contemporary Christian 1living than
"secular man". Here Vincent parts company with other radical
theologians, who want to be T’secular” without remaining

shtrictly "Christian':

‘though Robinson talks of 'the holy’ as
"the depth” of the common’, this still needs to be
‘Christologized’  (answering  the question, 'What depth?")”
(Vincent, 1964:304). It is not just a case of embracing the
secular, but of discovering Christ in it, taking care that he

emains recognizably the real Christ and not, for example,

i}

dismantling the concrete Gospel into existentialist

abstractions.

For theology, says Vincent, must start from secular
Christology, which is predicated on the assumption that "if
Christ is now what he was in the days of his flesh, it is by
his deeds not his 'spirit’ that he may be expected to reveal
himself to us" (Vincent, 1965:25). Neither "knowing God” nor
"meeting Christ” should be understood primarily as the fruit of
a devotional programme. The issue is whether, if "God was in
Christ reconciling the world to himself”, there are not 'certain
lines of action, techniques and methodologies” manifest in
secular  history, which demonstrate the truth of this

theological statement {(ibid:25-6).

The appropriate model for the relationship of the

Christian to Christ, Vincent argues in Secular Christ, must be
the dynamic one of 'discipleship”. The "moments” of Christian
discipleship, derived <from the features of Jesus’' 'secular

Lordship” displayed in his whole ministry, are service, healing,

the discernment of God at work in others, and lastly suffering.



This theology of discipleship was being worked out by
Vincent in tandem with a radical pastoral and missionary
programme in the Rochdale Methodist Mission, and bears the
marks of fragmentary, contextual thinking, allowing ontological
questions to remain, for the present, in abeyance. But the
interpretive way of doing theology in the concrete context is
what we have also been arguing for; and Vincent's attempt is
striking for its insistence upon coming to grips with real
situations, and telling the story of the whaole Christ in such a
fashion that the vivid details of the man are not lost amid

the supposed "timeless truths”.

Nevertheless, certain reservations remain. Vincent
envisages a smaller, mare committed ‘"core'" congregation
involving itself corporately and officially as the Church in
the social programmes he recommends. He remains ambiguous
about the status of actually existing congregations which are
usually far from clear-cut in this way, as well as about the
situation of those who "profess and call themselves Christians”
without regularly attending corporate and official worshipping
activities at all. The Christ he discovers in the secular world
is perhaps one who is too one-sidedly to be discerned in the
endeavours of political radicalism, and too little in the
inconspicuous permeation of all culture with the self-effacing

values of the Gaspel.

But we must now go on to sum up our criticisms of these
attempts of radical theclogy to bring to the fore of
theotiogical reflection the orientation of the believer upon the
human figure of Jesus, and to propose some suggestions for an

alternative approach.



5. Conclusions: The Church and the Twofold Fresence of Christ.

i. "Christ existing as the Church”.
Our main criticism of the materials we have examined in
this chapter is that they fail to take seriously the givenness

and actuality of Christian presence in society as it lies
before us in, and around the peripheries of, the Church’'s life.
For the Chrisztian cult is always and everywhere centrally
concerned with Jesus. In the case of the most precisely
fully articulated ritual expression of a Catholic Mass, it may
be Jesus the bleeding sacrificial victim; in the folk-religious
intimations of a parent sending a child to Sundav School, Jesus
the Friend of 1little children. But whatever the less
enlightening aspects of each of these, neither can be said to
have nothing whatever to do with the Jesus of the Gospels.
Theze, along with much else, form part of the secular evidence

for the meaning of the Christian’s confession of Jesus in the

context of his confession of God.

Van Buren wrote an article entitled "What do we mean by
an 'empirical investigation of the Church'?’ (1968¢a)’ in which
he asked what would be empirically available to the complete
outsider who wished to be shown the meaning of the various
theological designations of +the Church. He argued that we
ghould ask what it is about the concrete social experience of
the individuals who collectively make up the Church that has
made it feasible for them fto speak of it theologically in the
way they do. This is 1in line with Bonhoeffer's chosen

nation of the Church as "Christ existin

g
s

{see supra:50f). That is, if Christians speak of the Church as
in some  way representing the continuing modalitites and
tensions ot the presence and activity of Jesus in the world,
what is it about the social reality "Church'" which might

justify such talk?
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Vhat is presented, first of all, to the casual observer is
an institutional body, an organization within society, staffed
and serviced by a professionally-trained ministry, and a more
or less (often less) clearly defined clientele of lay persons
who avail themselves of the services of the institution, and
also, in some cases at least, offer their own services to it.
Some of them consider their service still to be in operation
throughout the time when they are not directly involved with

the institution, i.e.probably from Monday to Saturday.

If, then, we are to speak theologically of this social
phenomenon as that which has evolved over time as the form of
the community which considers itself to be carrying on a
continuity of response to Jesus, and indeed to be the
prolongation of his work in the world, we ought to seek
patterns of congruence between the modes and forms of being in
the world exhibited by this community, and those depicted of
Jesus by the evangelists.

'

Jesu:

i

ministry displays a tension between continuity and
radical change (C.Williams, 1969:102-116). Jesus may bhe
interpreted as the wandering rabbi, charismatic teacher,
exorcist and healer, in continuity with Jewish tradition, a
product of his «cultural environment and incomprehensible
except in the context of his time. The Church, too, may
conceive itself as isomorphous with its  cultural setting,
secking as its mode of confessing Christ to continue to work
hiz works and to "stain" society with the particular attitudes

and ethical stances for which he stood.

But this same Jesus set himself very sharply apart from

th

T

ontemporary religious establishment, so much so that his
increasingly shocking remarks and actions led to hostility and
eventual execution on charges of subversion. Moreover, the
Church escalates from acknowledgement of attachment to this

great teacher and his proposals for a way to live, into the

=
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confession that this man, in his dreadful dying as much as in
his living, bodies forth the very ways and nature of God, pro
nobis and for the world. Even the orientation upon Jesus'
humanity cannot rest content with a humanity that remains

undifferentiated and fully self-evident and self-explanatory.

S0 the Church moves between ftwo poles. At the one end,
Christian presence merges impercephtibly with society at large,
until social historians find it 2 taxing fask to locate
precisely where "Christian influence” has or has not been at
work.

At the other, the highest degree of institutional over-
againstness appears, in which the Church perpetually divides
itself off from the taken-for-granted order and assumes the
role of irritant towards it, urging it to self-criticism in the
light of the transcendent.

If the Church is not simultaneously shading off into the
immanence of a culturally ambiguous form of Christian presence,
and reaching up to a point of transcendent separation, it is
not embodying an adequate congruénce with the mode of being in

the world of the Jesus it confesses.

But all reference to "the Church” in the foregoing reduces
to so much gaseous talk devoid of contact with reality, unless
we go on to ask just who in the Church gives expression to
these manifold aspects of Christ. It is here that the polarity
between a thoroughly secular laity that sees its task chiefly

as the more or less silent witness of being Christian amidst a

n

ecular occupation, and a professional <lergy acting as a kind
of "service industry” to the religious institution, comes into
its own. For a wholly undifferentiated Church could not do
justice to the full scope and creative tension of the way

Christ is confessed by the Christian community.”



ii. Jesus, the Clergy and the Laity.

Christian Radicalism was much <concerned about the
clerically-dominated image of the Church. The members of the
Keble Conference Group, for example, with John Robinson among
their number, believed that a genuine, visible and credible
responsze to the human figure of Jesus today would have to look
to a rejection of any essential distinction between clerical

and lay statuses (Robinson, 1263b; 1965;54-60).

i)

The analysis we have given suggests that Robinson's
eagerness to  abolish the “clergy line"” was insufficiently
thought out. For although the calling of the whole Church to
represent and reproduce the presence and activity of Christ in
the world is clearly inhibited by the bogus elitism which is
encouraged by the maintenance of a clerical "in-group”, the
answer cannot simply lie in pretending that the clergy have no
specific or different function +to perform, other than to

exercise representatively the ministries which are potentially

the calling of all Christians.

Robinson's desire for a "levelling” of the whole Church
into a one-dimensional reality indiscriminately constituting
"Christ's Body" is not really upheld by the arguments he
advances. For example, he atfirms the words of Hans-Ruedi
Veber of the W.C.C., that "the clergy are the helpers of the
whole people of God, so that the laity can be the Church”. He
even cites the view of Yves Congar that the laity are those
for whom the secular arena exists and is valued for its own
sake, while the clergy wview it specifically in the light of a
religious idea and vocation. But these conceptions imply
different roles for the two parties making up the Church (for
a similar confusion, see the Reports of the 1968 Lambeth
Conference, which were clearly influenced by the radical

theology of the decade).

The matter is liable to be confused by the existence of

certain highly clericalized lay persons who conceive of their
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Christian obligations largely in terms of the service of the
sanctuary <{or, in a different tradition, attendance at endless
prayer-and-praise meetings), together with clergy who like to
seize every opportunity to dismiss their "religious" functions
as really the least essential part of their job (cf.Robinson,

1963 (1?:19-20; Phipps, 1967:51-54; Morton and Gibbs, 1964:20).

But  the specifically clerical role is to attend in the
widest =ense fo the nurture and provision for "frue religion”
among the congregation and the community. This should include
the 1liberty for the minister, as a servant of the institution
not beholden to other authorities in the world, fto express a
mind which insists on the priority of the transcendent in the

pursuit of what is good, true and desirable.

This means that the situation in which the clergy are
accused of being "out of step” with the laity by being more
radical, more critical or more open to change than the latter
are 1is basically a sound one. For the clergy's position
involves being more openly and explicitly Christian spokesmen
than it is often cpen to lay people to be. While the presence
of Christ under "secular incognitos” {(Munby, 1963:86-9) is a
crucial mode of influence of the Gospel in the world, it is all
the more important that there should also be those who
represent a presence which is not incognito. A specialized

clergy should be ready to assume this role®

To put this in the perspective of what has gone before in
this chapter, we may sum up the position in this way. The
institutionally visible Church, with ifs servants and services,
which is conceivable in detachment from its body of members,
has grown up in such a way as to hold together, in rite,
symbol and cultural form, the two poles of the Church's
confession of Jesus.

The immanent pole alone, at which the Christian layman

does his best te live out the demands of faith in the context



of unfaith, cannot suffice to achieve the whole presentation of
the dual thrust of Jesus’ ministry, i.e.its hiddenness in and
continuity with the world, and its radical opposition to it.
The transcendent pole typically both grants hope and
gives offence: hope of an ultimate grounding of all things in
the will and purpose of Jesus' heavenly Father, and offence
because it reveals to the world that its deeds are evil, and

summons it to repentance.

The social presentation of "Church” as institution and
members, clergy and laity, serves fo express these intrinsic
dualities of the presence of Christ and the secular meaning of
the Gospel. Some further reference to the concrete problems
facing the clergy on this understanding will be made in our

concluding chapter.

In this chapter, however, we have examined attempts tfo
construct a secular theglogy around the focal point of the
human figure of Jesus, and have found them wanting with
respect to the dialectical way in which that figure actually
functions within the Christian religious tradition. Ve bhave
worked out our criticisms 1in relation to our sociological
understanding of religion as the cultural expression of an
orientation to transcendence.

Far from by-passing the problem of the “other world” and

[

supplying the basis for a one-dimensional form of secular
understanding of the Gospel, the Christian's orientation upon
the person of Jesus contains all the dialectical force of
world-affirmation and denial we expounded earlier in more
general terms. We concluded this chapter with some suggestions
about how a secular-based theology might try to understand the
presence of the Church as a social reality in terms of the
presence of Jesus, embodying a dialectical message of

transcendence.



All of what we have said so far is either qualified or
called into question by the particular problems for faith and
Christian 1life attendant upon contemporary social and cultural
circumstances: i.e. the problems of secularization. It is
therefore to the proposals of radical theology for coping with
these that we turn in the next two chapters.

NOTES,

1, In brief, Bultmann's erstwhile pupils became dissatisfied with his refusal to
rongider anything but the hare "that" of Jesus to be relevant to the Christological
proclamation, The transference of the kerygma of Jesus, i,e, what Jesus preached, io
the kerygma about Jesus, i,e, the preached Cfhrist, must necessitate an intares{ in
the “who' and the “how” of the historical Jesus, as justifying the remarkable
Lransition which occurred, See e g, Gerhard Ebeling's "conversation” with Bultmann in
Thealos nd Proclamation, 1961; 6 Bornkamm, " Jesys of Mazaceth 1960 and
J M, Robinson, A New Guest of the Historical Jesus, 1959,

2, Detailed critical discussions of the book are foundlin Mascall The Secyl

e
40-105; Richard, § 2 v, 35-44 "76-121: Ogletree,
! ‘a

i

, 39—59; and Kea Ihg_ﬂai_giulggnsggnﬂgn;g, 174-84, Van
Buren gives an account of his position to Ved Mehta in Ihe New ‘qulg?ian, 50-56,

2, This 15 where van Buren's use of lan Ramsey, bracketing him tagether with Hare and
Eraithwaita, is so tendentious, since Ramsey devotes so much of his work to analysing
pracisaly the "logically odd" functions of the word "God” and other items of the
theistic vorabulary,

4, Kee, op,cit,, notes van Buren's similarity to Braithwaile in this coanection, For
Braithwaite, in his much over-exposed lecture on “An Empiricist’'s View of ithe Nature
of Religious Beliaf”, also claims adherenca ‘o the use principle, but proposes to
treat religious assertlons as moral assertions on the basis of the old verification
principle “viz, religious assertions are meaningless if treated as in some way su/
gensris, Since the only difference between the two types of assertion, on this score,
Is that religious assertions are associated in the mind of the assarter with 3
particular sel of stories, Braithwaile is completely at a loss what io say about
reli?ious worship, in which the stories certainly appear to take on wider and more
complex forms of significance {(cf, Mahta, op,ci14:59-60 for a repart on the unusual
circumstances of Bralthwaita's reception into the Church},

5, Hamilton makes telling use of (amus' allegorical movel La Pesta in order to make
his point, Father Paneloux, faced with the sufferinq and death of innocent children
in plague-stricken Oran, preaches two sermsns, In the first the disaster 1is
traditionally interpreted as a judgment and a call to repentance, But the second is
nuch more chastened and per?lexed and does not dare to assert easy, or indeed any,
answers, but holds fast solely to the torturad body of Christ oa the Cross,

£, The Pelzes are aware of the historical-critical problems of authenticity, but feel
that the unigue qualitz of the sayings overwhalningly imply a single, remarkable and
seminal mind; op,cit:13, The taste for Werner Falz’s rhapsodic style may be acquired
{rzg mif two short articles in Prise for April 1953 and The Listapar for Drtober
gth, 1863,

7, Behind these remarks may be discerned the formal Roman Cathelic doctrine of the
Church as hierarchy and as fellowship: while the ultimate reality of the Church is
fellowshig, the sanctorum comaunio of aen and women with God and with one another in
christ, the existence of such fellowship is dapeadent on, and formed by, the
antecedentlg existing hierarchical institution which is "Mother Church', We are not
acce tin? ere any ontological priority of "the Church” (hierarchy) over the
"faithful” (particuﬁar persons), but endorsing it as an Inevitable distinction to be
recagnized in any attempl at a realistic secylar-basad undsrstanding of the Church,
Sea Congar, L3y pa ‘ hurch, 1957,

§, There are grounds here for looking afresh at the ideas striven for by Coleridge
and Eliot in their respective “clerisy” and “rommunity of Christians”, Munby
{1963:65-6} rightly observes that these ideals are not workable in contemporary
saciety in the sense of a culturally directive and recognized central role for such a
"clarisy”, But our paint is that there is a need for specialized expertise to help
the comnunity at large to perceive, and grow to practice, vhat the Christian
religious vision involves, This also means that the clergy should be compatent and
intarested i1n critical theological thinking, somathing which 1s problematic in
contemporary  theolngical colleges, where many ordinands downgrade or distrust
critical theological “schalarship, .



ER_TEN: I THE D.

This chapter deals with the attempt of Christian
Radicalism to construct a theology which can be affirmative
rather than hostile towards the world, even to the point of
interpreting contemporary social and cultural change as a
continuing outworking of the implications of the Gospel. Our
critical analysis applies the perspective upon secularization
established in Chapter Five above: in particular, the twofold
distinction of socio-structural and cultural processes. In the
former, the differentiation of successive institutional spheres
of life, each with its autonomous area of expertise and

2ave

o

Jurisdiction, aector as one such
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the religious
specialised sphere among many, with no claim to special
authority over the others. In the latter, the decline of an
overarching religious framework by which the whole of society
might understand the whole of 1life leads +to cultural

fragmentation amid a free market of religious options.

The bulk of the discussion will be devoted to Harvey
Cox's ambitious attempt to claim the processes of modernity as
gain for the Gospel in The Secular City. Following our critique
of Cox's thesis, we shall examine more material which displays
the range of theological attitudes to secularization within the
ambit of Christian Radicalism, before going on to extract the

issues requiring clearer critical attention if a more wviable

stance towards modernity on the part of the churches is to be

achieved.

1. Cox and The Secular City.

i. General Observations.

The Secular City, subtitled Secularization and

Urbanization in Theqlogical Perspective, was written as a study

resource for a series of student conferences held in the U.S.A.

259



in 1965 (according to the Preface of the Revised Penguin
Edition of 1968, from which all citations are taken). This fact
does much to account for the brisk, popular style of the book,
and its  proliferation of neat sloganz and sweeping
generalizations, features of which Cox was well aware. Despite
this, the work does offer a quite elaborate and in its time
original theological argument, which aroused a great deal of

controversial attention when first published.’

It is, of course, an intensely American book, buoyant with
the heady optimism of the American Dream, which even managed
to survive the assassination of Kennedy and only faltered
seriously with the growing disaffection over Vietnam and the

eventual debacle of Watergate. As such it is undoubtedly very

0]

dated; and vet, beneath the frothy enthusiasm it does manage to
present almost every significant aspect of the quest for a
theology of secularization, and therefore a fairly detailed
exposition here will serve us well in laying out the issues

requiring critical treatment in such a theology.

Cox's procedure 1is best understoocd as an attempt to
describe the modern world and its culture, and then *o
interpret it theclogically to itself in a manner diametrically
opposed to the more commonplace thealogical denunciations of
"secularism” (Richard, 1967:58ff)>. That is, Cox does not come
with a prior theological positicn and prescribe to the world,
on that basis, how 1t ought to be. Rather, he 1is concerned
about how the world already is: for it is in danger of leaving
theology and the Church behind, so that an effort is required
on the theologian's part to comprehend what is going on, and

to formulate a response before it is too late.

For Cox, this response must involve demonstrating that

he Gospel dn provide adequate fools for

o+

the categories of
understanding contemporary society. That iz, he refuses to

accept that this era iz somehow fundamentally alienated from
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the Christian message in ways that earlier ages were not.
Influenced by a neo-Orthodox belief in the essential givenness
of the Gospel and the Biblical revelation, Cox is convinced
that these must in the end averride mere cultural relativities.
The “offence" of the Gospel cannot possibly reside either in
its unintelligibility, or in the resistance to it occasioned by

socio—cultural factors alone.

Cox, then, intends to show that there is a ‘'radical
sameness of direction” in bhoth the evolution of cultural
history and the implications of the Judaeo-Christian revelation
{Richard, op.cit:1537. it i3 not a facile monocausal
relationship, but the Biblical tradition supplied the impetus
for certain 'enabling conditions” necessary for the crucial
changes to occur. In this way Cox is offering a kind of
Weberian analysis of the relation of Christian ideas to

material inferests in the propagation of social change.

The tradition of theological and ecclesiastical resistance
to the processes of modernity, which Cox sets out te overthrow,
is of course one with a very long pedigree, dating from long
before the secularizing influences of the post-Medieval era
began to make themselves felt. This can be very briefly
indicated from three pieces of evidence. To begin with, the
saeculum, or this present age or generation, was from the
earliest Christian centuries contrasted unfavourably with the
eschaton, or the age +to cone, concéived as radically

discontinuous with the present world. The "secular” came to

refer to "that which pertains to this world alone”, this world

=

hich is passing away, and hence something inferior to the

1

sacred or spiritual.”
The term '"secularization" itself was first used to refer

newly~emergin nation states in the ost-Reformation period.
g P

Here too, then, the Church had reazon to regard the advance of



the secular as being against its interests. The gradual
outworking of the secular state principle would deprive it of a
direct controlling interest in numerous areas of social life,
and this would be interpreted as the abandonment of those

areas to "the world”, and hence to corruption and decay.”

Finally, during the nineteenth century, those who praomoted
the systematic exclusion of religious considerations trom ail
policies governing public affairs and institutional structures
did so0 out of openly anti-religious commitments. The Victorian
"secularists”, of whom Charles Bradlaugh and G.J.Holyoake were
the most famous, urged the practical irrelevance of all
theological ideas ftc matters of empirical importance. The real
concerns of this life, they held, were immediate, pragmatic and
aimed at this-worldly fulfilments, both bodily and intellectual.
This demanded that each sphere of secular expertise should be
free to develop and pursue 1its vparticular practical ends
without fear of religiocus interference.”

Cumulatively, then, the tradition of Church opposition,
first to the "secular” as a theological concept, and then to
"secularization” as a socio-cultural ©process, was very
substantial. Cox needed to establish a very compelling basis in
both sociological analysis and theological hermeneutics in

order to challenge it.

ii. Exposition.

In his Introduction, Cox formally summarizes the
character of contemporary society in  terms  of  the
complementary processes of secularization and urbanization. The
questioning of traditional world-views as a phase of
intellectual history (since the Renaissance) is <learly bound
up, Cox wants to show, with the rise of science and the
rational polity of the modern state. These latter have in their
turn encouraged the growth of cities, and the experience of

city-dwelling reciprocally influences the world-view of the

o
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people in an increasingly secular direction. The social and

intellectual processes mutuvally react upon each other.

Thus Cox's definition of secularization runs as follows:

Secularization 1s,, . the loosing of the world from
religious and quasi-religious understandings of itsalf,
the dispelling of all closed world-views, the breaking of
all supernatural myths and sacred symbols,,, the discovery
by man that he has besn l2ft with the world on his hands,
that he can no longer blame fortune or the furies for
what he does with 1t (Cox, op cit:15-18%,

He expresses the interdependent relationship with urbanization
in this way:
Secularization) woccurred only when the cosmopolitan
confrontations of city living exposed the relativity of

the ayths men once thought were unquestionable (Cox,
op,cit: 18,

But also,
[Urbanizationl became possible in its contemporary form
only with the scientific and technologiral advances which
sprang  from  the wreckage of traditional world-views
(ibid?,

Futting together +the two phenomena gives Cox his
controlling image for understanding modern society, "secular
city'. As secular, society does not look to religion to
sacralize and stabilize the social order, and so traditional
religinus representations of reality become confined to the

options of private life. As city, it encompasses a plurality of

)

traditions and emphasises short-term, pragmatic ends, such a:

V)]

technological and bureaucratic means can achieve. Cox propose
to characterize the secular city in terms of what he calls its

maniére d’étre, a largely unreflective or intuitive orientatio

=3

to the world, shared by a generation. (ibid:19).

The age of the secular city is dubbed by Cox the
"technopolitan” era, which ensues upon the earlier "tribal” and
“"fown” epochs. Remnantz of each of these earlier forms of
society persist in the midst of technopolis, but are destined

to disappear. In vparticular, religious life has been closely
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wedded to ''town” culture, for which a more familiar word is of

course "bourgeois"” (ibid:26).

But the emerging technopolitan culture demands an
alternative understanding of religion and the implications of
the Gospel; and thiz= is what Cox, having established his
sociological analysis of contemporary life, now sets out to
provide. His thesis follows the argument of Friedrich Gogarten,
to the effect thatf secularization is "the legitimate conseguence
of the impact of biblical faith on history” {(ibid:31>.% He
begins by supporting Gogarten's distinction between

"secularization” and "secularism':
Secularization 1mplies &  historical process, almost
teviainly irreversible, in which society and culture are
delivered from tutelage to religious control and closed
metaphysical world-viaws,, Secularism, on the other hand,
1s the name for an ideonlogy, a new closad world-view
which functions very auch like a new religion (ibid:34),

A  proper theological wunderstanding of secularization is
necessary 1in  order *o prevent it beinz misconceived and

distorted into secularism. Cox outlines three "dimensions” of
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secularization, each with its source and justi

Biblical faith.

The first interprets the doctrine of Creation as the
"Disenchantment of Nature”. In radically separating God from
that which he creates ex nihilo, and in granting to mankind in
the imago dei a cardinal position of responsibie dominion in
the world, the doctrine of Creation evacuates the stage of
nature of all divinities and mystical totemic liaisons with
humanity, and in principle supplies the enabling conditions far

the growth of scilence and technclogy. The created world is

subjected to the rational control of nan.

o

Cox's  second dimension treats the Ewndus  as

{

"Desacralization of Politics”. It is not so much the Exodus as

such, as the whole Old Testament tradition of prophetic

02
P
RS



opposition to sacral kingship that Cox has in mind. Christians
have carried on this tradition by their refusal to confess the
Lordship of anyone but Jesus. This desacralization of political
authorities frees the political arena and the State of
potentially totalitarian sacral claims: politics and state
powers become properly limited to the practical achievement of
proximate, instrumental ends for the good of the communities

they serve.

o

In his third piece of analysis, Cox refers to the Sinai
covenant as the "Deconsecration of Values”. This seems highly
inappropriate on the face of it. but Cox means that the
probhivition of images introduces a spirit of perpetual protest
agalnzt, and relativization of, all human constructs of meaning
and value-systems, insofar as they lay claim to vultimate
status. The 1idea of a consensual world-view providing the
sgurce of cohesion and identity for a social group, even an

ertire nation, is challenged by the Gospel, according to Cox.

jom
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For any such system depends for its effectiveness upon it

i}

pewer ftc hold the group in thrall fto a tribalism which define
it over against some alien group. But Christian faith demands
that man must rise above such tribalisms and break down the
barriers they erect, a process which 1is hastened by the
cosmopolitan culture of the secular city ({1bid:35-50; cf.van

Leecuwen, 1064).

Having laid out the elements of his theological
interpretation of secularity, Cox pursues his imaginative
effort of describing modern society and culture through the
stencil of "secular «ity”, in terms of its socio-structural
"shape” and cultural "style”. The shape comprises anonymity and
mobility, suggested by the images of the telephone switchboard
and the cloverleaf interchange respectively. The style involves
pragmatism and profanity (perhaps, better, profaneness’’,
typified by the figures of John F.Kennedy and Albert Camus

(ibid:chs.2 & 3).
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Cox proceeds to find grounds for defending each of these
characteristics of modernity usually regarded as inimical to
Christianity. He argues that much religious denunciation of the
so-called "faceless anonymity” of the lifestyle of the city is
based upon a misguided nostalgia for a communitarian past,
which confuses the property of Christian koinonia with the

ocial structure of Gemeinschaft.

0]

On the contrary, Cox says, a carefully preserved
anonymous distancing in  the multiple purely functional
relationships of urban life is essential in order to permit a
person to develop the more intimate "I-Thou relationships" of
his choice within the private sphere. The freedom to choose
where one’'s true personal commitments lie represents, Cox
suggests, a triumph of Gospel over law, "a liberation from some
of the cloying bondages of pre-urban society” (ibid:60), such
as being doomed to have one's identity defined solely in

familial terms.

Cox is a little more guarded about the merits of mobility.
However, he implies that high social mobility as a concomitant
of an increased pace of social change likewise represenis an
enlargement of human possibilities, a broadening of horizons.
Although this «can be highly damaging to traditional,
"socialized—-in" religious orientations, it is in keeping with
the Biblical notion of a pilgrim people and a non-localized
deity. Wherever the Christian religion "puts down roots"”, Cox
argues, as in the grand medieval synthesis of Christendom, it
loses its distinctive genius and becomes needful of reform and

renewal.

In the cultural features of pragmatism and profanity lie
the real reason for undertaking the whole exercise of secular
theology. For here secularization really bites, and begins to
torm its own pre-reflective mind-set or intuitive mode of

perceiving the world. Here, it really does present a crucial
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challenge to ftraditional forms of religious representation. Cox

writes:

By pragmatism w2 mean secular man's concern with the
quastion ‘will 1t wm“‘«"” JThe warld 1s viewed not as a
untfied mataphysical system but as a series of problenms
and projacts, By profanity we refer to the secular man's
wholly  terrsstrial horizon,  the disappearance of  any

supranundane peality defining his dife (101d;73),

For az theological ratinnele for pragmatism, Cox hurns o

TN argues, concept  of
truth Cemeth) residing in the consistency and dependability of
what he does. Christian faith, %09, is concern=2d to do the

trutiy, r tn walk in it, rather than fo 1look towards some

However, Cox is also concerned to warn aeainst the perversicn

, a waorld-view which
would deny the value of anything fhat could not be accounted

s

for in terms of o

5 endorsemen of
Ztick with which to heat the existentialists, whose
with "uitimate questions” he belierves to

morbid hankering after a time when the erudite

with his grandiose metaphyzical speculations
conmanded more respect and infiusence than he does today. This

chapter 3 by vpreferring the theology of Barth

However, the
hoice of Camus as the typical
Justity. The nub o0f his argument i= that here was a man who,
with no time for traditional theoloziczl niceties as a way of
datlecting lem= of human living in
the world, was ace thoss oroblems head-on, in utter

honosty, and

concrete way. frofane
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man is compelled to be an atheist if belief in God amounts to
a get-out, an abdication of human responsibility and maturity

in the world.®

Apart from chapter 4, which seeks to show by means of
thumb-nail sketches of four cities worldwide that
secularization is not just an American or a Western phenomenon,
this concludes Cox's main exposition of the theology of
secularization. It is our view that the general thesis of the
1

sameness of direction” of the implications of at least a

rrotestant understanding of Christianity and the social and

o

cultural development of the Christian Wes has  been
substantially proven in sociology from Veber onward. To some
degree, therefore, as Berger (1973:132) put it, "Christianity

- N o - 1 1
has heen its own gravedigger”.

There is, moreover, a wealth of individually suggestive

ideas in The Secular City that we should not wish to

undervalue: for example, the possible positive function of
anonymity and the warning against identifying Christian
fellowship with pre-modern communitarianism. But we have to
direct our criticisms at Cox's thesis as a complete package,
and a recommendation to the churches for a better way of
responding to the challenges of modernity; and when we do

this, a number of questionable points emerge.

iii. Critique.

Firstly, then, there is an apparent absolutization of the
present  in Cox's argument. He is concerned to approve
historical relativism as a fruit of Biblical faith, but relaxes
this perspective noticeably where modernity is concerned. In

the past, Christian faith has had a culturally creative and

influential role, which has not been adequately theologically
understood. Cox wants to contribute to the present,

understanding of it, but without leaving open the possibility

that a future culturally influential role for faith may once
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again bring about unforeseen departures from the present state

of affairs.

—

It is important to notice that Cox’s view reliez heavily
upon a negative evaluation of the "Christendom era" as a false
road temporarily trodden by Christianity in its assumption of
socino-cultural form. He regards Christendom, with its zenith in
the High Middle Ages, as a tatal resacralizing procezs, running

counter to the Piblical trend. The dismantling of the mediewval

cacral society, right down toc its present-day vestiges in such

law)]

ish Sovereign as Head of

[

phenomena as the dual role of the Eng
Church and State, has been a welcome return to the frue path.
Cox's statement that these vestiges "anuse Britons vastly”, but
that "no-one takes them *the least bit seriously” {(op.cit:é3)
betray in him an insensitivity to the power of historical
religious imagery, however fand cf.on "Christendom” Richardson,
1966:42-3; Casserley, 13695; Barry, 1969:ch.2; Newbigin, 1966:17-

18, 124ff; Cupitt, 13977).

Here we have a reading of history which depends upon the
rejection of Christendom as un-Christian, even as Wiison's
secularization thesis turns upon the myth of a “golden age” of
religion. But the processes that brought Christendom into being
were the conditions for the survival of Christianity at all

during the Dark Ages. Wha! Cox ignores is that the Gospel will

0]

be engaged in a perpetual process of seeking what social
embodiment it can, given the conditions obtaining round about.
Whatever embodiment it achieves, it will equally be compelled
to judge, distancing itself from it and seeking fo affirm the
transcendent perspective atresh. Christian faith i{s ever in
danger, in assuming concrete historical form, of becoming its
own dialectical opposite; but this inherent fension cannot be

resolved unilaterally by affirming one form in tfoto and

)
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Thus, the medieval Christian society may be judged now to
be a premature and proleptic realization in highly imperfect
terms of what in fulfilled form belongs only to the eschaton;
but it cannot be judged an "aberration”. The open, pluralistic,
differentiated secular society may likewise be judged as an
experiment in realizing the human freedom and fulfilment
promised in the Gospel, but it cannot be treated as the

LI

arrival” (adventus’ of what is yet to come {adventurum).

'z esagerness to

Secondly, ther= is an ambiguity about Cox
offer to secular man a theological explanation of his
secularity. For this {53 the one thing the truly secular,
pragmatic man will have no need of (K.Hamilton, 1966 (2):07-102;
1966 (>:53). Cox never really commits himself to the position
of the secular man as his starting point: rather, he thinks he
has something to offer him, without which his secvlarity
remains incomplete {(cf.Segundo, 1977:10-13). In this way,
although covertly, Cox admitz that a total theological

justification of utter secularity cannaot be nmade.

The problem of the "secular interpretation of Biblical
concepts” cannot be solved as readily as would appear by
simply translating them without remainder into a non-religious
context. There has %0 hbe some residual meaning or “overspill of

’"

promise {Moltmann, 1967) in the religious terms which
prevents their being exhausted as they are emptied into secular
contexts of application. Otherwise, we cshould be left with a
specialised religious institution with no conceivable use for
its particular specialism; in the words of Alasdair Macintyre,
"a religious language, which survives even though we do not

know what to say in it" (Edwards and Robinson, 1963:2265.

Thirdly, ©Cox does not acknowledge sufficiently the
ptobiems of the adaptaftionist stance toward contemporary
culture which he advocates. For people's religion is already to

a considerable extent a Sultural artefact, even if it is one
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which prescribes opposition to the prevailing culture as its
proper mode. Where Christian faith is being confessed, and an
attempt is in progress to practise it, within a secular culture,
however imperfectly understood by the believer, the flourishing
of that faith is unlikely to be furthered by secularizing it: it

is more likely to wither away altogether.

For the practice of Christianity smust retain within its
symbolical apparatus and theological ratieonale the stimulus for
that  Ueritical gap” or concealed  break  with  culture”
(W Hamiiton, 19660:139ff), 1if faith is to retain its capacity
both to affirm as meaningiful, and to criticise, the order in
which it finds it must operate. Despite Cox's desire to see
theology and Church 1life move out inta the «culture of
technopolis, there is a strange isomorphism with bourgeois
culture about his position which makes it difficult to envisage
where, and how, in his Church a word of God could be heard

which would not be identical with a word from man.

Fourthly, and following from this, the question poses
itself rather sharply, whose faith is this secular faith, which
iz free from provincial tribalisms and faces the world in
mature personal responsibility? For when Gogarten's essentially
dogmatic theological position is made into the basis of an

ostensible analysis of sociological realities, it cannot but

N

appear incurably utopian, or even élitist, contrary to Cox"

!

intentions. For who are the secular city-dwellers who are
freely able to enjoy thiz level of anonymity and mobility, and
to rejoice in it all as gain for the Gospel? Are they not the
few who can afford to live in the secular city while feathering
at the same time a rather less secular nest to which to escape
in  their leisure time? Or those with the educational
achievements which enable them to make fair game of the city's

iands, and Lo beal Lhem into Lhelr own service?



It would be easy to argue, for example, that the vast
inner-city housing areas of the present time are ten times as
much the hives of a particularly vicicus form of tribalism as
ever the close-knit rural village communitites were.

Again, the cities are the main locus of working-class
culture, and this culture retains more strongly than any other
the old communal patterns of relationship (or the instinct for
them), while rejecting the religious participation which on:ce
accompanied them. But Cox's analysis requires us to believe
that this kind of religiously-based community life was a
misconception of the true application of faith, even though its

breakdown has been immeasurably damaging to wrban life.

All of this suggests, finally, that it is over-optimistic
of Cox to suppose that ‘'secularization” can be so0 readily
welcomed while ‘“secularism” is denied. Gogarten's position
operates on the basis of a radical distinction between +the
proper rezlms of faith and the secular respectively: just as
Bultmann’'s theology emphasised the radical eschatological
other-worldliness of faith, so Gogarten brought out the
corresponding truth that faith allows the world to be itself in
all its secularity. Man's works in the world do not have
religious value, since Jjustificatieon is by faith alone, but can
stand in their own right as expressions of the rational
dominion in the world to which man is called (Schrey, 1981:21-
27). Given the inalisnable right of each domain to its oawn
proper rationality, the two realms are seen to belong
inseparably together, each relying on the ather for its
completion. In this way, true secularity depends upon the

presence of true faith, and vice versa.

But Cox wants to have only one domain, giving a wholly

secular meaning to faith itself. Therefore, he should accept the
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these is wundoubtedly that the spread of secularism is a
concomitant of the processes of =ecularization, and what Cox



has left himself unable to supply is a sufficient basis upon
which to combat secularism, even though he theoretically wishes
to do so. He wants to speak positively of the gradual assertion
of the autonomy of the secular (secularization), while
criticizing the compartmentalization of religion and the waning
influence, or irrelevance, of the churches and religious

thinking in other areas of social life (secularism). But this

cannot be daone on his terms.

Vhat is required iz a stance which, firstly, is prepared
to accept and look in the face the fact of differentiation,
which as the fruit of a process which itself has its rocts in
the outworking of Christian faith, now leaves the Church
appearing as that institution which represents the religious
division of life.

Secondly, this stance needs to capitalize upon this
separated, specialized and increasingly marginal position in
order to call into question certain developments within the
secularization process, by measuring them against their Gospel
origins. In brief, Cox wants to affirm the secularizing
processes but challenge their marginalizing effect on religion
by urging the Church to reclaim them for its own theology; we
think the more feasible option lies in accepting marginality

but criticising the processes.

In the next section, we shall follow up the issues of the
structural marginalization of the Church and the effects of
cultural secularization in relation to some other writings of
our pericd tackiing the same questions as Cox from different
points of view.

b}

Z. Keligion and Secularization: Ideals and Ideologies.

3

i. Munby and The Idea of a Secular Society.

(i

Another work which lay at the positive pole of a radical

theological response to secularization was D.L.Munby's The Ides
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of a Secular OSociety. Munby did not claim that the fully
secular society had already been achieved, but he did present
the idea as something desirable, and attempted, like Cox, to
give theological justification for such a judgment. He also
sought to tackle directly the problem of a specialized

religious institution in such a society.

For Munby, a secular society i3 one which "explicitly

~

efuses to commit itself as a whole to any particular view of
he nature of the universe and the place of man in it" (Munby,
op.cit:14). [t is pluralist and tolerant, not seeking to impcse
a uniform world-view or value-system, and respecting the right
of individuals to whatever private beliefs they choose, subject
to no harm being done either to others or to collective
interests. Its official institutions have carefulls

circumscribed, practical aims, which they achieve by rational

means, such as the scientific collection and analysis of data,

O

and dispassionate team-work free from "vested interests”. Th

society projects no "official images” of itself.

Munby's account does not try to applaud secularization
while deploring secularism. Rather, he accepts that the open,
pluralistic, in no way religiously legitimated society will not
display  much interest in locating God in  particular
circumstances or values. "We are not to look for the hand of
God in any particular fields of experience. He is in all or
none. Providence is universal or nowhere" (ibid:71). Munby
points out that the hiddenness of God, or the dialectical
tension of his presence-in-absence, has been a common theme of
devotional literature through the centuries. Today, more than
ever:

There 1s no separate sphere of ‘religion’ where God is to

be found, If there 13 no such separate sphere, if God is
a nidden God, he is egqually a Bod who i5 avi
the ordinary, everyday world (ibid; 75, «cf, supra, on
Sonhneffer 69},

sl



Thus far, then, Munby’'s position 1is rigoreous in its
insistence upon a thoroughgoing secularity. The Church has no
right at all to try to "clear a space” for religion, or to
suggest that any of the autonomous institutional spheres

requires religious interpretation or justification in order to

i

function aright. God neither favours some quarter of the social
system at the expense of another, nor adds anything materially
to any of them in such a way that they can be said to "need”

him. Given this very strict understanding of the secularity of

the secular society, Munby has cleared the ground for asking

j»

what the possible role of a separate and specialised religious
institution might be. For obviously it is not somewhere "where

God is to be found” in a way he is not found elsewhere.

¥unby has laid bare the constituents of the problem very
uncompromisingly, but finds great difficulty in solving it
because he is so determined to treat the secular society he has

o

escribed as unequivocally a good thing. S50, he is less than

v}

xpansive about the purpose of the Church. He wants to see it
"redirecting its efforts” towards "lay institutes and centres
where ordinary people can discuss their everyday problems”
(ibid:88). Meanwhile, the job of Christians is to work out what
"is the proper pattern of sanctity in the world of politics and
people” (ibid:89): this, presumably, because Christians are
those who are committed to seeing this secular and seemingly
godless society as being God’s, and existing in, with and
before God. But why, on Munby's terms, should such a

perspective be desirable at all?

The problem is that Munby was deliberately responding to
o

cliot's Idea q Christian Society, and behind it Coleridge’s

Church and State, by disputing Elict's claim, from the waste-

land of the inter-war years, that a so-called "neutral society
must relapse into paganism unless it be Christianized. Munby's
liberal distaste for é&litism caused him to shun Eliot’s concept

of a "community of Christians" made up of those intellectually



and spiritually gifted leaders, clerical and lay, who would
shape and inform +the national culture. Nevertheless, Munby
hazarded the suggestion that all practising Christians, in
their everyday lives, might "guide others as a ‘'clerisy’,

because others copy them, whether kpowing it or not" (ibid).

Munby was here recognizing that something needs to be
done about secular culture, but his determination to welcome
the secular soclety in all respects made it impossible for him
to make this recognition explicit and plain. Today, we may feel
a greater kinship with Eliot's inter-war waste-land than with
Munby's post-war optimism. One fact is inescapable: if there is
any importance at all in maintaining the Christian cultural
perspective, then where practising religicus commitment is
reduced to a small minority of the population, this small group
inevitably have the responsibility laid upon them to become the
informed, alert and critical front-line of Christian socio-

cultural presence- elitism or not.

To sum up, Mundby desires both to celebrate the
sufficiency of a secular society and to assert the continuing
importance of religion within it. Ve should say that, if one
aspect of Munby's ideal society is that religion is no longer
required to  bolster it up, then religion may instead
periodically emerge from its corner in order fto call the
society'’'s assumptions into question (cf.Jarrett-Kerr, 1964:24).

Newbigin (1866:126-37) has listed at least three such
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ished assumptions of Munby's which religion cannot leave

untouched.

Munby says that a secular state "deflates the pretensions”
of such potentially "sacral” authority-figures as judges. But
Newbigin asks whether the exalted symbolic status and respact
accorded to such figures (notwithstanding the possibility of

corruption and abuse) does not express sociely’s

N
-~
o



law is not merely a matter of arbitrary expediency, but of
vital consensual convictions about right and wrong.

Munby is hostile to ‘ideologies" as unreflectingly
accepted overarching rationales  shaping attitudes  and
behaviour. But FNewbigin, quoting André Dumas, suggests that
ideologies "have been, and still are, the great moral force of
the contemporary masses” (Newbigin, op.cit:134).

Munby shares in the radical theclogian's distaste for
"pietistic” religion. But Newbigin argues that an inward,

personal dimension of religion can offer a sirong defenc

o]

against the «collapse of religion into culture, and thus
preserve a critical distance from secular society for one who

remains fully involved in it.

These, of course, are excessively brief suggestions
bordering on extremely large issues. We employ them her
simply to illustrate how the assertion of a continuing role for

explicit and visible reli

o

ous practice in a thoroughly secular

society involves being prepared to accept tha
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society and its culture raise critical questions. Then, only

ot
ot

religion offers the potentially independent standpoint from

which to face them honestly.

ii. Adolfs and the Ideology of a Secular Culture.

Both Cox and Munby approach secularization through a
description of certain key features of social change in post-
medieval western societies. They emphasise particularly the
withdrawal of successive areaz of institutional 1life from
ecclesiastical <ontrol, the rise cf the modern secular state
and the development of science and techneology, all interpreted
as the fruit of Biblical faith.

But they neglect those culturally-based approaches which
always make the question o0of secularization much more
problematic for the theologian. The precise delineation of the
extent of secularization in a given society becomes far more

difficult, as the work of David Martin shows, and the



possibility of an unambiguously positive theological response

is also greatly reduced (see Shiner, 1965)

Justice cannot be daone to the secularization question by
looking solely at the public, socio-structural level of the
zpecialization of institutional functians and their
emancipation from religious control. A theology which attempts
to capitalize on these processes runs into difficulties
precisely at the point where it has to reconstruct the role of
religion in the secular socliety. This is because the <laim to

be doing theo social realities all
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too often fails to face honestly the highly problemaftic reality

of religious life produced by such a type of society.

Some theologians, however, were interested in depicting
what they =aw as the developing cultural ethos of the time.
That 1is, they thought that the features of "modernity" were
graduvally producing, at a more or less subliminal, unreflective
leval of mass awareness, a secular mind-set or orientation upon
the world which would exclude those dispositicns toward the
sacred or the transcendent with which religion traditionally
had to do (C.Wiliiams, 1966:40-4%i; Barry, 19065:12; Lloyd,
1964:17-200.

One such analysis was provided by the Dutch Catholic
theologian Rabert Adolfs, who combined the influence of
Protestant radical theology with commentary upon Vatican II in

his books The Church is Different (1666) and The Grave of God

(1967>. Adolifs describes the phenomena of what he calls
rapidation” in recent world development, giving some substance
to the frequent claims of radical theolocgy that this was a
time of "rapid social change" (Adolfs, 1%67:44-61). He cites the
development of urban 1life in areas of the non-Western world
where this had previously not occurred, the rize of computer
technology, the growing economic interdependence of nations

and the spread of the communications media
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Adolfs then goes on to set out, in the form of a list of
brief popular aphorisms and mottoes, the content of the
"dominant ideology" which is encouraged by factors of
modernity such as these. For whereas the secular society, as
Munby arpued, may be one which espouses no official ideology
or philosophical rationale for its aims and structures, it
nevertheless embraces, or causes people unsystematically and
non—-articulately to embrace, a wide range of '"pzeudo-myths”
about what iz true, desirazhble of possible. Among the cultural

1

assumptinnz noted by Adolfs are such things as these:

]

With the help of work, science and technology, mankind
makas progress;

progress 1S greaisr welfare;

yelfare 15 the consaquence of satisfying our matarial
needs

man's spiritual needs (cylture and religion) must ke
iooked aftar 1n the private sactors of socisty,,,

uccess (financial, oolitical or in ane's career) means
happiness,,,

all uncertainties must be eliminated, |

everything must be so arvanged that it can be regulated
or contralled,

anything that cannot  be  weeasured o
valuelass, ,,

gquastiong that cannot be answered must be avaided, |
paople who don't fit into our society are anti-secial or
tnfarinr,

what cannot be discussad (the ineffable, the mysterious,
the  symbolical)  must  not be  discussed, | (Adolfs,
ap, ot 73-20)
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Now Adolfs is as eager as any radical theologilan to
affirm that element of secularization which achieves the
liveration of mankind from the bondage of sacral systems which
hold people in thrall to ”ﬁrincipalities and powers” believed
to dominate the world, and stifle human creative action. But he
perceives

ideology, capable of even greater dehumanizing effect.

Today, of course, it has become almost as fashionable to
denounce +the dangers of modernity as it was o celebrate
secularity twenty vyears ago among the Church's self-styled

avant-garde. But it will not help us to swing uncritically from



celebration to denunciation: either way, the reality of the
Christian's dialectical involvement and implication in both

positive and negative facets of secularization is not faced.

Adolfs has offered us a clear, characteristic portrayal of
the distinctive mentality of a secular culture, which must be
allowed to qualify the attempts of Cox and Munby to reclaim
secularity for +theclogy and the Gospel. In the concluding
section ©of this chapter, we examine three crucial areas 1in

which this qualification must occur.
3. Hatters Arising: The Limits of the Secular?

i. Secularization and the Misrepresentation of Mass-
Cultural Attitudes.

Cultural analysis undertaken from a one-sidedly educated,
urbane and professional point of view can easily distort the
pattern of actual mass-cultural attitudes. Cox, for example,
writes as foliows:

Pre-secular man lives in an enchanted forest, Its glens
and groves swarm with spirits, Its rocks and streams ars

alive with friendly or fiendish demons, Heality 1is
charged with a magical power (Cox, 1968:35),

In similar vein, Colin Williams writes of the "period of myth”

proposed by van Peursen:

(It sees the world asl rather like an enchanted forest
alive with aagical and frightening forces, and in which
primitive man makes no clear distinction bet j
and the life-forces penetrating the worl

1366:22)

0

Both writers accept that mythical and tribal attitude
are not a thing of the past. They are not sa naive asz fo
suppose that all modern, western men and women are secular,
technopolitan, functional thinkers. But they fashion their
descriptions tendentiously, so as to highlight the alien,
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irrational, primitive characiter of the 30 cal

teel that such
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mythical culture. Reading them, we are mad



attitudes must be merely archaic survivals among the less

enlightened sectors of the population.

However, & less tendentious reading might produce a
different effect. For example, secularization has made no
significant inroads at all upon the expectation of religious
officiation on the occasion of death {(cf.Bowker, 1973:ch.4). A

ully consistent secular theology could really have very little

rh

patience with the taking up of the Church's time in performing
burials and cremations; for these doubtless reflect at a foik-
religious level a profound attachment fto a mythical view of the

neil, of the powers of life and death and ali

1

soul, heaven and
the paraphernalis of a residually sacred universe.

But there is absolutely no avoiding the fact that every
person at a funeral, brought into contact with what is
otherwizse the secular culture's greatest tabu, is faced with the

disturbing ftruth: tomorrow, it could be me. In the secular age

B

that statement is no less true than ever it was. The example

serves to illustrate that +the intimations wunderlying the
confused and confusing mish-mash of residual religious

practices need not be so "primitive” or immature as the secular

theologians are apt to represent them to be.

For the most part, secularization has led neither ta the
demise of religious orientaticons, nor to their transformation
into 2 mode of creative world-affirmation and responsible
acularity, but to sheer religious confusion. Nowhere in the
radical theologies do we find a simple admission of this fact,
still less any attempt to come to terms with 1t and urge the

churches to take responsibility for it.

Alasdair HMaclntyre wrote of the attempt to welcome
secularization in the name of "ftrue Christianity”, "it is also a
matier ©f the gap between the churches and fhe rest of the

opulation in respect of the intelligibility of religious

utterance and behaviour” Maclntyre, 1968). We should perhaps
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rephrase this, "between the radical theologians and the rest of
the population inside and outside the churches”. As Maclntyre
went on to say, theological rationales for the existing state
of affairs might constitute an ideological concealment of the

social facts.

ii. Secularizatien and the Disappearance of Ultimate
Questions.

Ve have seen that Cox, ftogether with in their various
ways van Buren, wvan Peursen and Wren-Lewis, took up
Bonhoeffer's remark about so-called "ultimate questions” no
longer carrying existential conviction with modern man. As a
result, they argued, religion and faith could not be made to
depend upon them. We have to raise the question whether the
disappearance of a particular form of such questions
necessarily implies that they will not recur in some other

guise,

argued that the spirit of Christian faith was invariably one of

prophetic protest against "ontocracy', by which he meant an
understanding of the world-order in terms of sacral
authorities, values and meanings structured into permanent

givenness. Christian faith broke the pattern of onfocratic

N

U

ociety, and refused the claim to absoluteness advanced by any
system of ultimate meaning.

But Newbigin asked whether such a continual repudiation
of ultimates, however theologically justifiable, was possible in
practice: could actual societies sustain such a position
structurally? "Questions about personal destiny, about the
meaning and purpose of human life, will always be asked”

(Newbigin, 1966:39).

Newbigin's point was that every culture must have some

kind of philosophical fall-back or assumed indefectible bedrock
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to which it will point when every empirically testable answer
to such questions fails to meet expectations. It may be
necessary, in a secular society, to look beneath the surface of
the public structures in order to discover where those non-
negotiable 1limits of argument reside {for individuals and
groups. Does the outline of & secular mentality given by
Adolfs, above, support Bonhoeffer against Newbigin's confidence

that the questions will continue to bhe asked?

Bonhoeffer, obviously enocugh in view of his personal
circumstances, was not writing as an optimistic secular man
with over-rosy expectations about human possibilities and an
underestimation of the limits set by human fallibility and sin.
He was simply aiming at matter-of-factness: of course the
onward march of +technology and scientific knowledge makes
people resonate less deeply to questions of the form, "what is
the meaning of life?” "what is authentic existence?’ "how can I
overcome my finitude?' and so on. Many ordinary people today
will respond with a shrug of the shoulders: "I take life as it
comes”, "leave that to the philosophers”, "it's all beyond me!”
But the questions may be put in a different form: "Why is the
world in such a mess?' "Can things get any better?’ "What sort
of a life will there be for our children when they grow up?’

The reactions to such questions may be less non-committal.

Religious categories, however, are just as necessary in
the end to articulate any answers. Christianity is very much to
do with the hope of a better world, even where, in popular and
traditional religious practice, this has been projected as a
different world, "heaven”, to be enfered individuvally after
death. A secular culture which is pragmatic and instrumentally-
oriented may well not ask its ultimate questions in the
habitually abstract philosophical way, but it will flounder if

it is supplied with no means of asking or answering them at

all. And—these-—means—are—invariably religious—masns.-

o
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iii. Secularization and the Rebound of the Sacred.

A cultural understanding of secularizatiaon conceives of
the advance of secular  categories of  understanding,
conventions, mores and mentality as being at the expense of

acred ones.” It is not, as we have seen, that the secular

197]

simply squeezes out the sacred, as though the two were
mututally exclusive ways of approaching the waorld. Rather, the
health of the relationship between the two poles of the sacred-
secular continuum is damaged. Instead of a creative tension,

there is a dangerous imbalance.

To use a crude analogy, the sacred and secular poles may
be regarded as the opposite ends of a flexible or elastic cord.
If one end, the secular, is stretched further and further, the
cord will eventually snap unless a counter-pull is being
exercised by the sacred. If this is activated, a rebound will
occur which, although traumatic at the time, ultimately has the
effect of restoring the original healthy tfension. The question
at issue is whether the continuing advance of secularization is
to result in further fragmentation as the sacred-secular
continuum in society and culture breaks entirely, or whether
the churches can marshal the resources of religion in order to

restore the proper dialectic.

The presence of the sacred, or of a set of sacred
representations, within a secular culture serves to maintain a
healthy tension in a number of respects. Firstly, it mediates
between the prevailing culture <(by 1its wuse of culturally
familiar forms) and notions of what is finally true, good and
perfect. It refuses to let the culture rest satisfied with
present conditions and prevents the decline of ultimate ideals
into culturally immanent, and thus idolatrous forms
(cf.Galloway, 1967).

Secondly, it stands as a permanent reminder fo secular
society that, while the desacralizing of the world of nature,

State and social order is indeed congruent with the
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implications of the Gospel, the eschatological condition otf the
full dislosure of the holiness of the secular- the kaine ktisis,
the new creation- has not yet been achieved (cf.Davis,
1966:11-20, 54£1f).

Thirdly, it prevents any human programme from being
identified wholly and without remainder with the work of God

«cf.Lash, 1973). It insists that the highest and best of human

is never enough to achieve the vision which inspired
it. Morenver, every such project will fall prey to some
corruption from within, in the very process of passing from

vision to concrete reality.

iv. Conclusions.

4

chapter, we have attended 1o the proposals of

N

In thi:
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secular theology for understanding contemporary socio-cultural
change as a legitimate outcome of the Gospel, and thus enabling

h
the churches to welcome it. We have explored the difficulties

set in the way of these proposals by two particular aspects of
the secularization process: the differentiaticn and
marzinalization of the religious institution itself, and the

confusion and fragmentation exhibited by the secular culture.
¥e perceive in Cox and and those who broadly support him a
desire to affirm the secularizing processes wholeheartedly on
theological grounds, while still finding room for a roie for
the churches which effectively denies their marginality. Ve
think it more realistic to face up to this marginality, but to
seek to make use of it to mount a critique of certain aspects

ot the secular culture

In our view, Christians do well not to forget the aorizinal
locus of the word "secular”. It referred to the present world-
order qualified by the fact that it is, in relation to God’s
praomised future, never {final, never fulfilled in itseif, never
beyond question. There was a quite proper foundation for the

"

Church's reluctance to rid the idea of secularization” of

cerfain pejorative connotations. This was not alwayz simply



evidence (though sometimes it was and is) of an entrenched
stance towards what was assumed to be the rise of irreligion,

and as such the Church’s sworn enemy.

The fully secular society is, to use the accurate phrase
of von Weiszaecker (1964), a kind of "Christian heresy”. It
emphasises and freezes into false permanence one side only of
the complex truth of the social implicationz of the Gospel. It
remains the responsibility of c<ontemporary Christianity to
retain an ambiguous, critically-distanced stance towards its
own =ocio-cultural fruits. Such a distance is actually provided
to  the Church by the problematic fact of the unwilied
institutional differentiation which has led it into marginality.

Our position, therefore, differs from the radicals' typical
judgment that secularization is good and must be affirmed, but
secularism is bad and must be rejected. As to the affirmation

of secularization as a fruit of the Gospel, we conclude as

that azapects of so-called secularism are likewise inevitable
“fruits” tied into the process. This alerts us to the fact that
the Gospel's fruits in concrete socic-cultural terms can never
be unambiguously judged to be sound and proper. There is
always a fresh process of reviewing, criticising and even
rejecting frui in the light of the selfsame Gospel. This does

ot mean attempting in the process to deny that these were

really "true" fruits at all

Ls for the denial of secularism, we comment thus: this
denial is only realistic if it is nuanced to single cut those
components of the prevailing ideoclogy which are developing in
a line radically inimical %o the Gospel. This involves the
Church in recognizing its own inescapable complicity in the
production of them. Therefore, an attitude of humility and

compassion, not just hostility and denunciation, is called for.
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Further, the Church cannot begin to combat or criticise
anything that belongs to the secular unless it heightens,
maximises and makes effective all that symbolism of the sacred
and transcendent which is the distinctive property of its own

institutional life.

The theoretical position attained in this chapter has not

directly addressed the problem of specific, concrefe action by

=g
D~

the churches designed to make visible in a secular context t
real meaning of the Gospel, of talk of sin and salvation, grace
and fellowship. For Harvey Cox, for example, a theology of
zocial change was intended to precede a theology of the Church;
and all we have sa3id in this chapter invites the question, what
zhould the Church do?

Christian Radicalism paid much afttention to this question,

which is treated extensively not only in The Secular City and

Robinson’'s The HNew Reformation?, fo name two leading

contributions, but especially in the documents stemming from
the studies on "The Kissionary Structure of the Congregation”
emanating from the Worlid Council of Churches. This "secular
mission of the Church” is the topic of our next Chapfer.

NOTES,
I, However dated, the book is a greal deal more lively and stimulating to read today
than donest To God, the naivety of some parts baing compensated for by the suggestive
insights of others, The most cogent immediate responses are gathered in The Secylar
City Debate, adited by Danial Callahan (1966), in a deliberate imitation of Edwards’
o e . aond axtended discussion is in Richard, Zogularizabion
, 132-64: a ftrenchant review article is P, J.Lee, "Whose City?" in the
cotbish Journal of Thaology for 1966:328-40, Cox is discussed as part of the

AL
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sixties’ ferment in ¥ Hamilfon, Yhat's New in Religion?, 93-10f: ch 2 of Woollard,
Srogress: a Christian Docirina?: and ch 1 of A M Ramsey, God, Christ and the World

2, Saeculuw was a lemporal term, cf, French sidcle, century, However the contrast
betwean "this aga/world’ and "the age/world to come’ served to blur the distinction
from the spatial term swndus, The New Tastament use of Gresk 4s/8n and kosmos is
tomparable, See J.A.T Robinson, "The Christian Society and This Uorld" in '
Lhyreh | 2 Yorid 9-22; A Loen, Zecularization, 150-55: Gregor Smith, Secwlar
thristiantty, 141-43; Richardson, Bg11g1Qn_ln~£gnigm€gLAL¥_ﬂgbgig, 40ff: Macquarrie,
God and Cfecularily, 43f, The radical distinciion between the tws ages is of course
followed thraugh classically in theology in Augustine's conception of the two
"cities” and the Lutheran docirine of the tws "Kingdows”, both of which as a result
show an immensely contemporary intarest in the relationship batween faith and this
world, See Charles Davis, I ; it Soriedy, §2-35.
3. Thasa statements aboul expropriation are of course highly generalized, In England,
the peculiar political nature of the Reformation, which eventually led to a
Revolution 1nvolving conservabive and radical religious parties, followed b( 3
restoration of a wmoderately reformed ecclesiastical system and 2 monarchy still
tlosely allied to 1t resulted in the political process of secularization being
halled at an intermediary stage, In france, by contrast, the eventual Ravolution very
decisively involved a confrantation of religious and secularist parties, and a fully
secular state resulbed in which even taday anti-clericalism is more widespread than
(1 England, See Martin, 4§ 1 The 5 izatian

]
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§, For exanple, Holyoake believed that the masses required education and the material
neans of living 3 properly human life, nol dogma and supermatural palliatives, Good
hosgitals could do more for the sick than priestly ministrations, A Davy lamp would
protect a minar where prayers would not, Where the world remained unexplained,
science would continue to work upon it, In the meantime, no matter: for there was
alenty to be getting on with, and to enjoy, without troubling about nysteries, On
olynake and Eradlaugh, see Susan Budd, Var ! f. Nineteenth-century
sacularism became the basis for the twentiath-cantury Humanist Movement: see Colin
Campbell, "Humanism 1in Britain”, in_f Socinlogical 3 igion in Grital

L2z, 1963, and the same authar's zacinlogy qon, 1971 also 1n
the context of the sixties, V¥ Strawson, y thealogy, ch,2:
Elackham, feligion in Modern Zociedy and 1n Qbiections 4o Humanisa, 1966: ,Hefburn
in Religion and Human%g%5 published by the EBC 1n 1964; and popularly, F Brown,
"“n Bﬂ‘)[ £ ”m “e‘ :_,‘

§ On Gogarten see Gregor Smith, Sacylar Chrigtianity, 150-56: §.P Schilling,
{onte onti eplogians, ¢h,5; H K, Schrey, Daskylarisierung 21-27, The
raliance of Cox and others upan Gogarten's 3 i Bof fnypg dar Neyzeii:

Sagh 151 i (19531 1s somewhat aclertic and oud of

h J Ut

eantext, Gogarten, like Bultmann, started out as a dialectical theologian but parted
theological company with Barth in the thirties, His understanding of secularization
as the "historicization” f Vergeschichtiichung) of human existence, aithough taken up
accurately by Gregor Smith (see infra, Ch XT1J, does not really agree wilh what Cox
15 trying to say, For Gogarten, it is failh as a crealive mode of historical being-
in-tha-world that overcomes the dichotomy between {empiricist: objectivity and
{existentialist) subjectivity, Only in faith can nan allow the abjective warld io ke
fraely itself in its full historical secularity, because faith as the gift of God
frees man to be himself in the world, liberating his from domination by it and far
raspansible action in it, Gogarten's Position degands upon accaptanie of a radical
vergian of the Lutheran "Two Kingdoms” doctrine, and seeks to understand how faith
avoids either confusing or falsely separating ithe teo realws, of God and of the
warld, On these terms, (ox's thenlogy is actually a case of their deliberate
eonfusion, See H H Schrey, Reigh Gof 4 Yelt 1959 101-4,

£, Cox 15 not blind {0 the irony of choosing Kennedy and Camus as his representatives
of the secular spirit; two men who both ‘met death pramaturely, violently and 1in
sesmingly meaningless fashion, In the very widst of pragmatic secularity, the
existential pradicament raises its head!

7, The phenomenological asqett of this sacrad-secular eontinuum poind of view owes
auch 4o the history-of-religions school repressnted particulacly by the work of

#ircea Eliade, Sea Wicker, (ulbure apd [helpgy, 211-22, Altizer also belongs to
this tradition, having been strongly influenced by Eliade; but ha wants to force the

swing of the pendulum wholly an to the "sacular” side of the continuum, in order io
bring aboul a catastrophic shift in which the eschatological sacred wiil appear, This
deligerately revarses Eliade's perspective of an etermal return of the sacred,
Alt1zer, then, demands that Christians take a fearful risk in giving up everything io
the onslaught of total, prefana secularity, and just waiting to see whal happans,
This position is very much bound up with a sort of optmistic American Messianisa,
y?;cbg;as had a sorry fate since Altizer's day: ses R.L Shinn, ¥ap: Tha New Humanisn,
189,197,
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CHAPTER X1:. THE SECULAR MISSION OF THE CHURCH.

This chapter seeks to evaluate those radical programmes
which applied the overall theological affirmation of the
modern, secular society to the understanding of the Church's
missionary ftask. The aim of such programmes was to
reconceptualize that mission, and the salvation which it sought
to bring, in secular-social terms. and to consider  the
institutional structures necessary for the Church to accomplish

basis of the

[l

a mission reinterpreted in this way. On th
double-edged stance towards Secularity  recommended  in the
preceding chaplter, we raise a number of questions against both
the desirability and the feasibility of this reconstruction, and
suggest factors which need to be taker into consideration if
the Church is to have any hope of fuifilling its mission under

the constraining conditions of contemporary social reality.

The main ecumenical debate about tha meaning of salvation
and the nature of the Church's mission, and the relationship of
evangelism to social justice, did not davelop until the 1970s
and came to a head at the Nairobi Assembly of the WVorld
Council of Churches in 1975. As such, the debate falls outside
the scope of this thesis. However, the precursors of these
increasingly politically-orienfted ecumenical statements lie
clearly to hand in the secular theologies of the previous
decade. Here, certain theaoretical foundations were laid
concerning the regeneration of the Church's social presence and

proclamation in order to speak fo, and be effective 1in, a
g

lobal saciety caonstrued as increasingly and irreversibly

The worldwide studies of the World Council-of Churches on

"The Miscsionary Structure of the Congrezation', initiated at the
R [a] ) s
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Delhi Assembly of 1961, culminated in the 1967 Report, The
Church For Others. This in turn stongly influenced the thinking
of the Fourth Assembly of the W.C.C. at Uppsala in Sweden in
1968. The Council also sponsored an important Conference on
Church and Society in Geneva in 1966, which was notable for
its espousal of a form of Christian humanism as the proper

formulation of the nature of God's mission in the world.®

For a body of writings expounding the theology
promulgated through these councils and studies we fturn to the
work of the Austraiian Methodist theologian, Colin Williams. he
joined the National Council of Churches of the U.S.A. in 1963
as Director of the Department of Evangelism, in order to
oversee and co-ordinate the emerging tfindings of the
"Missionary Structure” study groups. The immediate fruit of
¥illiams' work in this area was the two study books, Where in

the World? and What in the World?. The later paperback Faith

in_a Secular Age sought to relate fthe studies more explicitly
to the theology of secularization. In 1969, VWilliams' study of
The Church in Lutterworth's "New Directions in Theology" series
took a broader view in setting the developing W.C.C.

ecclesiology against the background of more traditional models.

ii. Exposition.

The first major feature of the theology of the WV.C.C. is
that the term "mission” refers in the first place to what God
is doing in the world at large, and not to sSomething the
Church is sent to do, as it were, to the world on God's behalf.
This position differs from the theological affirmation of
secularization we saw in Cox, who wanted to retain (somewhat
problematically, as we argued in the last chapter) the idea
that the secular world was somehow incomplete without its

theological rationale, still seen in a fairly neo-Orthodox

(S]]

manner as given to the world. Williams sees a "radical shift in

"

focus" to a position where "the world sets the agenda” quite

unambiguously (Williams, 1969:ch.l7.



This is because God's mission is before all else one of
"humanization". It is a matter of bringing about the conditions
in the world whereby mankind can come to enjoy the full
potentialities of their creation and calling. "The vision of the
ultimate reconciliation and unity of the whole of creation in
Christ” (Williams, 1965(a):27) 1is interpreted chiefly as the
breaking down of all those walls of partition which do harm to
the prospects of a manifestation of the family of man. The
mission of God is ‘therefore thoroughly secular, and also
political, in the sense that it concerns public, social-
structural and material issues and not merely private and

interior dispositions (cf.Metz, 1969:114).

Having established the priority of mission as God's work
in the secular field, the Council's thenlogy goes on to conceive
0f the Church's role as participation. M.M.Thomas, a leading
Asian theologian, writes:

The work of Christ in his Kingdom is discernibla in the
sacular and political revolutions of our time, and,,, ths
thurch’'s function i1s to discern it and witness o it

and,,, 't participate in God's work in a changing world’
{Thomas, 1988,

The Uppsala Assembly of 1968 put it this way:
Do missionary priorities place the church alongside the
defenceless, the abusad, the forgotten, the bored? Do
they allow Christians to enter the concerns of others, to
accept their issues and their structures as vehicles of
involvemant? Are they the best situations for discerning

with other men the signs of the times, and for moving
with history towards the coming of the vew humanity?

Passages like this, which abound in the published documents of
the W.C.C., exhibit certain frequently recurring rhetorical
turns of phrase. The mission of Christ is characterized in
terms of "struggle”. The Church is called upon to "discern what
God is doing in the secular”. It is to be wherever the new age

is "emerging". It must allow its forms to "develop around the

[T
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shapes of the world’



The model for the Church which {fits this theology of
participation is that of the servant of the world. The Church
possesses no independent or specialized status of its own, but
must simply be prepared to adjust and adapt to changing
situations as the need requires. For example, wherever
organized action is occurring designed to give a disprivileged
or appressed group an opportunity for creative responsibility
for their destiny for the first time, or a movement is under
wzy  to  reconcile two  previously warring and mutually
suspicious social groups, there one should expect to find a
group of Christians organizing itself into an effective agency

for ocffering the resources of Christ to the new situation.
g

Villiams writes characteristically:

Itowould sesm that if the church is h
God's mission, it must (like Christ) be sensitive to the
points of disjunction In the world, and be so structured
that 1t focuses the obedience of the Christian community
at these points of nesd (Williams, 196503} 310

In contrast tn the traditional, static definitions of the
Church  in terms of certain "marks” or "notes”, or as the
community where the Vord is preached and the sacraments duly
administered, 1in this theology the Church only becomes,
properly, Church "where the people of God are taking servant
shape around the needs and hopes cof the world- as servants of

Christ and therefore as servant of men" (Williams, 1569:31).

This Servant Church may simply have to "be there" bhefore
it can decide or dare to speak a word. It must be free for the
missicn of "Christian presence in the new shapes of human
existence Iin the structures of our time” Williams, 1266:114;
cf. on '"being there”, ibid:12, n.2, and Cox, 1969:104). This
zilent presence i35 itself a form of secular engagement, hecause

it is directed towards understanding:

a must be the listeming rhurch hefore we can be tha
speaking church, We must discern ihe shapes of need and
hope before we can take the shape of servant love and

befora we can ooint with any arcuracy to the hidden work

1
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of Christ as he continues to work in history now
{Williams, 1963:32),

Further, the Church is in no way to be concerned ahout
its own numerical increase. The ancient dictum, extra ecclesiam
nulla salus, must be reformulated in a secular age to express
the truth that, in the Church, God has given to the world a
community whose task is to spell out to it, and in its own life
embady before it, the true nature of the salvatien which is
even now heing manifested in the world at large.

Hence the mode of the Church's witness is invariably one
of pars pro foto, in which the size of the "pars” in relation

to the whole of a society is a historical and cultural

ot

variable, and in no way relevant to the essence of the mission.
Neither the medieval corpus Christianorum nor the present-day
diaspora situation is to be taken as a norm. Neither, after all,
is a function of the progress of God's secular mission, nor of
the extent of the dissemination of salvation. The purpose of
the few, if it be a few, being elect is solely that the many
may be saved, which is by no means the same thing as joining

the Church (H.R.Weber, 1963; Williams, 1966:101-3).

in view of these considerations, it is not surprising that
Villiams prefers the New Testament images of the Church as
light, veast and salt, to those speaking of aliens and exiles, a
pilgrim people on a passage to a different world. For the
"separated” life of the Church, represented in its traditional
forms, is only secondary and preparatory te its life of
servanthood and engagement (Williams, 1965(Hh):38ff).

In addition, he gives more weight to the “yeast” image,
which is to do with change and hidden transformation, than to
"salt”, which «oncerns rather the preservaticn sound and
wholesome of what already is (Williams, 1969:142-6). The
preservation of past forms after they have become almost
wholly dysfunctional has done serious damage to the Church's
ability to engage constructively with the secular mission of

God. For



The church is the church as it is renewed day by day,
dying to the limited forms of the world's past and rising
to the freedom of serving Christ as he opens up the
world’s future (ibid:49),

The emphasis on dysfunctional structures clearly relates
to the background of all the World Council's thinking in the
ecumenical movement.® However, the feature most prominent in
Williams' analysis is a strong statement of the inadequacy of
the locally-based residential congregstion tor the fulfilment
of the Gospel mission, as secularly understood, in the
contenporary social situation. There are at least three reasons

for this inadequacy.

Firstly, it 1= argued that the geographical parish no
longer reflects in any meaningful way the actual clusters and
configurations of communal and associative attachments within
which people live their daily lives.® This is the reason for
the development of a range of '"para-church” agencies such as
Boards for Social Responsibility or  Mission and  Unity,
industriai, hospital, prison and other <chaplaincies, and
institutions and academies for the provision of study and
discussion resources in the new specialized areas confronting
the Church. Nevertheless, says Williams, "the real church is
5till looked upon as the local church” (1965¢a):8), a situation

which will not do.

For secondly, local residence congregations are
increasingly divided along class, racial or other cultural
lines, They testify in their segregated lifestyle and mentality
to precisely those worldly "separations” which it is the claim

of the Gospel to destroy:

Does not a church pattern which structures Christians
within residence communities tend to deepen those worldly
saparations rather than bring the uniting reconciling
power of Christ to bear in such a way that these worldly
barriers collapse and Christ's wultimate purpose is

waa B R A R N R T I
revaaled? (1bid; 25, of [3-123,



A third ground for distrust of the residentially-based
structure is that it highlights the isolation and privatization
of the nuclear religious community brought about by structural
differentiation. For the religious group, feeling itself
threatened by marginal status and the encroachments of a

secular oculture, reacts

m

)

by preserving its distinctiveness by
means of an increasingly strict, if implicit, set of criteria

for helonging (Matthes, 1966).

For example, 1t may be that certain groups in saciety are
subject to a greater degree of marginality than others in terms
of their exclusion from the secular, material and economic
processzas which make up the “heart” of society- the elderly,
married women, young children, members of unprestigious, old-
fashioned middle-class occupaticns. Such marginal groups, being
strongly  reprecented in church  congregations, will he
classified by society at large as "more likely to be religiouvs’.
The congregation which is thus composed will then perpetuate
this state of affairs by the way in which it unintentionally

defines the requirements for "being a good Christian”

There iz, then, in the theological position we have bteen
examining here a far-reaching "follow-through" from
missiological reconstruction into the reordering of

5
organizational church life. Our task now is to raise questions

Hh

against four th
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reas of +this analysis, arising out o
critical impact of our socioclogical understanding of the nature

of religion and the processes of secularization.

Ve begin by questioning the wholesale reinterpretation in
secular-social terms of the salvation offered in the Gosp

which stems from the Council’s decision to define mission at

il

the outset as God's humanizing work in the secular arena. The

s salvation in terms of a tension between
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accumplizhed fact and yet-to-be-consummated reality.” There i
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a persistent polarity between the present confrontation of
individual persons with the Gospel in a summons to repentance,
and the eschatological dimension of the salvation of the whole
creation, issuing 1in the '"new heavens and new earth”. This
polarity provides no precise place for salvation achieved
through secular sftructures, although of course this is far from
saying that the salvation of persons does not entail a
commitment to the criticism and alteration of certain

structures.

=]
-

illiams is not unaware of this problem. He warns of two
dangers inherent in &is secular missiology: the Church mavy
simply be defined as wherever God's redeeming work iz being
done, regardless of the presence or otherwise of explicit
Christian faith, and the "equivocal character” of the =signs of
Christ's presence in the world will fail to be noticed. We can,
he says, misuse Christ’s gift, turning the opportunity into
“"demonic directions” (Williams, 1965 (b):41-2). However, Willians
does not develop this point. On his own previously established
terms he wcannot do so: for the underlving commitment to

"religionlessness" and approval of secularization would have to

be modified by such a development.

But we would argue that the Christian perspective insists

that we not only can but will misuse the gifts offered by

realize salvaticn in present, this-worldly terms i3 'end-
stopped” at some point by the rebarbative insufficiencies of
humanity spoken of in religious language as "sin”. It makes no
difference if the causes of such imperfections of behaviour ars

themselves held to be structural rather than somehow "innat

M

in  human nature". For alternative, "less sinful” structural
arrangements must still be maintained by some apparatus of
authority, entailing the risk that the cycle of exploitation and

"

injustice will begin again: a revolution dévore ses enfants’.
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These dilemmas of a secular-social interpretation of
salvation lead us to raise questions in a second area, which is
that of what ©precisely it 1is for which the Church is
specialized. What contribution do Christians bring, in their
activities of participation in the secular mission of God,
which necessitates speaking of theirs as a distinctive
influence at all? The Vorld Council of Churches' Division of
Vorld Mission and Evangelism, meeting in Mexico in 1063,
confessed itz difficulty with just this issue

I the vestoration and veconciliation of human life is
being achieved by the action of God through secular
agdencias, what is the place and significance of faith? If
Lhe cnuruh 15 to be wholly invelved in the world, and its
histary, what 15 the true natura of ils separateness? We
wara ahle to state thesis and antithesis in this debate,

but we could not see our way through to the truth we feel
lias beyond this dialectic (quoted Williams, 1965{b):347},

The unpopular "way through”, which the radical theologians
were unable to see  because of their prior theological
commitments, must be that in a secular society the Church is
primarily specialized for religion. But once this is properly
vnderstood, as we have argued the radicals did not understand
it, the reasons for rejecting such an answer begin tc fade. For

the Church, by its ritual provision, its sacred symbolism, its
J ! R

teaching ministry and, indeed, its mere  presence, is
responsible  for guarding, fostering and inculcating a
distinctive orientation to the world which it believes to be

essential for creative human thriving.

This puts the Church's incursions into the realm of direct
social action into rather a different light. They are entirely
justified in terms of the response of the Gospel to perceived
need. But they ought to be conceived as femporary, emergency

projects, designed to fill the breach until the secular society

or

assunes its proper responsibility of providing a
professionally specialized and adequate agency to supply the
need in question. This is by no means a defence of shoddy work

and diletfantishness in the Church's engagement with social

[
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issues (cf. Anderson, 1984). It simply says something about the
theological spirit in which projects should be undertaken.

For example, a church-sponsored local community
programme to help the unemployed might quite properly be
dubbed “amateur” in a sense devoid of the connotations of
"amateurishness”. For such a project to assume an air of
permanence and professional all-sufficiency could =ncourage the
secular authorities to abdicate responsibility for the material
roots of the problem. They could "leave it to the voluntary
bodies, since they're doing such a good job”. in that case, the
Church would forfeit its right to go on criticising the sacular

powaers in the name of the transcendent vision of th
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Needless to =ay, this point of view does not envisage a
time when there would no longer be any such emergency proiects
for the Church to undertake.

whom no-one else carez. Even

seemed, adequately by secular

that this kind of attitude fo the Church's =ocial obligations

surely belongs to the logic of accepting secularization as a

Meanwhile, every local church will have a suificiently

et

demanding task in fulfilling its specitically religious service.
This involves the continual celebration, exploration and
commendation of that godward orientation  without  which
cultural confusion will continue tao spread, more or  less
zubliminally, within the community, followad by the atrophy of
human potential. [f the idea of entering a church far a service
ot worship is a very alien thing to most people in a parish,
the Christian response chould not be to retain thst for the
few who have acquired the taste for it, and concentrafte instead
] t.

upon Msecular” forms of outreach to the ro
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Radical theology answered this question mainly in terms
of the shortcomings of the residence congregation, and it is to
this that we turn for the third aspect of our critique. We have
certainly to grant the charge of inertia and unproductive in-
group fighting among many such congregations. But we cannot
accepl the simple diagnosis, that the failure of residence
"structures” to reflect conftemporary patterns of social iife is

tn hiame. For & mnainr factor is the ~ultural confusion and

practice which accompany the proce

Williams, lixe Cox, iz keen [0 welcome.

Lhe = pf’fx", 14

is really "where the action is”.

1

the parish arrangements which

fo=d
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iven geographical
area worsnipping and witnessing together {at least in the case
of  the Church of England). These arrangements remain in

principle the bazis for a powerful counter-trend to the

witneszs of the mixed local congregation, whose boundaries are
fluid, and the professionally specialized ministries sponsored

by the antecedent institutional tace nf the Church.

For the Church has 2 dual level of en
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latter, a strong sense of ‘'membership” is required, giving
expression to the critical over-againstness of the Gospel. But
for the former, it is a sense of "the parish” which takes
priority: the Church is conceived as being of, for and in the
community it serves, without clear boundaries with it (Wickham,
1966). Ta be sure, every local congregation will have its 'core”
of more explicitly, overtly committed people, which could be
construed as an inevitable kind of elite

action-groups prepozed by VWilliams, in thiz case the dialectic
hetween critical commitment and community acculturation is
upheld within the congregation, and not destroyed by the

extraction of the "engaged” sub-groups from it.

These observations encroach upon gquestions which will
receive further attention in the next chapter. But for now, our

final criticism of Williams' position iz a rather more general

attempts to embady fhe Gospel in social ferms. Williams and
the W.C.C. tend to write as though it were possible to
reconstruct the role o0f the Church from "scratch™, or to
adjudicate upon 1its past performance from a position of
present detachment. But this is not so.

In the case of secularization itself, the same set of co-
ordinates out o0f which emerged a prodigious programme of
humanization, such that the modern West assumes as of right

standards of living and criteria of humane behaviocur undreamed

[

a few centuries earl

[l

o} er, has also made religious faith so

problematic that the cultural basis of that whole

1&]

pProgramme

now comes under threat.

Vhat we most value and what we most abhor are so closely

interwoven and even interdependent that the Church ought at

least to think very carefully before remodelling its strucfures

3006



along the lines of some emergent social pattern hastily
interpreted as an epiphany of the coming Reign of God. This is
not an argument for always leaving things as they are. The
Church is wvery good at that, but it 1is also inclined to
conceive of change in terms of adaptation to prevailing social

trends.  Neither way i

5]

in keeping with the {ranscendent
orientation of the Christian message. The Church has a charter

to care, to understand, to criticise, to explore alternatives,

but not necessarily just to be up-to-date. [t must retain some

)

everage, within its institutional make-up, for delaying the

5

baptism of each new secular candidate for the status of social

embodiment of the Gospel.

In the remaind

@

r of this chapter, we look beyond the
bounds of the writings of Williams and the W.C.C. for further
thinking about the potentialities and limitations involved in a

contemporary reconstruction of the Church’'s mission.

=l

i. The Avant-garde of God?

Harvey Cox outlines the general theoretical structure of

an ecclesiology in chapters 5 to 7 of The Secular City. It is
set in the context of his concern to exhibit the historical
aweep of secularization as the concretization of the Gospel.
Therefore, it takes up the problem of the need for a continuing
religious agency in a society where the desired process- the
coming of the Secular City of Man- appears to be occurring

anyway.

That is why Cox says that a theology of social change
must precede a theology of the Church. Such a theology is
required, and so is the Church, in order to avoid two opposite
errors: the removal of the concerns of religion and the idea of

God's activity entirely out of the socio-political arena on the

-
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one hand, and the indiscriminate identification of all manner



of human projects with the work of God on the other (Cox,

op.cit;119-120).

Cox e¢laims that his wuse of ‘'secular city” as an
interpretive image for contemporary social change 15 analocgous

to the way the coming of the Kingdom of God is understood in

the +tradition of sich realisierende FEschatologie. 1t 1is an
reality”, the final fuilfilment of which always lies

beyond any temporal horizon, and contains potentialities not

affirmation of secuwlarization that Cox was eager to convey in

the earlier part of his bhook.

Ny

Agzin=t this background, Cox proposes four elements of 2

theology of sociat change, which together lay ocut an agenda for

the churches:

The "catalytic” act means showing the worid why decisive
action fer change i3 now necessary. 1t 1s  achieved by
preaching into the ‘'critical gap" Dbetween aspects of the
prevailing order and that which is promised, and even now
beginning to appear. In effect, it is a call to repent.

The interpretation of "catalepsy"” means unmasking the
reasons why people in fact fail fo act in order ta enter upon
their rightful inheritance in the Gospel. It iz a process of
removing the 'false consciousness”, or 'had faith" which
prevents them from perceiving the truth (ibid:129-30).%

The ‘cathar=zis" iz an interpretation of conversion

comes %o himself” and sees clearly for the
first time, assuming his responsibilify in the world.

The "catastrophe” is the coming of the new order which
results from men and women engaging creatively with their

adult calling under God.

According te Cox, the Church 1= now called upon to

perform these actions because the process of secularization nhas



set in motion the ongoing social changes which are needed far
people to be able to change their view of the world {(ibid:132).
In other words, the Church must see to it that the great
opportunity does not pass the world by. It must prevent the
newly emerging technopolitan classes from falling away from
the liberty they are beginning to grasp. It must tell the world
what the time is (cf. Wieser, 1268), and interpret the signs,
so that people are enabled fo enter into the freedom and

fulfilment which modernity offers fo then.

The Church, therefore, is "God's avant-garde”, a term Cox
borrows from Hoekendijk. It achieves this calling in three
ways!

Kerygma means proclaiming, in effect, Cox's version of

Gogarten's secularization theclogy of the Gospel-given freedom

Diakonia means working to make whole the character and
comnunity of the emerging city: for example, the Church must

in potential oproblem-areas such as race-

Koinonia means the Church's demonstration in its own

common life that the message of the Kingdom is true.

Additionally, +the Church exercises the ministry of
"cultural exorcism”, which consists in combating the malignant
persistence or re-emergence of sub-Christian tribal or small-
town mentalities and structures in the secular city, and easing

)
S

the vpassage of the people successfully into the city

rewarding new lifestyle.

Cox’s Church is therefcre both a sign set up before men
of what God is bringing to pass in the world at large, and a
nidwife assisting at the birth of fhe new, and ensuring a safe
and speedy delivery. Cox is wvery slightly moare equivocal than

Williams about the interpretation of secular social action as

=2

the prior mission of God in the world., For he permits to the



Church the dual role of simply pointing out and interpreting
what is going on, and, as the need arises, putting it right
when it threatens to deviate from God's intentions. But there
is noc room in Cox's analysis for the Church's dual role to
extend to resisting aspects of the advance of modernity.

The activites itemised by Cox under the notion of

[0)]
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catalysis, catalepsy, catharsis and catastrophe are an

important summary of the Church’s critical functions. But Cox

1

only sees them as operating in order 0 awaken men to their

destiny in the emerging new age, whereas we should want to sav
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e to free men from a false fixatio

that they o<an also opera
upon the supposed merits of that age, treated as absolutes. The

critical process works both ways.

Moreover, Cox is tcc much of a ‘“catastrophist” in
supposing that existing Christian communities can be propelled
abruptly into this new understanding of their role. For, az we
have =aid earlier, ths agperation of these critical functions

remains dependent upon the persistence of certain traditional

T

continuities which grant confidence and stability.
This deficiency in Cox is symptomatic in the brief fourth

part of The Secular City, entitled "To Speak in a Secular

Fashion of God": he concludes that for the present we may have
to remain unable to use the word "God” at all, but doez not
consider the possibility that the sacred symbolism still
present in the Church's visible life and liturgy- its actual

religious being- may offer any help.

We have to look elsewhere, therefore, for a treatment of
the reaiities the Church must face in any attempt to revitalize

its missionary activity.

ii. The Church of the Diaspora?

In his Relizion in a Secular Age, the Catholic writer John

Cogley draws upon some ideas of Karl Rahner in setiing out ths



choices facing the churches. We must accept, he argues, that

O

the forces of modernity threaten religious faith in such a way
that we must fight to maintain it. It is simply not possible
for all that secularization entails to be enlisted by the
believer as gain.

Secondly, we must also accept the coming of a specialized

"diaspora” Church, which is to say a minority of worshippers

2>d  through the community. The clergy can expect no

privileged status; Church and Stats

il

will agree on some sort of
peaceful co-existence which will inevitably leave the Church
aither compromised or limited in its activities to some extent.
. is necessary for the churches fto face and come to terms
with these facts before they can hope to develop a response

which embodies a dialectical relationship of co-operativ

®

engagement with, and critical distance from, the social tasks

called forth by the secular society.

th

W¥e  should note that this does not mean a irit
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waaried resignation to an unwelcome tate. Rahner ha

U

distinguished, in this connection, a category of things which

"ought mnot to be", yet "must bhe” (cf.McBrien, 1966:124ff;
Williams, 1969:25-93. The contemporary Church’s diaspora
situation "ought not to be”, in the sense that it appears to
contradict God's ultimate purpose of bringing all men to
salvation through Christ by allowing many %o live out their
lives with neither contact with 1living faith nor real interest
in Christianity. But the historical and sociological causes
which have led to the present situation are so compelling that
Wwe have to conclude that for the limited present purposes of

the history of salvation, God wills that it must be sc.

The "acceptance” that is called for is treated by Adolfs

ot

as part of a "kenotic"” model of the Church. He believes tha
the Church needs to make a conscious decision to choose the
kenotic way, which means renouncing all pretensions to social

srestige or expectations of the right to dictate to society ar

B
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"lord it over it", as well as all fashionable attempts at
"adaptation" which may mean the loss of distinctive religious

tents. The kenotic Church may have to be content simply to
"be there”, serving and witnessing and continuing to symbolize
the +transcendent, riding out the storm, so to speak, and
awaiting the possible (but not guaranteed) reappearance of a
more widespread cultural dissemination of religion at the other
side of the crisis (Adoifs, 1667:h. 4

These proposals offer sz tempera®te analysis of fthe meood or

n

spirit in which contemporary Christian social engagement will
have tc be undertaken. They combine an acknowledgement ci the
nead for the secular relevance and serving aspects of mission
with an emphasis upon the continuing strength of the Church's

institutional resources, its religicus culture, in a time of

saying that the key to the Church’'s secular mission i3 a
proper understanding of its religion, and that the undertaking
of that mission depends upon a gracicus acceptance of the very
real constraints under which 1t labours at the present time:

constraints which were also present, but too often not taken

into account, in the sixties.

iii. Conclusions: the Rejuvenation of Religion?

The contemporary situation of the Church, as something
that "must be” although it "ought not to be", qualifies the wav
in which the Church pursues the "ought ta be" which is the

ultimate goal of its mission. For the secular and relizious

elements  belong inseparably ‘together in  the «<oncept of
salvation which fthe Church proclaim=s. However, in present

circumstances, certain ways of expending the Church's energiles-

for example, undialectically political ones- would be ultimately

Thisz means that, when we argue *that +the Church's
obligation is squarely to do with the promotion of religion, we

have to steer clear ot the vacuousness and escapism fhzat such

,
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a claim can seem to imply. We have fo be prepared to meet the
cry of John Vincent about the effect of the typical "religious”
sermon upon its habitual hearers:

The congregation disperses with a sense of uselessness,

of the futility of doing anything, ‘Salvation’ nust be

something complately unrelated to the ordinary business

of living, [ have decisions o make, responsibilities to

fulfil, kindnesses to show: I have my wretched temper to

control, my kids to try to 4o the best for, the man next

door 4o try to treat as a neighbour, And none of 1t

raally matters basically, None of it has anything to do

with ‘salvation', It seems to be about nothing, And |

can't do anything about it, Have faith? But that 1sn't

2asy, For me to have faith would be hard work- and we are

not suppasad to rely on ‘works',

Thus has many a congregation bBecome the stolid,

unchangeable mass that confronts the preacher (Vincent,

1365:28-9),

Later, Vincent suggests that one reason, at least, for
declining congregations 1s sheer boredom: churchgoing Jjust
gives people nothing toc do, no real challenge tc take up, and
is somehow not expected to make any difference to anything
else (ibid:33-4). Obviously this is not the whole story about
the contemporary decline in official religious participation,

but it is important at least from one point of view.

For in an age with noc coherently Christian milieu and
fewer and fewer 'socialized", habitual Christians, the more
"evangelical" variety of conversion is likely to become, in one
form or another, increasingly the mode of individuals’ entry
into active church 1life. This mode of conversion induces,
inevitably, high expectations that religious practice will
change things, will be worthwhile, will present a task and a
challenge. We end this chapter, then, with an attempt +to
describe the substance and the style of the action to which

the Christian's religion must call him.

This task, beginning from its religious heart, which is

emphatically rimary, lInvolves the depiction, display and

Rl

proclamation of a compelling world-view, oriented fo the
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transcendent and given its shape by the radical alternative
possibility for the world disclosed in Jesus Christ. Only a
coherently thought out religjous world-view of this kind can

combat the deleterious effects of a cultural secularization

i

which is reducing personal and private systems of meaning and
value to a range of fragmentary and ineffective soft options,
and eroding the possibility of many peaple attaining to any
world-view or persanal ohiiosophy whatsoever. This way there

lies no prospect of salvation.

The resources of the Christian tradition are there to oe
drawn upon by bellevers as a living reality through the cycles
and symbols of their practice of faith, in however uncertain
and compromised a fashion they do this.

But the 3ame believers also live in the midst of the
world, about which they are called to be unremittingly and
compassionately realistic. The Christian vision, with its
dialectical pattern of ftranscendence, offers the opportunity of

such & combination of involvement with distancin
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with clear-sightedness. The Christian's mission will always
maove between the polarities of the religious and secular (for

one example of this in practice, se

il

Phipps, 1967:041f;, 92f1).

Great patience and discrimination is required for the
Christian to move between these fwo poles, for the Christian
way in the secular situation is aiways diffuse and indirect.

But sometimes such secular involvement will 1lead to others

he sees in Christ really does make a practical difference to
the way he conducts his aff

a
sees for persons in society. Then, a small step has been taken

-
Q

wards reversing the cultural debilitation in which cheapjack
world-views jostle in & market free-for-all and critical truth

counts for Iittle or nothing.
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This twofold mission of direct witness to the saving
vision which alone can transform human history, and indirect
involvement through secular channels, has been termed by
Charles Davis (1966:76) the "two-pronged advance of grace". The
religious advance, involving explicit proclamaion of Christ and
the summons o©of men and women %o personal faith, takes

priority. But th

D

secular, involving the Christian in working

those of good-will who desire to see greater

b

together with al
justice and human fulfilment, may well precede, as well as

follawing from, the religious movement of the mission.

Only in this way can the Church face up to the reality of
itz own social marginality as. a fruit of secularization,
without resigning itself to a stance of wundialectical
confrontation and denunciation of the world. Only in thiz way
can it hegin to present a cogent critique of *he falze and

harmful effects of secularization, rather +than seeking to

But we still need to relate all of this fo the faith of
actual Christian believers moving in their social context, if
talk of “critical edge"” is to have any practical meaning. Ve
must therefore go on, in the next chapter, to an examination of

the character and modality of faith which the Christian

it
o

Radical: elieved would be demanded by the requirements of

maintaining Christian commitment in a sSecular context.

NOTES,

I, On these later dnvelupmen*s sag the W,C,C Bangkok Consultation of 1973, Salvabian

Lx)xz%, and the commentary of the same {itle by Pauline Webb; on Nair abi Kenneth

S Mmm_nam_ug( 1375 and for a summary of the 155u8s, 55’31

jsq, S (Grove Baoks) 1977,

2, In addumn to Wi lxams books thls discussion has also drawn upon Shinn, Han:
y H : Thun: Mw_ﬂlmzm 64-68; and the folfowmg

articles; R effrey "No Frontier”, in Frontier, 1367: ] Matthes, "The Mission of the

Congregatmn Frontier, 1966 MK, Thomas, "55ues Cnnternlng fhe Life and Work of

*ho Church in a Kevmutwna*g Varld", ' The Fcumenical Revisw 1962 L Newbigin,

"Racant Thinking on Christian Beliefs: Mission and Missions”, The Expusztn/'y fmes

T

et
[}

1977,

3, The W00, "5 connitment to ecumenical advance means that in its thinking corporate
thurch involvement in secular avangelistic initiatives assumes a vital importance
(Williams, 1966;105-6), It is the same world which is faced by all the churches with

all thair charished fhnologxcal diffarences; and hence a frash realization of ths
proper secular arena of mission cannot but advance the cause of unity, Van den Heuvel
gven distinguishes the “secular” as a separate: understanding of ecumenicity

309



(1967:ch, &) unity arises out of the common task of serving God's secular mission of
the fospel, and will emerge as diverse groups of Christians seek together the
appropriate structures for accomplishing this, Unity comes through doing, and not
primarily discussing,

4, This 1s in keeping with the work of the French "religious sociologists” in
developing the concept of the "zope humaine” (Boulard, 1980},

5, By grace we have been saved, yet we still await our redemption: cf, Ephesians 2.8
and zomans 13:11: 2 Coarinthians &:2 and 1 Peter 1:9,

£, Cox's insight her2 links togethsr the Marxian notinon of "bad faith™ and the nesd
far "conscientization” 4o remove it, with the Eiblical motifs of “"Glindness”
"deafnass” and "hardness of heart” as causes of peaple’s failure bo respond to the
Gospel when they hear 1. Isaiah £:9-10 and Mark 4:11-13 2f par Isatah 29:10-11 and
Romans 11:8: John 12:4G: Acts 28:25-27, Cox's dialogue with Marx wavers between the
disciplaship of a "liberationist® position, as herd, and something rather at odds
with that, but much more American, which is the commendation of a kind of universal
entrepreneurialism as th2 proner form of the Christian’s sacular malurity,
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CHAPTER XI1: CRITICAL FAITH AND TRADITIONAL CONTINUITY.

This chapter focuzes on the desire of Christian

Radicalism for z more critical, open and creative expression of

faith within the <hurches, in accordance with the mood of a
secular aze. The r caw much contemporary religious life

as an unhealthy denial of this mood. Falth was conceived in
to certainties; the Churach'es attitude kent
immature dependence, fosfering

of faith and exciudin

could not fuifil the sStringent

i

required for membership.
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conditicns of bhelie

was a desire %o rethink the nature of faith and itz operation
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community, in order to work out a form of
Christian existence which c¢ould engage with the cultural

conditions of the time.

what we have tried to

J O - A ; R
CRAUYCOoRS COomes aiwn Lo 1ns

i1ife of the Church and their secular community. The discuzsion

applies our sociclogical understanding of the distinctive
features of church-type and sect-type religious institutions,

and of communal and associational styles of reli

attempt o put into a concrete, living context what

raiical theology wanted to say about faith.

Our theological focus in this chapter will he upon the
rical cus  in this chapte il be unon the

zontoxt,
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1. Gregor Smith, Secular Christianity and the Working of Faith.

i. General Observations.
In his Introduction to Smith's posthumously edited and

publizhed The Doctripne of God, Allan Galloway wrote that

"Ronald fGregor Smith may well be the most important English-
speaking theclogian of this generation” (Smith, 1970:%). A
giaznce at Smith’s career brings to light the anticinatinn of
he major concerns of radical thenlogy in much of his work:

Az early as 1937, he made the first English franslaftion

of Martin Buber's 1 and Thou, a work whose personalist

approach to the doctrine of God found wide influence, including
f

course as a sub-theme of Honest to God.

At BSCM Press, he published the English edition of

Bonhoeffer’'s Letters and Papers from Prison, and went on o

propose Bonhoeffer as the clue to the formulation of a “this-

3]

warldly franscendence” in his own hook, The New Man, in 1596,

His 1960 work J.G.Hamenn: a Study din Christian Zzictence

found in this neglected i8th century German philosopher a
precursor of the contemporary reaction against pure empiricist
rationalism in favour of an emphasis upon the existential
reality of faith as lived out within the stream of history.

As translator of some of the later works of Xierkegaard,
Smith was also acutely aware of the need fo preserve an
inwardly unconditional, dynamic and critical faith without
falling thereby into an ultimately unhealthy isolation from the

nbjects of the tradition <{(as the Dane did in his hatred for

smith was perhaps the only theologian associated with th

ID

radical movements of the sixties to benefit from a thorough
immersion in the work of PBultmann, Gogarten and the whole
antecedent fraditions of dialectical and existentialist theology
in Germany. His work never lost the spirit of restless

axposition of the inner nature of

zearching after the adequate

T

faith as experienced by the one who is gripped by it, which

W
s
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already characterized his early work of Christian spirituality,

Still Point (1943)."

A word is needed here in justification of the inclusion of
Smith within the camp of Christian Radicalism, since as a
highly sophisticated and serious theologian with profound
attachments to Continental thought he would appear to stand
somewhat apart from those we have conzidered in detail up to
now. Galloway iz willing fo describe him as “the pathfinder of
that movement in theology which culminated in the Hopest f«
God debate” (Smith, 197G:10), bLut he hesitates to associzte
Smith too closely with what he calls "a brash and rather =zelf-
satisfied tendency in much recent theolozy” {ibid:. He appears
£to have in mind the American death-of-God episode, and
possibly  also Cox and the radical secularizers, since he
suggests that Smith’s name Dbecame wrongly linked with theirs

in virtue of the "accident” of +the +title of his Secular

Nevertheless, the subjects of Smith's
especially those collected in The Free Man (10869), suggest
(when one looks also at the various occasions upon which they
were delivered) that Smith was not unwilling to "move in the
circles” with which this thesis is concerned.

He acknowledges these links in the Preface to Secular

Christianity, and again towards the end of the book where he

criticises van Buren's The Secular Meaning of the Gospel. He

joel

refers in The Doctrine of God (123-4) to a radio dialogue in

which he took part with wvan Buren in 1966. He alludes to
recent. indications that the problems he is addressing have
been widely felt, and refers in particular to Robinson and
¥illiam Hamilton (Smith, 1966:207). And he explicitly draws

attention in The Doctrine of God (37) to the relevance of his

own reflections to “certain contused stirrings within the

churches today'.
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The threefold structure of gecular Christianity most

neatly sums up Smith's abiding theological interest: the parts
are entitled "Faith", "History” and "Secularism"”. We do not
claim here to he offering a complete study of Smith's theology,
but intend to focus our attention upon the {first of these
divisions. Smith's exploration of the sftructure, content and

experience of faith supplies a stimulating contribution to the

o+

debates of radical theology and to their continuing relevance.

We shall not limit our discussicn to the argument of Seculer

Christianity, but shall draw upon Smith's other works, with
particular reference fo his programmatic summary of his

position in the free Man 137-55), "Faith in a Secvlar World”,

and to chapter @ of The Doclrine of God, "Faith and Doctrine”.

Smith makes it clear that he is speaking of Christian
faith, and that he considers it justified that the Christian
faith soon came to be referred to as simply "faith”, or as "the
faith”; that iz fo say, it has a claim %fo be regarded as faith

par excellence (Smith, 1966:25). He summarizes thus:

What 1 am suggesting 15 that w2 try io understand fai
o its own terms, that is, in terms of how it has real
tome ta be, how it has arisen, And about the basic nature
of this coming-to-be [ suggest there can be no doubt
faith has always arisen as the response to historical
avents (Smith 13R3:.1423,

th
ly

This relation of faith to historical events has to be
expounded in two ways. Firstly, faith only arises at all as the
direct consequence of certain events in history, the historical
messaze of God in Christ. This revelatory act of God in
history does not lie there as an object awaiting discovery,

which might be understood and may or may not produce faith.
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Rather, faith is what it enacts and generates, so that the
encounter with the history as a revealed message is already
faith ™

Secondly, the ongoing form and content of faith continve
to be taken from the same historical events. The shape of
faith's outward 1life, the nature of 1its commitments, the

=)

decisions it makes, are all constituted by the originating

historical reality (1966:26-5).
Thi= sezond =ense in which faith is historical may be
better wunderstood if we look more closely at Smith's

understanding of “historicity”. He fells us that:

History may be described as the fiald of human decisions,
or mare precisely as my persanal acting in making ay
world into the world which God desires of me, .

History 15 what men decide in ths light of their self-
undarstanding (199143 1966 128)

interprets his experience, fthrough perpetual processes of

choice and decision horn of encounter with other persons,

reflection upon the past and projection of possible futures.

History, for Gregor OSmith, is not something going on "out
there”, into which a man may or may not launch himself. "Real
history” 1is mnot a kind of meta-history independent of
particular individuals, which can provide a mesh through which
to sift the chaos of discrete events so that only the
definitive meaningful pattern emerges and what first appears
unplanned and shapeless reassuringly turns into a "grand
design”. "Real history” is what happens to us, "as a personail
task which 1is te bhe realized ever anew, in the multiple
decisions of owur individual life and in the changing
circumstances of our public and social existence” (1870:116

s

and see the whole of ch.d).
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In other words, the "happening'" is not merely something
imposed from without, about which we can do nothing:
For the happening to you of a historical event happens as
a part of a continuing dialogue between your present and
the whole of a past which is accessible to you, It is

this dialogical element, the dialogic of history, which
is paramount (1966:86-7 of  Altizer, 1988(4):1367,

Happening, encounter, interpretation, decision: history really
iz, Smith in=ists, entirely open and undetermined, and our own
-ezponsibility. We are im history, and make history, and are

hi

N

;.4

story: for there iz no-one else. This is by no means to put
Smith in  the death-of-God camp; rather, faith's hnistoricity
becomes the matrix for all talk of God, s0 that God cannot be
conceptualized in isolation as an object, an impozition or

addition *to the human universe.

It is the contribution of Christianity to have laid bare

and interpreted for man the proper meaning of his historicity

Man in his histaricity is properly disclossd in Christizn
faith, It is the wunigue and signal achievemsnt  of
Christian Dlﬂgy to affirm man in hlS authentic lifa as

a

a free and asponsible persan (1970141
Following Gogarten, Smith argues that justification by faith
means that man's being, so to speak, left with the world on his
hands is furned from a potential nightmare into a vision of
opportunity and hope. In Christ God has set forth
possibility and promise of a new man, who lives without fear

in the uptake of his responsibilities, ready to recognize that

the world and its history are his. In this way secularization
may be seen as a fruit of the Gospel, though not necesszarily

ndividual instances of modernity (1966:151ff>.

For faith clings to its originating paradigm in Christ, a
paradigm which includes the Cross. Faith can never discard its
historicity by leaping ahead to a supposed over-all a

n
! ' ) Joe ok e A L e B I = -~ - E =1
aboul humsen Jdestiny and what will inevitably come fo be. Fazith

must operate on what it has to go on in the present moment,
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making its decisions for the now, dealing with the personal
encounters, the demands and social realities, which presently
rise up before it. Faith meets those situations on the basis of
the continuing "dimlogic of history”, the unity in relation”
forged in the believer's experience between the materials of
e originating tradition and  the continually repeated and
renewed commitment and trust (1966:44-460. The power of those

arizinatineg events ia thiz:

. But also,
Tive nwow ip the
in which by faith
world and live
the new, In this sanse are 15 a real future
: by falth as the future which GDd

ta humanity which he has already

ot the working of faith does Smith

)

of its historicity? We wish to

make five points. Firstly, Smith treats faith as a mode of

the world, and pre-eminently as

fides
himsel
znd define what he haz without objectifying it away into a

sterile and aiien thing. He quotes Carl Michalson, the American
existentializt theologian: "Christian faith is not a teaching
(S

about God but & mode of existence” {(Smith, 1970:76;

cf Michalson, 1964:14).

Ve recall fthat Smith is concerned by his notion of
historical faith fo rescue faith from being dichotomized into

her
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to an objective corpus, or wholly

4

subjective and individuailiztic {eeling. In the terms of the
traditional subdivision 9f faith into notitia, assensus and
fiducia, Smith believesz that there has been a damaging over-

emphasis  upen

compounded by a misleading

g
jo R s

infarpretation of rpotitia in ‘-scientific terms, as thou

faith's “knowledge” were verifiable in just the same way as

3
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At the Renaissance, the time of the great discovery of
human autonomy, the power of reason and the beginnings of a
historical understanding of existence, the Church made a
disastrous mistake in responding with 2 massive reassertion of
heteronomous authority, stressing the immutable givenness of
dogma and the use of criteria of doctrinal assent for judging
the genuineness of faith (Smith, 1956:51ff). The Church and
civilization, as Smith puts if, went separate ways, a course
not decisively altered by the Reformation, despite the

rediscovery of a radical doctrine of justification by faith.

The result has been ever-increasing strains and tensions
between what appear to be the public, official requirements of
faith and the quality of faith-experience asz a historical
reality available to would-be bel
is resolved in the direction of & damaga-limiting exercise of
assent” which effectively seals off the compartment of faith

from the intrusion of a modern, critical res a5t it wither

L
o
=

=

thinking only of the exireme conservative wing of

evangelicalism.

Smith therefore insists, secondly, that doctrine is
secondary to faith: "I regard doctrine as having a real but
limited function in the life of Christian faith” (1970:25). The
Christian should make every effort to acquaint himself with,
and to comprehend, the documents, creeds and doctrinal formulae
which go to make up his tradition. Without them the historicity
of his faith could possess neither substance nor any clear
direction.

But the obedience of faith, and the demand with which it
inexorably confronts the believer, is not firstly towards

doctrines but towards a Lord who is

]
jon]
)

ountered only under the
shifting and non-negotiable patterns of historical exisfence.

The question is, "How am I, how are vou, related to such past



events of the Christian tradition?...How am [ related to past

events for my eternal salvation?' (ibid:26).

The traditions in themselves do not answer these vital
questions. Put simply, we may say that although they may be
true, they are not yet the truth. To claim that they are would
be once more to drive a theoretical wedge between the objective
existence 01 certain so-called historical actualities or facis
possessing an  intrinsic  salvific significance, and  faith's

interpretative appropriation of them. But ‘today this i

i

precizely the dichotomy that will not deo (cf. on this Smith's
attitude to the Resurrection in 1%66:97-106).

It is bound to fall into either an alienated religion of
uncritical assent +to propositions adduced toc be somehow
independent of evidence, on the one hand, or a desperate resort
to a variety of modern cults and mysticisms, mercifully shorn
of historical particularity, on the other. A living faith that
stands in critical relation towards the tradition out of which
it livez and upon which it feeds, is in Smith's view the only

viable option for the present time.

Such & faith, in the third place, cannot help but be a
"faith seeking understanding”. This is because it is pre-
eminently a historical event, in which the past history and the
glimpsed future come together in personal acts of obedience

and decision. The one who has faith knows that he lives, acts

-

and thinks wunder the constraint of a paradigmatic set o
events which drive him to understand himself, his historical
context and his world in the light of them; and the object of
such a process of understanding extends to the traditional
forms themselves in which the faith is expressed:
Faith is recognized as both 1llumipating man's pre-
reflexive self-understanding and  as  guiding  man's
rafiaction upoan his new existence in faith, Faith, 1in
hrief, becomas material for man's reason to work upon and

can be regarded as the substance by which man's esseniial
rationality is displayed (1370:73),
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Vhereas the retreat into subjectivism represents the
embrace of irrationality, those types of orthodoxy for which
propositional assent is primary partake of the wrong kind of
rationality. It is a heteronomous kind, based vupon the
assimilation of the truth of faith to a by now outmoded model
of the truth of science, namely that of a complete and coherent
order or system, ocut there awaiting discovery and leaving a
man no choice but to submit to it cnce discovered ({(cf Barr,
19867,

But insofar as secularization means the bringing into

conscious and operative acceptance of the historical nature of

[m]

human existence, the view to which Swmith is committed, a faith
that does not seek its understanding critically in the stream
of history, but tries to get it ready-made from some ziven and

changeless source, cannot be authentic.

Faith then, and fourthly, possesses its own rationalitfy,
which is intrinsically refleclive and critical. In particular
Smith 1illustrates how faith stands in a critical! relation
towards three modes of concrete embodiment with which it is
inevitably  bound  up, namely religion, secularism  and
"Christendom”, by which is meant "the effects or deposits of
Christian faith in historical structures, experiences and ideas”
(Smith, 1966:194). Such forms and structures are

...the 1inevitable partners of faith, .and just as thare
tan be no 'pure’ thenlogy, and no absolute or permanent
form of faith, separated from the untidy, anmbiguous and
distorting forms of man's historical existence, in all

its vicissitudes, so faith is bound io be expressed, and
thus communicated, in these same forms (1bid},

The parts of this argument are subtly interdependent.
Smith is saying that even the radical secularity of the modern
world requires the understanding and the critique of faith to

keep it true to itself. "It is omnly by an acknowledgement of

o
T

faith in God that the historical reality of man can

authentically forwarded” (1969:148).



But where in the modern world is the explicit social
expression of such faith to be found? Only in the forms of
religious life- but these, too, come under the critical scrutiny
of faith, lest they fail, after all, to serve the cause of true
secularity, and merely succeed in calling men out into an
ecclesiastical heteronomy. Precisely because of the historicity
of faith, there is no way toc be free from these dilemmas: they
are the theological equivalent of the sociological dilemmas of
institutionalization <{(cf.Davis, 1080:122ff. for the Hegelian

background to this problem of criticism).

Smith's position is summed up in a striking paragraph

worth quoting in full:

For the forms and structures of religion and secularism
and Christendom are never able to express directly the
historical freedom which is the heart of the existence of -
faith, For they partake of necessity, of fate, and of &
gonstant temptation to misunderstand their own place and
possibilities, They contain within themselves the
movemant leading to  their self-destruction, and the
dastruction of all that 1s joined to them: the movement
into a false and premature autonomy, away from freedom,
from the possibility of truly personal life, from the
wirld of Thou to the world of It, from the decision for
the open future to the decision for a closed and self-
gontained existence (Smith, 1966:204),

If this were the last word, then this clash between "the Spirit
and the historical products of the Spirit”, as Smith puts it in
The Doctrine of God, would leave us no alternative but to
resign ourselves to the authoritarianism of fradition, aor else
to await the coming of the Spirit "out in the wilderness"”, with
no expectation that his coming could have any relevance to our
concrete existence in the real world (1970:45). But it is not
the last word, because {and this is our fifth point) faith can
be master in its own house:

It is the nature of faith to be supremely personal and

self-conscious; but at the same time conscious of its

source, of its history and of its goal,, everything that

comas o us out of the tradition must come under the

scrutiny of the responsible, free and faithful enquiring
mind,, nothing in the tradition is the master, but



everything is the servant of faith, And faith in tuen is
a gift, the gift, of the Spirit (ibid:45-6),

So Smith comes back to the essential priority of faith,
which, in the inescapable fact of one’s having it and
confessing it, and in its ineluctable presentness to the pre-
reflective awareness, and in the demand it makes, always lies
before us as the fundamental matter of all theological
discussion. This faith lives in the knowledge that it is
unfinished, its possibilities not foreclosed, the promise from
which it wentures forth =tili containing undisclosed horizons
of newness for the world.

Faith is both anamrnesis and prolepsis, always living out
cf what has accumulated before it and towards what is promised
abead of it. It recognizes "not that God is swallowed up in

human history, but that human history ends in God” (ibid:179).

The theology of faith is a theology of the Cross, and
ihus a ‘theologia viatorum,, The fove of Christ in the
warld is the way the man of faith goes- in ithe society of
faith, certainly, that is, in company with others- but

nat  knowing  whither he/goes; excapt  for  this ane
cerialnty, that the way is the way of God and {o God
C1366.,204)

Before we end this exposition, we should draw attention
to the few hints Smith gives about the form of the believing
conmmunity, and the structural supports he considers necessary
for maintaining a faith understood in this way. For he admits
that practical considerations have taken very much of a back
seat in his overall account of the working of faith.

He accepts the term '"prophetic fellowship", proposed by
Gibson Winter, for the front-line of any vital and viable
church presence in the contemporary secular context. Neither
the "cultic body" nor the "confessional assembly” (the typical
Catholic and Protestant forms respectively) will possess much
relevance in the world without the prophetic fellowship.

LT o U O [PV U _ 3 2 G, R Y.L,
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context of a call for action" (1966:198).
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Smith finds examples of such fellowships in the Frontier
movement of lay Christians, in various factory and business
fellowships and chaplaincies, and in the European Evangelical
Academies. They "bear the burden and the hope for faith today"
(ibid:199).

As far as the suburban residence-church 1is concerned,
Smith sees a need for "pastoral counselling” directed at the
release of local people from what he calls their “illusory
world”. (He refers in particuiar to “the women who dominate the
styles of suburban life".)“

To =erve these changes, Smith wants education for the
ministry to be remodelled. It would be preferable for the
training of ordinands to be undertaken in a university rather
than a separate seminary context. Best of all would be for
there to be no distinctive colleges or faculties devoted +to
such training at all: instead, ministers might be frained
within the much more open interdisciplinary atmosphere of

something like a "religious studies” depariment.

Finally, ©Smith expects +to see the Church in its
institutional preszence become more humble, less assertive, less
inclined to lay claim to all the answers or to proselytize:

Faith, ,carvies no equipment, and peddles no wares, which
it may offer to the passer-by, Its only way is to carry
in the body, that is, in the historical existence in the

wirld which it both maintains and endures, the marks of
Jesus (ibid:200),

S0 Smith is attracted to Bonhoeffer's disciplina arcani as the
private and unostentatious observance which nourishes and
sustains faith. Outwardly, before the world, Christians have
only themselves and their earnest, critical engagement to offer

as a witness.

iii. Critique.

D

Our critique of Smith's analysis nf faith will be briefer
than some of the critical sections of previous chapters,

tecause we believe there is much that is penetrating and
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indispensable in the way in which he tries to convey the
texture, the “feel” of faith's historicity.

Ve welcome his sustained attempt to provide a robust
theological framework which is constructed around the heart of
the matter, i.e.that there is faith, that people confess it, try
to live it and practise its religious expression in
increasingly unpromising circumstances.

We affirm bhis analysis of the. "dialogic" or dialectic by
which faith medistes between past and future in the historical
present. We agree with his conception of the double relation of
faith +to ite *traditions in living from +them and seeking
expression  through them, while at the same time standing

critically over against them.

Eevertheless, we have +to register certain criticisms,
which are substantially variations upon a single theme. When
we consider Smith's analysis as a blueprint for a secular form
and understanding of faith which might become the basis of the
zctual mode cf life of existing religious collectivities, we
notice a significant retreat from the concrete in his account

which means that we cannot accept it as it stands.

oSmith's definition of history solely in terms of the field
of human decision and ©personal action is, ironically,
insufficiently "historical”. It gives too little room to non-
human or material factors experienced as <confronting or
constraining individuals and radically qualifying or limiting
their powers of decision or action. Such factors are not
miraculously removed when a person begins to act in the power
of faith. To say that faith is historical must include,
therefore, the notion that faith struggles with a recalcitrant
or oppressive material environment which threatens, at every

turn, to annul its own force and deny its vision.

This is not +to say that ©Smith's account of the

achievement of a contemporary secular faith lacks a sense of
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struggle. But it is largely an intellectual struggle, whereas
for many today <(as we said in the previous chapter when
discussing 'ultimate questions”) the issues are couched in
quite other terms. Smith's taking over of Gogarten’s idea of
faith setting a man free for responsible action in the world
bears too many marke of a privileged intellectual environment.
It conceals a similarly premature approval of the technocraic
era to that found in Cox, only put in much more abstract terms

(cf. re. Gogarten, Davis, 1980:36-9).

smith retains, in common with John Robinson, the
personalistic bias they both learned from Buber. This over-
emphasis upon the category of the personal (which Smith also
sees as the locus of a secular form of transcendence,
cf.1966:121-4% can lead to a Dblindness toc other social
rezlities. When Smith says that faith simply operates with
what it has to go orn in the present moment, in response to
successive personal encounters, he may be offering an adequate
account of the behavicur of individuals, but falls shert of a

feasible programme for churches.

In sum, there is 3z shortage of concrete social context in
Smith's analysis. Even when he does turn to the question of
church structures, however briefly, it is only to emphasise
aspects which are at present highly peripheral to the
mainstream of religious 1life. This is not to deny their
importance; it is merely to say that Smith's understanding of
faith scarcely addresses itself directly to the spectrum of
existing religious social reality, as anything that claims to

be a secular approach to faith must surely do.

Vhat we have therefore to go on to do in this chapter is
to look for an analytical structure which can throw light upon

the ways in which faith works and is brought to expression
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Smith's dialectical understanding of faith involves the
idea of two poles between which faith moves, that of its past
and 1its traditions, and that of openness and futurity. In
practice, the concrete realizations of faith may well not
embody the whole of this complex understanding. Rather,
different modes and styles of faith give expression separately
to one moment or the other of Smith's dialectic. In the next
section, we look at some attempts of Christian Radicalism to

devise twofold models of the Church's life which can contain

a)

2. Faith and the Believing Community.

i. Leslie Paul: Natural Group/Pressure Group.

In his Report on The Deployment and Payment of the

Clergy, Leslie Paul observed that the Church exists in double

i

m

B

a
reality of "natural group"” and "pressure group”. Where ther
religious decline within a culture, he argued, a polarization i

[7}]

likely to occur. The natural group is in danger of degenerating
into a weak and inarticulate vehicle of social custom, whereas
the pressure group assumes an increasingly sectarian stance.
Paul evidently regards this latter development without
further examination as a bad thing; he believes, presumably,
that a sectarian Church will become turned in upon itself and
shed, with a sigh of relief, any burden of responsibility for
the health of the wider community. But we believe that the
matter hasz to be treated with greater subtlety: a more
gectarian type of institutional form may well be quite
inevitable, but this need not mean that the membership adopt a

wholly exclu=sivizt style of religious association.

The faith of Paul's natural group is certainly historical,

in the sense that it lives ouf of its traditions and operates

)}

in ¢lose, indeed mostly unconscious relation with the rhythms
and decisions of dally life. It is not there to be talked about,

verbally "witnessed to" or argued over.
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It is not primarily dogmatic or confessional, although
within the cycle of regular worship it tacitly and uncritically
accepts the doctrinal standards and credal beliefs which are
therein preached or set forth in ritual and symbol. It performs
as the unreflective grounding for a way of life which is only
likely to be artficulated, if at &ll, in unglamorous and vague
terms of "decency”, "right living”, "trying to be good”, and so

Olr.

For the natural group, the “fradition" which nourishes

faith iz the historic Chriztisn tradition as it has snowballed
along through the «centuries of cultural contextualization,

picking up sundry exiraneous materials along the way. Buf for
the pressure group the tradition is very definitely conceived
z= 2 kind of pristine "New Testament Christianity”, persisting,
if sometimes well-nigh swamped by culture, throughout the
centuries of change.

if
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The faith of the pressure group is conscious of 1tz

3 specific religious commodity, categorically not shared b

‘e

5ll. It is historical in the sense that it strains towards fthe
future with the evpectation that something new is just around
the corner. It 1is prepared to risk past certainties in
responding to what it perceives to be the present call for

decision.

Such faith always sets up healthy tensionz within a
religious body which, by natural institutional conservatism,
leans more to the "natural group” style. It is the irritant
within the system which mounts a perpetual protest against the
ossification of faith which the necessary processes of

institutionalization threaten to produce.

ii. Colin Williams: Institution/Event.
In his study, The Church (@&7), VWilliams borrows from
F.J.Leenhardt’s 0ld Testament studies the "Moses motif” of

institution and the "Abraham motif” of event, and applies them

o
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to the Church. For Williams, the Church as "institution” speaks
of continuity, stability and orientation to the past. It
represents the horizontal dimension of what is meant by
speaking of the Church as kept by God's grace and indwelt by
the Spirit.

The ‘"event” motif speaks of change and crisis, of
pressing ahead into a future fulfilment, of the vertical
dimension of the Church’s perpetual answerability to the call

cf the Spirit who holds it in being.

The meaning of this theological language is disclosed in
the actual modes of faith which are visible for all to see.
VWilliams believes that contemporary socic-cultural change
demands above all the prioritization of the "event” character
of the Church. He 1looks, therefore, fto the self-conscious,
informed and critical faith of small special-interest groups to
achieve this; and he 15 even prepared to accept that
contradictory and conflicting structures may have %o be

present in the one Church at one and the same time, in corder

o

0 maintain an adeguate expression of the Gospel (Wiiliams,

[

969:151-6; on "event” ct. Barth, 1964, and against

"institution”, <f.Brunner, 1953).

Villiams' endorsement of pluriform structures is in our
view quite carrect; but his use of the term "institution" to
denote the expression of just one side of the dialectic of
faith is problematic, since there can be no faith which does
not require institutional expression if it 1is to continue
through time and possess any kind of lasting socio-cultural
influence. Moreover, Williams does not tackle the question of
how these distinctive modes of faith relate to the dividing-
line between those who do and do not worship regularly in
churches: he simply appears to regard the distinction as

existing within or pessibly bhetween congregations.
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iii. Robinson: Latent Church/Manifest Church.

Robinson wants to take an optimistic view both of the
possibility of an explicit and critical faith-commitment
existing in the ordinary congregation, and of the presence of
"incognito” faith outside it. His terms, "latent” and "manifest”
Church, are taken nver from Tillich, but Robinson gives them a
rather more directly empirical application than Tillich.

The manifest Church is "the dedicated nucleus of those
who actively acknowledge Jesus as Lord and have committed

and mission within fthe visible
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themselves to n
sacramental fellowship of the Spirit"” (Robinson, 1965:48). But
the latent Church is an indefinite historical group: it has
neither distinct boundaries nor organization, ministry and
sacraments, but nevertheless expresses the genuine spir

commitment to Christ in its style of life. In Tillichian terms,

it "actualizes the New Zeing” (dbid:47).

In Robinson's w~isw, it is not the task of the manifest
Church *to "seek out” the "fringers" and the potential members,
and bring them in. Its task is to enable them to encounter
Christ and express *their faith Dby their manner of life,
wherever they are. Howaver, earlier in the same chapter
Robinson has also said that the Church {d.e.the manifest
Church) erects too many doctrinal barriers, which prevent
people from coming in (ibhid:38ff).This view would seem

incompatible with the contention that it is no business of the

Church to be concerned about whether people come in or not.

Robinson's way of putting the issue in fact reveals a
confusion about what the real alternatives are. If the
caongregation 1is conceived wholly in terms of commitment to
service in the world, motivated by a strongly associative type
of faith, then it will require strict demarcations and vigorous
internal disciplines, in order to sustain such faith. But it

will bhe immaterizl whether this faith proves attractive to



outsiders, since its purpose is not fto spread the faith but to
serve the world.

But if the Church is concerned that others should share
in the perspective upon life bestowed in the tradition centred
on Jesus and brought to expression in worship and service, it
cannot settle for this solution. It will have to live, rather,
with "fuzzy edges” and an unsatisfactory level of ambiguity
about the faith of some of its members. It will have tc seek

means of holding together the forward-locking, experimental

hadd

aith of the committed with the surrounding, much less

[$1)

rticulate community religion, without idealizing either.

iv. Newbigin: Congregation/Segregation.

From within the wvery different experience of the
Christian community as a small missionary body within an alien
culture, Newbigin (1966:10211 0 points  out  that every
congregation is by its very nature at the same <time a
segregation. What was already apparent in a Hindu context is
nf value in analysing the Wesfern situation where Christendom
continues to be dismantled.

For thoze who choose to attend Sunday worship with any
regularity are a small minority, often heavily self-selecting
along lines of class, age and sex. All the indications are that,
allowing for the complications introduced by the Christendom
situation and by short-lived attempts to make religious
attendance compulsory, a really vital, practising religious

commitment has always been the preserve of a few.

In other words, there is really no need to take special
measures to mark out or separate the religious congregation, by
means of strict criteria of membership or any other policy.
The congregation segregates itself, draws apart, not by strict
doctrine or confessional exclusivism in the first place, but by
meeting at all, by worshipping, by being ‘'church” visibly
before the rest of the world. This Newbigin could see through

the greater clarity brought about by extraction from the
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ambiguous Western context. In the modern society, the purely
saciological status of the Christian congregation as a 'sect”
is more or less a fait accompli, regardless of the fact that
some regular worshippers exhibit greater levels of critical

commitment than others.

The question, therefore, is what the sect-like body is
for. 1t shouild not meet {in the way a simple religious society
might be content to do, though obviously this is not frue of
all such societies) for fun or for its own sake, but for the
world and, more tangibly. for the immediately surrounding
community. For the congregation will know these people, meet

them and have dealings with them; they will be mutually

story.

[

constitutive of one another’s h

There i= no getting away <from the basic duality of
separation and involvement, gathering and scattering, "come"

and '"go", in the given forms of religious participation. But
this duality is not the same thing as a division between those

who are and are not interested in the Gospel, nor between

3

those who do and do not have faith. Seif-confessed ataeist:

)

and unbelievers remain comparatively few.

v. From Twofold to Threefold Model.

Vhat 1is the contemporary position, as the Christian
Radicals perceived it, in the light of these twofold models?
First of all, the radicals once again attempted %o cope with
what they saw in =ociglogically unrealistic ways. Sometimes
they wanted to cast all Christians in the role of religzicus
"yirtuosi”, to use Max Weber's term for the committed &lite.

Sometimes they conceived of the surrounding society as
having become almost wholly de-Christianized, in the interests
of a renewed aggressive role for the churches; at other times,

they denied the distinction bhetween Church and society as the

G}
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residue of a pacsing, and unlamented, "reld view of the

world.
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Their wunderstanding of the structural embodiments of
faith did not solve the dilemma of how it might avoid, on the
one hand, evaporation into the historical movement of an
ultimately ambiguous secularity, or on the other, alienation

from the real world in a fixation upon utopian ideals.

We need to look again at the socio-culturally given forms
and patterns with which the present Church must come o terms.
In the «case of the Church of England, these include a
persisting, symbolically rich but in actuality very loose
alliance with the very highest levels of the national public
strucfures, a small and increasingly sect-iike ©body of
committed worshipping members, and a large pool of "adaerents”
shading off into the masses who still vaguely put "C.cf E
against “Religion” on official forms. This is the situvation

which tne Church has to marshal in order to organize the

)

several levels and modalities of its witness.

Q

This pattern suggests that a threefold understanding of

the overall cultural and instituticnal matrix of faith is

=
D

cessary in order to do justice to what is there. It is, in
particular, the contribution of the antecedently institutional
face of the Church, as a professional and specialist religious
body offering its "goods and services" to a public clientele,
which fills out the twofold analyses we have just examined. The
Church asz a concrete social organization mediates between and
regulates the relationship of faith in its communal and
unreflective, and its more associatively explicit modalities

(cf. the threefold model of Gibson Vinter in L.Paul, 1968:80ff).

We take up, therefore, the three levels of the public and

visible institution known to all as 'the Church", the 'core”

congregation, and the "fringe"” of nominal adherents, a5 the
basis for an ouvtline of the =sncial and cultural presentation of

faith with which to conclude this chapter.



&Z. Conclusions: Community, Congregation and Institution.

i. The Faith of the Community.

When we speak of "the faith of the community”, we mean
the faith that is exercised as a result of the dissemination of
Christian influence culturally. It is the faith which comes of
the sheer fact that the Church is present, locally, socially
and culturally, and continues toc promulgate a set of wvalues, a
way of loocking at the world, an account of life’'s mysteries,
born of the fact of the presence of Jesus of Nazareth in
history.

The faith of the community is not in the first place a
matter of going to church, but of drawing upon the spiritual
capital invested in the culture by the Christian religion. The
process of secularization has been stripping the culture of
these assets in a damaging way, which is one reason why
sterile polarization in matters of conflict, and widespread

mass apathy and cynicism over political choices, are

n

(9]

characteristic of the present time.

To speak of the faith of the community is to raise, in a
sense, the question of the perfectibility of folk religion, of
salvaging essential Christian values and perspectives from it.
There are, to be sure, severe difficulties about this, to the
extent that some consider it a wvain hope (Wylie, 1965; Reed,
1978:94,112; cf.Segundo, 1977:ch.B).

But folk-religionists at times prove capable of great
steadfastness and courage, visionary dedication to altruistic
ideals and pastorally sensitive counsel. The young mother
nursing a child with leukaemia; the disabled man who
undertakes a gruelling long-distance run to raise money for
famine relief; +the widow who is known by the whole
neighbourhood as the person to go to in time of bereavement:
all these will provide rationales for their actions and
attitudes  which  plainly bear the mark of Christian

"acculturation'.
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It is the faith of the community that provides the means
of coping to the woman whose mother dies suddenly without
warning, and who interprets the comforts of the funeral in
continuity with those offered by a cup of tea with a friend.
Similar faith gives some expression to the confused grief and
anger and numbness of a whole town sfricken by some natural
disaster, when the Bishop is expected to preach at a special
service. Men, who are uwsually =0 much more alienated from
religion than are wonmen, suffer greatly from their ipability to

ich tao deal with the

g

find any frame of reference within w

i

motions, fears and questions raised by such occasions.

gecular Christian faith as Gregor Smith expounds it?
Positively, we can say this: such faith is, as all faith must
be, pre-reflexively operative in connexion with a given,
subjective way of life. It is practical and personal, but not

doctrinal and articulate. It is sustained in continuity with its

“«

own  traditions, and these, though scarcely pure, are
nevertheless thoraughly interwoven with the images, ritual and
symbol of professing Christianity. When this faith comes under
threat of extinction, as it now deces, the fabric of social life

is zeverely ruptured.

But this is not the whaole story. Quite apart from the
many poirts at which community faith runs out into the
bolstering of restrictive ftribalisms, it possesses its own
shortcomings. Broadly, it cannot be critical: lacking in
propositional, dogmatic content, it wants the basis for self-
reflection. It offers means for coping and acquiescing in the
world, but leaves things precisely as they are, having nc
resources out of which to seek change. It relies heavily upon
itz dialogue with the past, but has little sense of a
sion for the future +to spur it on to greater

efforts. Christianity cannot dc without +the {faith of the

o+
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community, bu can never rest content with it.
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ii. The Faith of the Congregation.

The faith of the congregation is continuvally summoned to
transcend these limitatlions: it is called to become a critical
faith <{(cf.Davis, 1980:74). About this there are four points to
be made. Firstly, we are not splitting apart congregation and
community faith intc two conflicting alternatives. The
committed Christian in the congregation possesses, at bottom, a
sympathetic attunement to, and familiarity with, the faith of
the community, because he is also a pert of it and has his
share in its faith. There are times when the Christian finds
himself falling back upon community . faith as a2 kind of
subliminal horizon of faith, because all critical and dynanic
resources seem to be failing him.

At other times, the stimulus fto worship and to pray may

come to him from some profound sense of brotherhood with his

u

neighbours or his workmates, the expression of whose community

faith at a particular moment of crisis or of joy comes tc him

iz fully present in the congregation aiso: but problems occur
insofar as only a form of community faith is to be found

there.

For secondly, the faith of the congregation needs to be a
critical faith precisely in that it is able to recognize and
value fully its own indebtedness to its ftraditions, and at the
same time to stand apart from them in critical distance. As
far as the Christian tradition is concerned, in its credal,
doctrinal and ecclesiological forms, the congregation should be
both well-informed, knowledgeable and respectful, and open-
minded and questioning.

Insofar as the future lies with more and more uniformly
committed, ‘"converted"” rather than "soclalized" Christians
making up the congregations, the structural supparts of
firmness and clarity about traditions will be particularly
necessary. But to affirm the central importance of dogmas,

creeds and confessions, and the history of theology and Church,
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all the orthodox traditions, is not at all the same thing as
the demand for uncritical assent to them {(cf.Lindbeck, 1971;

Kaesemann, 1969).

Thirdly, to admit the critical principle is not to pre-
empt the fruits of the critical process. The faith of the
congregation should support the existence of some who are more
cocnservative, and some more progressive, than others. This is
what we should expect, given a range of temperamentz and
cultural backgrounds. The peaceful and, better still, the
productive co-existence of such groups is a vital issue.

Vithout an admission of the principle of a critical fzith,
however, there is no hope of a creative relationship here. Such
a faith =steps into the tension bhetween religion as the

egitimation of order and provider of meaning, and religion as

naximise the contribution of each.

The faith of the congregation, then, has to value and

understand wha
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experiment beyond it. In this way it exercises Smith's
“dialogic of history" in its explorations and commitments. It
recognizes that the Church does not provide its final resting-
place, but conserves the resources of a tradition which offers
the possibility of fresh ventures for imprinting the pattern of
Christ wupon the world. It supports and invites (fourthly’

lexible and plural structures for the Church.

[

These are s=een, for example, in the small groups ar
ecclesiclae formed within larger congregations for fellowship
or study and discussion, or for the fulfilment of some project
nf service to. the community. These may need to reproduce a
sacramental structure, in order fto indicate that what they are
doing is "church”, and not

Church” (cf Williams, 1965 (a):64ff; Rahner, 1974:108-18).



Then there are the alternative provisions for worship
which can cater for the latent need or desire to express
religious faith which may be in process of coming to birth in
members of the community. The centralized, Sunday liturgical
forms may not be appropriate to express this, especially where
the persons concerned have been highly alienated from the
historical traditions of the Church. A Church which engages in

critical talk but retains an entirely monolithic appearance is

[

sasily capable of drawing the sting of its own critica
perceptions &nd merely finding a "niche” for them within the

spectrum of its institutional being (Cox, 1968:241).

iii. The Faith of the Institution.

All that we have said here cannot hold together without

n

ome concept of an "antecedently existing Church”. Ve

]

recommended earliier {(Chapter X0 that a secular-based
understanding of the Church should accept that what is

presented, in terms of social reality, is a distinction between

+ 4

“institution" and "members”. To put it another way,
means, paopularly, a2 certain building, religious officials, a
hierarchy of appointed ministers, the religious subdivision of
the institutions of state, services, ceremonies, good works- as

well as a rather ill-defined group of religious people.

The faith that is given expression through this
institutional face of the Church is of crucial importance,
because the institution is there for the community at large,
and there for the congregation as well.

It is there for the community, because it offers the
religious provisions and services which cater for the need of
the population for religious expression through a variety of
ritual performances and symbolic presences.

It is there for the congregation, because it supplies the
resources of both tradition and theological expertise which go
towards enabling the committed believers to accomplish their

critical task.



The faith of the institution is visibly wedded to
traditions and conventions which threaten to drain away its
vital force into the cultural background. But it is also
possessed of the ability to mount critical and reflective
campaigns from within itself which can bring it into conflict
with the world and reassert, sometimes surprisingly, its
dependence upon the transcendent. Neither community nor
congregation-fzith can attain to its proper form without it.

Ve shall give just two indications of what is practically
t

creative internal tension and in integrity towards community
and congregation alike. Firstly, just because the institution
guards and administers the tradition in its received "deposit”
form, but does not close its doors +fto those for whon
propositional belief is less than complete or certain, public
worship is very important to it. This 1is because worship,
which is predicated very largely wupon ritual activity and

symbolic ex
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rather than purely intellectual doctrina
precision, offers the possibility of an assent to the iradition
which is not merely assensus but fiducia too, an act of the
whole self towards Christ in which the articulation of dogna
is not primary, and therefore avoids being intrusive (cf,.
Panikkar, 1973:83; Robinson, 1965:44; Vidler, 1962; Sykes,
1584:285, 246).

Secondly, the institution makes available the resources
for the  building wup o©0f a critical faith within the
congregation. This means the provision of educational
materials, study aids and specialist teaching ministries, but
also more than this. The presence and support of the
institution can guarantee the stability and continuity of faith
necessary to enable a small and potentially defensive,
beleaguered congregation to treasure and cherish its tradition,
not with a protective and reacticnary attitude, but as a

partner in the critical dialogue which accompanies action.
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Vhere the small congregation's options for action seenm
paralyzed by the material cbstacles resulting from a relatively
.dizsprivileged social situation, institutional backing should be
available to help overcome them: for the Church as an
organization in society shares a certain privileged place in
the authority-structures of the social fabric with an
independence enabling it to side with those who do not share
the privilege.

Ve have argued that *the full expression of Christian
faith as a historical meode of existence requires the creative
holding together of +the communal attachment to familiar
traditions, persons and interpretations of the world, with the
critical detachment born o0f Tbeing gathered apart Dby
asscciation with others possessed of faith, and sharing with
them in religious worship and fellowship., This faith will
accept that itz adherents remain in a minority, but will not
rest content, seeking to persuade others through the activity

of its awn critical perspectives.

Some people will claim that this is asking too much: for
"human kind cannot bear very much reality”. But the way of
faith is not easy, and perhaps the Church’s greatest sin is
when it permits it to appear as though it 1is. Issues in
contemporary church life relevant +to the possibility of
impiementing the normative position argued for here will be

indicated in the closing chapter of the thesis.

During the sixties’ ferment, the most potent practical
iilustration of this problem was afforded by the debate about
Christian ethics, or the so-called '"new morality”. As a mode of
life, faith in the concrete context inevitably implies ethical
demands. Here, the relative wvalue of inherited traditions and
critical alternatives becomes a particularly acute problem for
Christians. It is to this that we now turn as the final

thenlogical topic of Christian Radicalism.
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NDTES,

1, On Seith's work see further Ray S Anderson Hj i ndence and the
Reality of God 1975: A Munro's unpublished Ph,§ Thesis,

Dthe 3 acylar Theologies, 1970; and the essay collection edited by E,T Long

3riz; 1974, In this latter, see especially Long's gssay of
the same title for a qgeneral account; W McKane on "Tradition as a Theological
{oncept”, which relates Smith on tradition to the 0ld Testament "tradition history'
and the theology of von Rad; and I Nical an "History and Transcendence’, which
relates Smith on history to R @ Collinqusod’s theory of historical understanding,
2, In the Bibliography on radical theology compiled for the British edition o? their
ical 1 - - 2 ; ; a0, Altiéerdan% H%miihqn call %mith'sfﬁe;¥1%n
Cbn;g&xauxiﬁ "a disappointing book", This may be due tn Smith's scrupulous refusal to
enga%e 1n the more s eill kigd of polenic, 01 to the breadth of his gources, which he
treals with care and judgment, so that the overall impression is always one of
tentativensss and caution, despite his ability o be caustic when he feels it
nacessary,
3, Munro {op, cit,’) chides Smith for not making it sufficiently clear that his use of
the word "history” is dependent upon the German sense of feschichie rather than
Historse, Smith actually deals with this debate on pp,78-82 of Sagular igtianity.
When ha speaks of failh resting on “historical events" he does not mean 1t 1is
dependent ugon what "facts" may be established as a resuft of scientific historical
rasearch, Thus he can say, "So far as historicity is conterned, historrsche fact, it
1s necessary to be ?lain: wa may freely say that the bones of Jesus lie somewhare in
Palastine” (op,cit:103), This throwavay remark created an uncharacteristic surge of
theological publicity for Smith, who was, needless to say, accused of "not believing
in the Resurrection”, Without going into ihe whoie complax debate among the Bultmamn
school, we simply point out” that Smith only applies the name “Aistory”- i.e,
Gaschichte- to significant past events which have been carried into the present in
virtuse of their continuing existential significance for human agents, Evemts which
ara "historical® are such ihat my worid and yours are different now from how they
would have been if they had not occurred, Thus Smith aﬁproves the formula of
Gogarten, "history as the presentness of the past” (Smith, op,cit;85; 19£9:143;
ef Aitizer, 1988(d):138)
4, This understanding of dasteral counselling by Smith envisages for 1t a funchi
rather similar %o that of Oritical Theory as propounded by the Frankfur! School, That
15, 1% involves demonsirating ihat a person's world-view is ideologically false
because 1t has been formulated under conditions that work against that gerson or
group's true interests: under conditions of uncoerced rational freedom, they would
not accept such a world-view at all, When this false basis is revealed, the parson{s)
concerned will be emancipated intn an attitude which enables them to take action to
thange their situation (cf, also (ox's "theology of social change”, outlined in the
pravious chapterd, The application of Christian ?aith ac a tritical theory is a large
1ssue just beyond the boundaries of the material we are studying, It was introduced
particularly 1in the thought of Liberation Theology, which in so many ways carries
forward the concerns of the Chrisiian radicals 'in a more systematic manner, See
Davis, Iheology and Political Sogiety, ch.4; R, Geuss, f itica
1674, R.Siebert's essay in Clonciliug for January 1874, T, Adorno, *Tultural
Criticism and Society” in Prisng, 1967:19-34: and a so far unpublished paper by
R4 Roberts, "Spirit, Structure and Truth in the Church",
5, Vinter's threefold madel of cultic-confessional-prophetic bears i}milayities_qith
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a number of others, Daniel Jenkins in . ,
th,6, suggests the typology of "chaplaincy, conventicle, cathedral” to indicate the
specialist "socular”  ministries, the small committed con?regation and  the
institutional Church as available for the community, John Tiller in his Report

r 's Hini . p. 75, employs the terms "cell, congregation,
pilgrimage” to indicate the small fosnoniz group, the larger worshipping bady and the
church without clear boundaries dispersed into its mission in the world, Stephen Yeo
in his Religis D i anizakis j jglg sees the development of
voluntar{ organizations, including the churches, into large-scale, centralized
universal agencies, more exclusive sects putting quality before quantity —and
outward-looking activist pressure groups, Nonme of these classificatinms is quite the
same as the analysis we are giving, which tries particularli to indicate the special
relatianship of the mare high-profile visible public institutional form to each of
tha other sncial expressions of faith,




CHAPTER XII1: ETHICAL MATURITY AND THE FAITH-COMMUNITY.

Vithin the entire episode of Christian Radicalism in the
sixties, the issue of ethics in the form of the so-named 'new
morality"” was one of the most publicly controversial. It forms
the topic of this last of our six chapters of detailed
examination of the theological themes of Christian Radicalism.
The scope of the chapter, however, must be very strictily
limited indeed, since we are obviously not in a position here
to take wup adequately the crucial theoretical issues in
Christian Ethics in their own right. Ve are concentrating only
upon the questions which emerged from the radicals' debates
about morality. This means that the particular context is the
problem of the relative merits of adherence to inherited and
familiar traditions and rules, on the one hand, over against
critical and open thinking in response to the changing demands

of the moment, on the other, in Christian moral action.

Recause such action occurs within the context of overall

9
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ligiou partizipation and membership, the sociological
backdrcp to our discussion continues to be that of the
previcus chapter. The structure of this chapter is slightl
different from that of the previous five, being somewhat
shorter. We deal firstly with +the contributions of some
participants in Christian Radicalism to the moral debate, and
then advance our criticisms, together with our proposals for a
more constructive way forward on the issues facing the

churches perceived by the radicals, in the second part of the

chapter.

1. Secularization and Situationism: FProfiles of the New

Morality.

i. Robinson and Fletcher.
Ve begin by turning again to John Robinson, who devoted

chapter & of Honest to God to "The New Morality”, as well as




writing elsewhere on ethics with a popular eye to the
contemporary scene. Robinson considers that he scarcely has to
argue the need for a reformulation such as he is proposing. It
is simply a matter of the Church catching up with what has
been going on all around it:

The wind of change here is a gale, Qur only task is to

relate it correctly to the previous revalution we have

described and to try to discern what should be the
Christian attitude to it (Rohinson, 1962(a);105),

The matter is quite simple. Just as the modern world
increasingly has difficulty with the notion of a God conceived
in objective terms as a being "out there"”, so too it cannot
accept the idea of unalterable moral principles, emanating from
that same "metaphysical beyond". In the public mind, the most
widespread images of such arn approach to ethics would probably
be firstly, the Ten Commandments, inscribed on their tablets of

stonz and on the actual stone or woodwork of many churches;

o

nd secondly, the magnificent edifice of Roman Catholic moral
teaching, perceived as a monolithic unity rather than as the

complex and subtle mass of casulstry it bas actually become.

But Robimnson declares that "the sanctions of Sinai have
lost their terrors.” For "'why shouldn't 1?7’ or 'what’s wrong
with it?' are questions which in our generation press for an
answer"” (ibid:1056). The "supranaturalist ethic"” simply belongs
to an age which is dead or dying, bound up with the "religious”
interpretation of the Gospel. Robinson, as before, rules out in
advance any solution which takes up the given forms of
religious social reality as a possible clue to how the

Christian ethic operates in the concrete situation.

The solution he does propose is compounded from the
familiar employment of Tillich in the service of "depth” and

ground”, and the ‘"situation ethics” of Joseph Fletcher.

"

Robin

on quotes T theonomy', transferring

the reference from culture to ethics:



...a position in which the transcendent,,, is encountered
in, with and under the 'Thou' of all finite relationships
as their ultimate depth and ground and meaning, In ethics
this means accepting as the basis of moral judgments the
actual concrete relationship in all its particularity
(ibid; 114},

Since, as Robinson has argued in earlier chapters, this
"ultimate depth" is disclosed in Jesus, the "man for others”, as
Love, Robinson is able to recommend "utter openness in love to
the other for his own sake” as the supreme moral criterion.
Love, as he puts it, "has a huilt-in moral compass, enabling it
to ’'home’ intuitively upon the deepest need of the other”
(ibid:114-5>. The pattern of the argument here 1is familiar,
being entirely congruent with Robinson's earlier proposals for
a reconceptualizing of traditional theism,and as such it comes

under the same criticisms we have already mounted against

However, what is new here is how Robinson brings together
his radical love-ethic with tne
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Robinson at that stage only in summary essay form.' Without
making his theolcgical dependence upon Tillich as explicit as
Robinson does, Fletcher argues that '"only one thing 1is
intrinsically good, namely love: nothing else at all”. Hence,
"the ruling norm of Christian decision is love: nothing else"
(Fletcher, 1966: chs.3 & 4).

His position attacks what he calls "intrinsicalism”: the
idea that the ‘’right"” and the ‘'good"” are qualities or
commodities which lie somehow objectively in the order of
things, and with which it is our duty to align our actions
(ibid:64-8>. Rather, "love's decisions are made situationally,
not prescriptively” (ibid: ch.B) *: and thus, a decision made on
the basis of love, which appears to contravene some supposed
moral law, is not to be itreated as '"the lesser of two evilg”,
or as a 'forgiveable sin”, but positively, as a goad, for there

is no other "good" which it somehow contradicts.



This is the position which Robinson embraces more or
less without qualification: "nothing can of itself always be
labelled as ‘'wrong'" <(Robinson, op.cit:118). He is at pains to
point out repeatedly how shocking, dangerous and difficult the
situational approach may seem (ibid:109, 117, 118-9). It is
shocking, because it differs so sharply from what is taken for
granted as the Christian ethical position. It is dangerous or
difficult, because it demands a much greater maturity and
places a far greater responsibility on the moral agent:

Love's gate is strict and navvow and iis requirements
infinitely deeper and more penetrating,,, what love's
rasuistry vequires makes,, the aost searching demands
both upon the depth and inteqrity of one's concern for
the other,, and upon the calculation of what is truly the

mast  loving thing in this situatian for every person
involved (ibid: 119},

Here Robinson hints at a point made more starkly and
succinctly by Fletcher. Whereas, he says, some critics complain
that eituvation ethics is too hard, because many people want and

need better and f{irmer certainties, thi:

)

i= just what he is
fighting against:

They want the &rand Inquisitor,, But there is no escape

for them, To learn iove's sensitive tactics, such people

are going to have to put away their childish rules
(Fletcher, op it 140 ¢f van den Heuval, 1967:147-8),

The conviction, that in a secular society people ultimately
have no choice but to embark upon the hard road to an ethic of
maturity, surfaces in a variety of ways in the work of other

exponents of the "new morality”.

ii. HAWilliams.

For H.A.Williams it is above all what he sees as the
deceitfulness and dishonesty of traditional morality which is
unacceptable. Williams  experienced this particularly in
conjunction with certain Catholic styles of penitential
devotion, and developed his contrary position under the impact
of personal submission to Freudian analysis. These influences

permeate his essays in  Soundings, "Theology and Self-



Awareness”, and in Objections = to  Christien = Belief,
"Psychological Objections'”, and also the sermons in The True
¥ilderness. Williams sees a great capacity for self-deceit
embedded in the human self; and regards much religious
activity, especially that bhased upon strict moral principle, as

a series of "artful dodges" calculated to pereptuate the

(9]

oncealment of the truth from the agent.®

Much of what passes for Christian moral uprightness
remains, in Williams' view, firmly laocated this side of the
crisis of death to the old self and rebirth to new life of
which the Gospel speaks. For where this is fruly occurring, it
is both morally painful and exhausting, and ultimately
transformative. It 1is +transformative because it radically
shifts all the ethical perspectives and priorities: at the
yonder side of the crisis, for example, the kind, helpful and
generous behaviour of a recognized Christian may strike a
false note, lacking a «certain personal spontansity and
authenticity. But an unpremeditated act of selflessness on the
part of someone quite immoral in conventional terms can

inspire a response of praise to God.

Ve fail  utterly to press on to the transcendent
perspective just so long as we prefer the notion of a God who
issues the rules and expects us to keep to them to one who
penetrates to the farthest recesses of the wrong that is in us
with a shattering honesty, but then accepts with an overcoming
love. Williams, then, sees salvation very much in terms of true
self-revelation; and the only final criterion of the moral
worth of an action lies in whether or not it furthers this
process.

This accounts for the extreme and improbable nature of
the examples he adduces: for example, both he and Fletcher cite

the film, Never on Sunday. in which a prostitute so manages

her liaison with a young sailor that he is liberated from the

self-doubt and instability brought about by his fear of sexual



failure. The transference of such cases into the concrete
context of normal Christian ethical decision-making as a part

of the life of faith is, of course, intensely problematic.

But one who perceived the same questions as Williams, and
more, without his naive air of one who has just bheen bowled
over by a new cause (i.e.psychotherapy) was Monica Furlong, in
her diatribe against all that was unbending, insensitive and
complacent in the Church she felt compelled to stay in: With

Love to _the Church.

iii. Monica Furlong.

Furlong agrees with Williams that, too often, "Christian
morals appear to represent a safeguard against the force of
{people’'s) own desires" (Furlong, op.cit:43). There is a whiff of
dishaonesty about the way in which ecclesiastical moral
pronouncements  assume  the  possibility of a  rational,

dispassionate settlement of all question

(3]

Since the clergy vrarely adunit, either publicly or
privately, to having problems of their own, intelligent
observers are lefi with the impression of a body which
saeks to organize the moral stakes without being honest
annugh to declare its own interest (ibid;49),

She relates +this point particularly to +the much-vaunted
"Christian teaching on marriage” and its unhappy and
unsatisfactory caunterpart, "the Church's attitude to divarce'.
In sum, traditional morality ‘appears to he too blunt an
instrument <o bhandle the delicacies and vulnerabilities of

flesh-and-blood human predicaments.

Furlong also draws attention to two other points, which
complete the catalogue in favour of a new morality, to which we
shall shortly be responding. The first of these is the tendency
of Christian moral judgments always to "err on the side of
caution”, lest potentially dangerous ideas be let lcoose among

people unable to handle them.
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Few would echo explicitly the telling comment of the
bishop who said, "we must always remember that the ordinary
man is looking for any excuse to commit fornication" (ibid:32).
But Furlong is convinced that the underlying implication is
common enough: never {rust the people. Perhaps,  indeed, the
image of rock-like moral certainty conveyed by the Church
institutionally and reflected in a paler form by its members,
who are made to feel thalt here is something definite and solid
to hold on to and live up to, does provide a certain personal
security and a point of reference, something dependable in a
morally bewildering world. But Furlong questions whether this

is really the Christian faith at all.

Her doubts support the contention of secular humanisis
that Christiar meorality is infantile and inconducive to ethical
maturity (cf. the discussion in Jarrett-Kerr, 1964: ch.4). The
allegation is serious, for an earlier generation of optimistic

liberals assumed that Chrisftianity would at least persist
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profoundly humanistic ethic, even if metaphysical religion were

to wither away. Now, on the contrary, it 1is Christianity’s

u

manifest ethical content, at least as refracted through the
churches, which comes under attack. Under the conditions of
secularization, even morality is no longer a department in
which the Church can lay claim to specific competence and the
right to be heard. The supposed moral example given by
Christian people looks more and more. like moral childhood
persisting in a society grappling with a complicated and

painful ethical adulthood.

Furlong's final ©point is that this is increasingly
damaging for the Church itself, Dbecause it denies the
compassionate understanding and graciousness for which the
Gospel of Christ is supposed to stand. It contributes to the

exclusion from the churches of just the persons who need this
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It is not enough to claim that judgment, as well as mercy,
is a constituent of the message. For judgment, in Christian
terms, implies critical involvement, the facilitation of the
crisis in the individual and in society, which generates
change. Judgment '"from on high” will not do. As Robinson
writes, "there can for the Christian be no ’'packaged’ moral
Judgments— for persons are more important even than Standardé”

(Robinson, 1963 a5:120).

But Furlong sees all too much evidence in the Church at
large of the priorities being put the other way round. People
suffer exclusion (exclusion which is felt, even if not offcially
enacted as church policy) because their marriages have failed,
or because they are homosexual, or because they have spent
time in prison. The voice of the Church is louder and more

united on issues where a ¢

up by contemporary circumstances. Furlon

1t is customary for the Church and for Christians to fire
away in a hit and miss manner at contemporary morals and
attitudes, repeatedly ignoring the way Christians hav
abrogated their responsibilily and by their lack o
charity, knowledge, culture and compassion, have hasiened
the disintegration of society (Furlong, op,cit;20),

e

A differentiated, secular society will have little use for the
religious specialism if this is how it looks to the outsider:
capable of sustaining a cosy "home circle” fype of moral
decency but either naive or infolerantly rule-bound on wider

issues.

S0 can religious commifment engender ethical maturity at
all? Ve proceed to this question by way of our critique of the
situationist position of the radicals, and place it in the
context of the manner of ethical decision-making contingent
upon the modes of faith and religious belonging in the

believing community.



Z. Critique and Alternatives.

i. Rules, Traditions and Structural Constraints.

Ve offer, first of all, a critique based upon the nature
of three 1limiting phenomena presenting problems to the
radicals' proposals for a situationist ethic. The first concerns
the nature and status of rules: for Robinson himself concedes
that a radical ethic of love

,,.canmot but rely, in desp humility, upon guiding rules,
upon the cumulative experience of ane’'s own and other

people’s obedience, It is this hank of axperience which

Jives wus our guiding rules of ‘right' and ‘wrong', and

i
without them we couid not  but  flounder (Robinson,
ap,cit:119-201,

.. the situationist enters into every decision-making
situation fully armed with the ethical maxims of his
comnunity and its heritage, and he treats them with
respect as illuminators of his problams (Fletcher,
np.citi2h},

These are important concessions which modify the would-be

iconoclastic tone of much of what is said about the new

For example, the "bank of e:%perience” or "maxims of the
heritage" «clearly +tell Robinson that sexual relationships
outside marriage are wrong. Nevertheless, his ethical theory
makes it impossible for him to lay this down as a rule.
Instead, he applies great ingenuity to describing the kind of

ase in which such relations might be right; but the criteria

0

he produces are so <strict that they would almost certainly
never be fulfilled (Robinson, op.cit:119).

In a rather similar way, the controversial Report, Towards
a_Quaker View 0f OSex seeks to outline the conditions which
would have to prevail in order to justify an unmarried couple's
sharing in a sexuval relationship. It arrives at something very
close indeed to the content and intention of the marriage vows:

but where such conditions obtain, “"common law” accepts this in
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any case as a de facto marriage. The force of the rule which
is meant to embody how love works in concrete situations is

here upheld (P.Ramsey, 1967).

This much indicates that rules are not so easily escaped.
But there is a second point: for even with their concession to
inherited wisdom, neither Robinson nor Fletcher really gives
full weight to the automatic nature of much moral action. That
is, much of the time "ethical decision-making” is scarcely an
apt phrase for what actually goes on (Cook, 1983:78ff). In
practice, the agent confronted with a situation requiring moral
choice- unless it is a very unusual and complex one- does not
deliberate, weigh pros and cons, and consider the demands of
love. Reaction and respanse come on the basis of a largely
pre-reflecive tradition composed of a quite unsystematic array
of criteria. Some of these will certainly be derived from the

Christian Gospel, via its eddedness in the cultural
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The point i= parallel to the case of "community faith".
Morality lives off its traditions, the accumulation of
conventional wisdom which has percolated down to s0
subterranean a level of culture that it rarely surfaces in the
form of conceptual awareness. Such cultural deposits are bound
to contain a proportion of folklore items going back to an
underlying pagan past, which may or may not be comparable
with the ethical ideals which Christians see as disclosed and
embodied in Jesus.

50 far as secularization dissipates and fragments the
cuitural heritage, the Christian input may cease to play any
overall leavening and enlightening role, and habitual moral
judgments may become less humane. For only long-term Christian
influence has allowed certain ideas of "moral decency" to

become so taken—for-granted.
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Christians, therefore, cannot afford to ignore or
disparage that habitual soclalized-in level of morality which
is the fruit of long processes of Christian acculturation. As a
result, faith recognizes a further set o0f considerations
governing moral judgments which the radicals undervalued.
Moral apprehension is corporate in nature: the individual does
not simple decide and act alone and unilaterally, but judgments
are made both out of and toward the community. Moreover, this
means that moral  attitudes operate under  structural
constraints. Ethical maturity cannot demand "autonomy”, if by
this is meant a kind of individualistic bid to stand clear of
21l possible determining factors and assess the options in the
cold light of reason. As Jarreti-Kerr puts it:

Man is more than a spectator, merely making selections
from what he sees, on the basis of which he fan att, He
Is also a3 subject, and that means accepting (freely
accepting) authority, He 1s comrade, nea2ding and {inding

fulfilment in fellowship, He is also participant, needing
cammitment (Jarrati-eer, op c1t;118))

Christian moral judgments neead to fake into account the
insight of the Gospel into our interdependence, our involvement
in and with one another's circumstances and their causes, and
into what mutually restrains ocur chcoices and limits our well-
being: "we are all in it together" (cf. Strawson, 1969:143)>. A
healthy and supportive ‘'community ethic” is essential,
expressed as it may be more in the tangible terms of "good
neighbourliness" and citizenship than in abstract principles,
or, indeed, divinely-sanctioned laws (see e.g. Moore, 1374: ch.4;
Clark, 1982). But faith equally wants to supply the resources
for transcending such an ethic, and it is here that we turn to

the more positive part of cur discussion.

ii. The Access of Transcendence.
Vhere can the access of the transcendent perspective of
faith into the ethical stance of the Christian community be
identified? It is +the taszk of the explicitly confessing

congregation %o ensure that such a perspective is kept alive



and repeatedly set against the achievements of a cultural
realization of Christian ethical ideals. The first point of
entry of the transcendent lies in the surpassing of mere rules
and conventions. The congregation is called to recognize and
value its own deep indebtedness to the moral environment which
surrounds and sustains it, but with the possibility of

detachment.

For traditional moral codes are capable of very serious

malfunctions. Good neighbourliness can fturn into a parochialism

3

3
x
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n which charity both begins and ends at home. All ftoc easily,
an entirely well-meaning desire to protect, say, the ideal of
marriage {(which, after all, because it is difficult deserves +to
have its value highlighted) leads to an ocstracizing of the

divorced, Deep-seated and octherwise vite

o]

convictions about law and order can produce a reluctance to
contemplate even the possibility of rehabilitation- even
redemption, in religious terms—- where erstwhile offenders are

concerned.

But the Church moves in its ethical thinking between the
poles of that reliance on traditional givens, communally
transmitted and oriented to the past, which it has itself been
responsible for inculcating and must therefore acknowledge, and
the wvision of a future in which such ethical previsions,
largely aimed at achieving the bhest possible arrangements in
an imperfect world, will give way to "the freedom of the sons
of God". In the liturgical recitation of the stories of Jesus,
in prayer and reflection and fellowship, the congregation
should be repeatedly brought up against this transcendent
possibility. Christians will then not rest content with rules

(cf. Newbigin, 1966:138-45).
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too, faith takes its cue from existing realities, bhecause there
is an irreducible inwardness about religious commitment which
is the province solely of the individual who confesses it.
Thus, the privatization of religion which is a product of
secularization represents to some extent a return to bhasics.
Unless individuals choose +to worship, pray and serve in
response to the inner pressure to do so, Christianity has
become a dead thing. In the same way, Christian ethical
formation is nothing without its individual personal bhasis: in
that sense, the song which runs "Let there be peace on earth,

and let it begin with me" proclaims a true insight.

But  because the Christian religion calls together =2
community of believers who have to come to terms with the fact
that none of them is independent of fthe rest or absolutely free
to practise their religion in the way they <choose, the
congregation is driven +to ask Tbeyond itself about the

structural relations of the wider society and the world. Where

n

ecularization is resulting in an increasingly associational

tvie of faith among the diaspora of Dbelievers, it iz

33}

particularly important that communal links with the world
should be maintained and made the material of discussicon and

witnessing activity by the group.

Vhere this does not occur, the congregation becomes just
another associational group, held together by the sectional
interest of ’religion”; and it is noteworthy how such groups
lack any global interest in ethical questions. "Fellowship”
tends to devolve into an ethic of personal "niceness" with no
earnestness about the predicaments faced by all those who do
not belong. The congregation needs to be kept abreast of what
is going on in the world, and helped and encouraged to discuss
it and support selected causes of action, so that its ethical
awareness may be constantly driven ocut to freshk challenges.
Introversion is  the  blight which strikes too  many

congregations with pettiness and tunnel vision.
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Finally, a living and critical faith seeks to transcend
the categorical distinction of ethics from religion, but not by
reducing the latter to the former (van Buren, 1963:197-8), nor
by playing down the moral content of faith (Gregor Smith,
1966:34) .

The materials conserved within the religious cultural
system of Christianity offer the possibility of interpreting
one's world, and making one's choices, around the orientation
tno a ‘transcendent vision filled out Christologically as a

perfected and fulfilled version of the world. God, as in this

)
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the future of t as
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he world, is confessed and worshippe
the guarantor and pattern of this uvitimate good. The quests of
religion and of ethics come together at this point: whoever is
under obligation to seek and fto serve God, is thereby enlisted

in %the ethical cause.?

In this way, Christians can respond po=itively to all
those for whom religion is pre-eminently a matter cf observing
the decencies of humanly sympathetic living, while celebrating

the hope of that which alone will mark the end- the telos- of

The exponents of the new morality correctly perceived the
need for an ethic of maturity which would not leave Christians
high and dry in adherence to an outdated and inflexible
heteronomy, unable to cope constructively with contemporary
moral problems or compassionately with persons.

However, they were misled by their determination to
produce a "non-religious” ethic freed from the dead weight of
rules intoc a failure to produce proposals which could ever be
practicable in ferms of the given shapes of Christian faith-
community. We have tried fto suggest, in line with our analysis

of the distinctive styles of religious commitment and

made good.



With this discussion we have come to the end of our
detailed treatment of the major theological themes of Christian
Radicalism. We have dealt with the theological topics according
to the pattern of three basic issues, namely the nature and
role of religion, the relationship between Christianity and
secularization, and the problem of the institutional embodiment
of faith within the life of the religious community. To each of
these, we brought the critical stimulus of a sociological
understanding. In Part Four of the thesis, we sum up the
theoretical findings of the foregoing chapters, and then give
some indication of the relevance of these to certain ongoing

debates within the churches at the present time.

NOTES,
i, Fletcher's Sifuation Ethics (1966) did not appear wntil after Homest tn fod, See
further discussion in P Ramse i ristian £ 1967 P Baslz,

. Qeeds and Ryles in Chrisbian Eihics,
ithics and RPeljaf, 1977 ch,gg 0, Cook, Tha Moral Maze K 1983:£9-73; H Thielicke, in
eds, Thielicke and Schrey faith apd fction, 1970:xlii-xiix; N H G, Robinson, Tha
ﬁLQuDdﬂQLk_JlL_ﬁhIiﬁiiﬁﬂ__E&hi&i, 1371: B Habblethwaite, I gt
tihics, 1321, For Robinson's view see further his {hristian Moralg Today, 1964: and
for tygica] conservative reactions to him J M Morrison, Hopegty and God, 1966 ch &
and 0,F Clarke, Ear Christ's Sake, 1963; .5,
7. The tarm "situation ethirs” was used by fope Plus K11 1n 195% in a statement Acts
dopsiolica Sedis demouncing an "existential”, non-prescriptivist ethic which might
ha ahle fo ”jus{ify” actions contrary to the teaching of the Church, In 1956 the
fuprame Sacred Congregation of the Holy Dffice dubbed it the "new morality” and
banned the teacthing of it in Catholic seminaries and academies, Thus, from the first,
situation ethics was bound up with the question of the authority of faith and the
admissibility of the ¢ritical principle,
%, Williams, of course, is not a figure to be taken entirely seriously as an exponent
of situationist or any other kind of ethical theory, But the dilemmas of his oun
life, as recounted in %is unfortunate autobiography & ‘11 Fi testify in
the relevanca of the thenlogital problems he perceived in the Church's ethical life-
groblens from which he himself, as a child ot the acclesiastical system, was unable
o find any escape, except into the monastic existence of Mirfield, He is a victin of
the state of affairs he criticises, even if his positive proposals are often
luditrous,
4, Thielicke has criticised the ethic resultin? from the Lutheran doctrine of tha Two
Kingdoms as lackin% in precisely this eschatological acumen, For this point of view
sees iraditional elhics as a necessary compromise, an ordinance for the Kin%dom of
this world in which sin still infacts every human endeavour, But an ethic which is in
effect a holding-operation against the worst effects of "fallenness” cannot help but
be, al the same time, the expression of the same condition, There is therefore the
need for a "not yet" ethic to goad the traditional into dissatisfaciion with itsalf
{Thielicka and Schrey, op,cil; and Schrey, Rei < IXEE,
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CHAPTER XIV: RETROSPECTIVE.

The two chapters which form this concluding part of the
thesis have each a distinctive purpose and style. The first is
theoretical, aimed at recapitulating the arguments marshalled
nd positions reached in the foregoing chapters. The second is
more practical in tone, and indicates areas of contemporary
church life in which the debates of %wenty years ago, and the

judgments upon them we have made, continue to have relevance.

In this first concluding chapter, then, we retrace our

o

zteps over the body of the thesis thus far. The sections of th
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h followed were to bhe carried on.

I. The point of departure of the thesis was an interest in
ies of theclogical episodes and controversies in the life
of the churches during the nineteen-sixties, which we termed
"Christian Radicalism”. These related debates and events are of
particular fascinaztion because of the high level of public
attention to theological issues and. church affairs they
attracted. The phenomenon of Christian Radicalism was
characterized by a simultaneous concern for theological
reformulation and for reform and renewal in the life and
structures of the Church, and by a sense of the close iater-
relatedness of the two.

The overarching interest of the Christian radicals was in
"secularity”. They wanted to find a presentation of Christian
theology and the Gospel which would be intelligible and

t to modern, secular-minded people, and they perceived
that this would also entail a fresh, secular understanding of

the Church, as the bearer of that Gospel.



These interests raised three sets of questions which were
absolutely fundamental to Christian Radicalism. Firstly the
nature and functions of religion were queried, in asking
whether a non-religious interpretation of Christianity could be
found. Secondly, the proper attitude of Christian theology and
the Church towards secularization came under review, as to
whether wholehearted affirmation rather than confrontation was
possible. Thirdly, there was a search for an operational form
of wundogmatic faith which might engage constructively and
critically with secular realities.

The radical theologians were concerned to express an
understanding of theological ideas that would be relevant 1o
secular social realities. Further, they wanted to follow this
through in a restructuring of the Church, as the place par
excellence  where theological meanings assume tangible
historical and social form. In view of this, we proposed that

fitting critical perspective on the radicals' work could be

found in the discipline cf the =zoclolegy of religion, waich is
particularly concerned with the concrete social feorms in which

raession.

3

religious meaning comes %o ex

(e

II. To draw upon sociology for the critical perspective of
a theological +thesis, it was necessary fo establish a
theoretical and methodological position o.n the relationship
between sociology and thecology. Rejecting approaches which
would allow either discipline to dominate the other, or merge
the two together, or maintain a total mutual immunity of the
one from the other, we proposed that a Weberian model of
sociological activity was most suited to fruitful interaction
with theology.

Such a model does not reduce the sociological analysis of
religious meaning to a matter of social functions. It pays

attention to the subjective meaning of actions and bheliefs for
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between ideas- specifically, religious ideas- and material

factors in the processes of social change.
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It was also necessary to adopt a corresponding
understanding of theological activity. The theologian is
engaged in a critical, hermeneutical discipline, reflecting upon
the Christian tradition which is given *to him as his basic
material, as it engages and has engaged with changing social
and cultural contexts. The theologian himself is the product of
a tradition and an environment, and so his bringing of the
resources of the tradition to bear upon a situation in order to
speak to it of God is only one moment of a dialectic.

In the other moment, he and his tradition are only
properly understood in terms of past relationships with the
context. The theologian is committed, because he is & product
of the tradition in the past, a present participant in its life
and one who desires to see it more effective in the future.

Sociology analyses the complexities of these past and
present relationships of religious +tradition to social and
cultural context, and indicates the social constraints and
limitations under which any future, renewed realizations cf the
meaning of the Gospel +tradition will have to operate. Ve
advanced the recent work of David Martin as a specific example
of this type of understanding of the relationship beftween

sociology and theology.

III. Given the main theoretical concerns of Christian
Radicalism and this way of approaching the sociological
dimensions of a 'secular theology”, the peculiar attracticn of
the writings of Bonhoeffer for the radicals becomes clear. For
Bonhoeffer was throughout his career interested in what might
be termed the "horizontal projection” of theological meanings,
outward into concrete social relations, and correspondingly in
the sociological nature of the Church. He recognized, in other
words, the intimate relationship between abstract theclogical
questions and the concrete structures of church life.

Secondly, Bonhoeffer’s enigmatic prison writings appear in
this light as the attempt of a theologian who knows himself to

be the product both of a particular religious tradition and an
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emerging secular world to reflect upon what this means for the
Gospel he is charged to expound. He wants to explore the
projection of theological meaning into the secular, sociological
dimension, while struggling with how to retain the inalienable
Gospel content which can still speak to the secular from aver
against it.

As such, Bonhoeffer's concerns not only foreshadowed
those of Christian Radicalism but also suggested subtleties
about the problem of the religious group within the secular
society, and the dialectical nature of the Christian’s relation
to modernity, which the radicals who followed him did not
always take up. We set out in Part Two of the thesis *o
develop tools from the sociology of religion to enable us to
explore these subtleties and deficiencies, in our ensuing

critical analysis of the radicals' theclogy.

IV. Ve argued in favour of treating religion as a cultural
system, expressing by means of its beliefs and imagery, rituals
and conventions and social embodiments, an orientation to the
transcendent. Such an approach leaves the way open for
examining all those cultural manifestations which commonly
count as ‘'religion” within a given society, and only then
proceeding to ask about the social functions they perform.

By the "transcendent", we meant a sacred order, in the
nature of "another world”, bhearing a double relation to the
everyday world of empirical reality. Firstly, the transcendent
pravides the basis of order and meaning for the world as
social groups and individuals experience it. It stabilizes and
affirms the world, granting metaphysical Ilegitimation and
sanction to its institutions and offering an ultimate rationale
for its problems.

But secondly, because it appears as a fulfilled or
perfected version of this world, the transcendent (that which
"surpasses', "excels”, "lifts up") gains the power to act back
upon the world as a constraining influence, summoning religious

people to action for change.
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Religion, therefaore, presents a dialectical tension between
the legitimation and the criticism of the world of the
religious group, which 1in modern societies is unlikely to
comprise the society as a whaole. The religious believer gains
from his religion an assurance, an identity and an answer to
the threat of meaninglessness, deriving from the givenness of
a metaphysical anchorage for the social order and the cohesive
stability of his social group. But he also inherits a set of
values, a vision and an ideal the world which prevent him from

resting completely content with the status quo.

V. The sociological debate about secularization is vital
to the understanding of the effect of contemporary social and
cultural conditions upon religious 1life. However, the presence
of almost diametrically opposed views within sociology forbids
us to assume that the process is at all simple, unilinear or
monocausal. We proposed an analysis along two lines, focusing

upcn the
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of differentiation, resulting in the autonomous, specialized
professional competence of institutional spheres, has involved
the religious as much as any other sub-system of society. The
Church, deprived of its direct authority over other areas of
institutional life, is seen increasingly as the organization
with special professional responsibility for the religiofus
sector of life. As such, this differentiated role is also a
rather marginal one, since the functional centre of secular
society makes little reference to religion in furthering its
rational, instrumental ends.

Secondly, at the cultural level, desacralizing processes
have removed the right of any overall world-view to claim
ultimate authority for itself. The Christian religion is no
longer called upon to fulfil the function of sanctioning the
cohesion of society and legitimating its values. Although this
potentially liberates religion to fulfil a more creative role,

cultural secularization also has its damaging and debilitating
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side. The decline of any strong cultural infrastructure leaves
many people 1in ignorance and confusion, devoid of any
serviceable and constructive world-view at all.

Secularization, therefore, even to the extent that it
represents one line of socio-cultural realization of the
Christian Gospel, cannot but be intensely prohlematic for
religion. It is neither simply religious decline nor religious
fulfilment, but invites religious 1life into a precarious

interplay between limitation and opportunity.

VI. Vhat we had said so far could not be applied without
reference to the circumstances of actual participants in the
religious culture. It was necessary to ask how faith itself,
as the inner disposition or mode of 1life which comes to
expression through religion, is operative in the concrete
context. For faith has to achieve historical continuity of
expression by means of institutional form, and there is always
ambiguity and compromise in the sociological patterns under
which faith is embodied and lived out.

Two basic dualities can be observed. Firstly, a church-
type of religious membership is  conceived as available for
all, with an antecedently existing religious institution
offering its services to the community at large. But in a seci-
type of membership, only the covenanting together of the
religiously committed few brings the institution into being at
all, and thus a high degree of distinctiveness over against the
world is maintained.

Secandly, a communal style of religiosity represents the
religious sub-culture created by every religion in its
successive stages of socio-cultural embodiment. People are born
into it and seek to live out what constitutes for them a pre-
reflectively "religious” way of 1life according to its
conventions and values. But an associational style of
religiosity sees religious commitment much mare in terms of
people assaciating together for very specifically religious

activities in the pursuit of explicitly religious ideals.



There is a clear affinity between the direction of the
processes of secularization and the sectarian and associational
options within these dualities. Insofar as a more sectarian
style of religious membership becomes sociologically
inevitable, the group needs to take particular responsibility
for regenerating the communal religious culture in which it is
set. Insofar as religion is practised more and more in an
associational way, a counter-balance lies in the heightening of
emphazis upon the church aspect of the continuing religious

nstitution, in its antecedent social presence.

-

These were the sociological materials which were brought
to bhear as critical stimuli as we moved on in Part Three to

undertake our main investigation of the theology of Christian

VIi. The thematic examination was prefaced, however, by an

sttempt to demonsirate how the main sets of questions to which
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Christian Kadicalism. This was in suppor
theological activity as arising critically at the points of
intersection of religious tradition with <changing socio-
cultural context.

For Christian Radicalism was not a fully-fledged theology
set out in systematic treatises; often it did not even possess
academic respectability. Yet in a mostly pragmatic, pastoral
and occasional context, it uncovered large and important issues
for the churches; and substantive concerns often underlay the
passing, unscholarly and even trivial debates. It was only
against the background of these controversies that the more

substantially theological investigation was allowed to proceed.

VII1I. Christian Radicalism undertook, firstly, a search for

a mon-religious approach to the question of God. Robinson and
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others attempted to analyse common secular experience in a way
which would justify theistic talk about it and render this
meaningful to modern men and women who came equipped with no
religious predispositions. Recognizing the dangers of an
immanent naturalism, the theologians then tried to retain a
foothold for the transcendent within this secular analysis.
Their overriding concern was that talk of God should be seen
to be eminently about this world, about concrete realities, and
not dependent upon speculations about another world, of little
conceivable relezvance to secular men and women.

These approaches were too quick to discard the social

realit of religiorn as a cultural
O

9]

yster as 2 basis for
dizcovering the secular meaning of talk of God.
themselves were only able to make the analyses of secular
experience they did because they were themselves Christians
and participants in a religious tradition out of and through
which God was confessed, and secular experience interpreted, in
a particular way.

In the way in question, the dialectic of religion as both
itimation
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group reaches a particularly high critical tension. God is
confessed as one who both upholds and grants value to the
prevailing order, and yet will not allow the believer fo rest
content with it. For the Christian, religion is already
profoundly to do with this world- precisely, with a promised
future order for the world.

A "secular” understanding of God and the Gospel should
therefore not seek to eliminate religion, but rather to pay
closer attention to the given forms of religious expression as
an empirically available social reality. It is through these
forms within the culture that men and women come to that
security and sense of worth in their present world-situation,
combined with 2 commitment to purposive action towards its
transformation in the heope of a new world, which is peculiarly

characteristic of the Gospel.



S0 there should be no attempt to reject 'religion” aé
alienating and bad, while retainiﬁg, say, "faith", or
"Christianity”, as good and creative. For Christianity
inevitably generates its religious expressions, in and with the
tensions of which the believer must seek profitably to live. It
is precisely these which keep him~ for better or worse~ firmly
inveolved and implicated in the world, while unable to be

satisfied with it.

IX. Some of the radicals, such as van Buren, judged that
the way around the problem of theism for the contemporary
secular mind was to focus all attention instead upon the human
figure af Jesus of Nazareth as the repository of all that
theological language might possibly mean. However, this
approach does not, in fact, succeed in removing from the
radical the need to grapple with the dialectical tension of
religion. g

For the way the figure of Jesus functions within
Christian religious practice partakes of that same tension. The
same Jesus who is treated as the very embodiment of the
promised perfected order, the "new creation” and the “new man”,
also merges obscurely with his own cultural and historical
background and dies at the hands of that same social world,

As an alternative way of trying to understand in a
concrete way what is meant by the Christian's confessicn of
this man as Saviour and Lard, the sociological reality of the
Church might be examined. For this community is confessed as
that which embodiles and carries on the presence and work of
Jegus amid the world; and so, within dits institutional
presentation and structures, thers should be some indications
of the same tensions and modalities which characterized the

way of Jesus in the world.
¥. As well as +trying to express the meaning of God in

terms of sacular experience, Christian Radicalism also sought

to repristinate the Christian proclamation by reversing the
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prevailing trend of opposition to the processes of moderﬁity
on the part of theology and the churches. Cox and others
believed that if contemporary social and cultural changes were
producing an increasingly sécular social system and a secular-
oriented type of man to go with it, the Church should ask
whether it could affirm, welcome and build upon these processes
theologically. It should develop a theological standpoint which
could wholeheartedly affirm secularization while still making
room for a vital role for the churches in a secular society,

But the sociclogical perspective suggests it is unwise to
attempt to reclaim the entire secularization process as gain
for the Gospel. No social consequences of the influence of
Christianity upon a culture over time can ever be affirmed
urembiguously, because the Gospel always contsins a surplus of
promise which enables it to coriticise its own fruits.

Structural differentiation and the increasing
marginalization of the Church’ are social facts which it will bé
necessary for the religious imstituticns to accept before they
can consider realistically what a continuing vital role might
entail. Such a role will certainly involve the maximising of
specifically religiocus resources in the interests of combating,
and neot affirming, certain deleterious effects of the

cecularization of culture.

¥I1. This criticism, that the radicals did not face first
of all the social realities of the situation facing religion and
Church  under +the «conditions of secularization, applies
particularly to the proposals, typified by the thinking of the
World Council of Churches, aimed at recasting the Church's
mission in secular-social terms and reshaping its structures
t0 enable it to accomplish this mission. Present practical
social constraints urge upon the Church a globally less
ambitious, but more effectively specialized role, in which the
involvement in secular sooial action is always tempered and
qualified by the context of worship and the religious proviso

of transcendence.



X1I. Faced with the question of institutional religious
life wunder the conditions of modernity, radical theology
desired to operaticnalize the concept of a non-dogmatic,
critical and open form of faith. Gregor Smith in particular
tried to comprehend the interior texture of the life of faith
as thoroughly historical, thriving upon a continual dialogue
between its inherited traditions and the undetermined future
into which God calls the believer forth. Christian faith should
constitute the inner resource by which a man or woman could

3

moment, as part of a believing community sustained by a common
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tage and a common hope. Smith and others gave some
attenticn te tryinz o map out the institutional {form:z which
of fzith.

could support and express such a ¢ £ g
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Vhile the call for & critical form of mature, secular
faith was understandably motivated by the evidence of

defensiveness, dishone:
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existing faith-life of the churches, the blueprint produced by

There can be no univocal social realization of the critical,
future-oriented arm of faith alope. Rather, a plurality of
institutional forms must embrace both angles of faith's
dialectic, including that which is largely unreflectively borne
along by communal tradition.

For +this reason, a threefold pattern of institutional
presentation of "church” needs to be emphasised. There is not
only the culturally embedded form of faith which is expressed
in the best manifestations of folk-religion (which are
threatened by secularization) and the more reflective faith of
the increasingly committed “core" congregation, but also the
presence of the over-arching religious institution, which is
there with its resources and symbolism for both community and
congregation alike. The Church needs, for the sake of the
vitality of faith, to pay close attention to the health and

interaction of all these three forms.
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X111. The concern of Christian Radicalism to promote the
"new morality” in the form of a situational ethic betrays a
similar insensitivity +to the constraints of institutional
possibility. For while it becomes the duty of the committed
religious congregation to discover and express the
transcendence o0f traditional and unreflective rule-based
morality through the vision of the Gospel, these less critical
forms can never be replaced. Nor, in the end, is the perfection
of a pure ‘“ecasuistry of love” something which i=  fully
achievable within the social forms of either Church or world,
espacislly  if 1 seeks  to cut Christians off from the

compromised znd ironic consequences of their own past actions.

=

Our  judgment wupon the problems Christian Radicalis
=ought to tackie is that they were, and are, important, urgent
and relevant. The high level of public controversy of twenty

d

years ago showe

the province of academic =studies, but are alsg present,
implicitly if not explicitly, in the problems and concerns that

o Tt r < <

e

confront the churches at 2 popular and pastoral level. The

jon

radical theologians were committed to the idea that their
theological 1labours should bear directly wupon the vital
question of the actual living out of the Christian life within
concrete social experience under contemporary conditions. As

such, theological reformulation was not to be divorced from the

empirical structures of church life.

A1l of this we wish to affirm in the episode of Christian
Radicalism. But our study has shown how the proposals for
theology and Church advanced by the radicals suffered
throughout from a lack of sociological realism: and such a
deficiency is clearly serious in any theology setting out to be
self-consciocusly "secular”. In our closing chapter, we indicate
how the unfinished agenda of Christian Radicalism is closely
relevant to issues facing the churches today, which likewise

require close attention from a sociological point of view.



CHAPT : PIRI ?

In the previous chapter we summarized the theoretical
positions attained in the body of the thesis, and it is now
time to turn to some practical questions. We have maintained
throughout +the thesis a model of +theological activity as
arising at the interface between Gospel tradition and concrete
social and cultural context. Theoretical theological thinking
cannot be divorced from issues facing the empirical life of the
churches, as the bearers of the religious cultural systems in
and through which theological meanings come to their concrete
expreasion. The episode of Chris*tian Radicalism lent itself
readily to analysis under this type of model of theological

praxis.

on and with the
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aid of ocur critical sociological perspectives, we uncovered

reasons for the relative failure cf the movement to have far-

shortcomings of the movement, Christian Radicalism sought to
tackle urgent questions which have lost none of their force. In
the issue of the continuing vitality of religious life and of
the churches under contemporary cultural conditions, the story
since the sixties has not heen so encouraging as to justify

ignering the attempts of that decade to meet the problems.

For these reasons, we end the thesis by indicating areas
of present church 1life in which the unfinished agenda of
Christian Radicalism may be seen to have continuing relevance
for us. We have entitled these conclusions, "Towards an
Empirical Ecclesiology? This brings out the force of our
contention that any theology that has a real claim to be
"secular" must undertake its reflections in dialogue with given

socio-cultural realities, i.e. with what is secularly available.



0Of all the traditional divisions of systematic theology,
ecclesiology most obviously stands out as that which refers to
a concretely existing, historical and social reality. In the
area o0f ecclesiology, therefore, theology has a prima facie
responsibility to be "secular”, i.e.to deal in the interpretation

of this-worldly social realities.

This thesis is not itself, of course, an ecclesiology, and
this chapter does not elaborate one in detail. There is no
exhaustive treatment or documentation in the sections which

follow, =ince we are here shepping outside opur main area of
T a8

Gt

study in the sixties. All we are suggesting is that the lesson
we have learnt from Christian Radicalism about the

requirements for a tfruly "secular” theology shoul
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ight upon certain vexed questions which s
the churches, and in regard to which, at the present time, an

unhealthy polarizatior of opinion seems to be occurring.

¥e have argued that "religion” remains indispensable,
because it 1s through the resources of the religicus cultural
system that the orientation to the transcendent is transmitted
and kept alive through time. Only this orientation generates
the dispositions by which a person can both feel confident and
at home in the world, and at the same time live in hope of a
better world and undertake purposive action towards bringing
it into being. The language used in religious worship Iis
therefore of the ufmost importance, because as it is used
repeatedly and becomes familiar it bears the particular
responsibility  for  inculcating  these  dispositions  into
religious persons, ultimately at pre-reflective levels. The
debate about 1liturgical language, therefore, should be about

much more than just "ancient' versus "modern"”.

It is unhelpful and confusing when the supporters of

liturgical renewal appear simply as reckless modernizers,
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insisting that the language of worship should be as down-to-
earth and functional as contemporary secularity demands. It is
equally beside the point when the critics of modern liturgies
are depicted, or present themselves, as traditionalist diehards,
bent wupon incarcerating the Church in the sixteenth or
seventeenth century and perpetuating its irrelevance in the
modern world. The matter is too important to be polarized in
this way, espcially as it is evident that neither {fraditional
nor modern liturgies are able to make very much headway in
bringing tc life the meaning of religiocusz worship amang those

who are far alienated from the churches.

The campaign waged by David Mariin against the modern
liturgies has Dbeen almost wilfully misunderstood by some

contenporary churchmen. Martin does tend not to distinguish

-

hard argument from persona religious conservatism

Q]

ufficiently clearly. But the argument itself is plain enough
(e.g.Martin, 1981(b)3: we have ended up with too much poor
guality modern writing. A great deal is neither fruly
contemporary (being just +the old language ‘“updated”) nor
capable of resonating with the transcendent. For the outsider,
much of it might just as well still be the traditional liturgy,
sao full is it of theclogical and ecclesiastical technicalities.
But for the regular worshipper, it is offen too breezily

unpoetic to enliven the imagination.

The language of liturgy must neither keep God at a safe
distance by enveloping him in impenetrable mystification, nor
encapsulate bim neatly in the flat monotone of contemporary
media-talk. It must be translucent, letting it at all the
crucial points the light of the transcendent which motivates
the worshipper to confess both that God is here among us in
the common secular concern, and that we nmust join "with the
whole company of Theaven” in worshipping one who is

immeasurably greater than that concern.



Liturgical language and rites should facilitate for the
participants the healthy religious mediation between the
securities of tradition and the summons to change, between
legitimation and criticism, between familiarity and creative
disjunction. To recognize this need would be +to render
irrelevant the sterile argument about mere '"modernity” of

language.

ii. Folk-religion.

The persistence of folk-religion is bhecoming the cause of

# widening breach of opinion, particularly between the mor

]

{

extreme Catholic and Evangelical parties in the Church of
England on the one hand and those of the centre on the other

The processes of cultural secularization mean that the folk-

1]

religion which dces persist is becoming ever more fragmentary,
confused and compounded of semi-Christian, semi-pagan or
superstitious elements. At the same time, the structural
marginalization of the Church is resulting in smaller and more

committed core congregations, often composed to & growing

extent of "converted” rather than "socialized” Christians.

In these circumstances it is not surprising that many
clergy are tempted to cut their losses and opt out of the folk-
religious arena. They want an end to infant baptisms, save for
the children of committed church members, who, ironically,
increasingly decide to defer their children’s baptism because
they are persuaded of the case for believers' baptism. There is
a readiness to speak of our 'post-Christian” or even "neo-
pagan” society. The Church desires to draw its boundaries much
more clearly, and to refuse any longer to allow itself to be
"used" by those who have no commitment to it. The congregation
is urged to build itself up as a "community", from which base
it can move out in evangelistic missions into the godless
world around it. There is an enthusiasm for recapturing the

spirit of the early Church.



' Christian Radicalism experienced difficulty in trying to
redefine a vitally necessary role for the churches anmid a
world whose secularity it wanted to affirm. When it thought in
terms of an aggressive role for the churches as God's front-
line or avant-garde, it did not know what to do about the
troublesone residues of fringe and uncommitted members who did

not really fit that description of the Church.

Today this problem persists: for understandable though
the desire ‘is to go all-out for "commitment Christianity” and
to cast off the encumbrances of folk-religion, it is only the
much more frustrating, messy and unsatisfactory path which

does justice to the social facts. That is, we are not and could

[

not be in either a "posi-Christian” or the equivalent of a
"pre-Christian” age. Social history cannot be rewritten, and the
untidy rubble left by fthe crumbling of Christendom remains the
respohsibility 0f the churches to administer- for nc-one else

will do it, and real pecple of flash and hlnod are involved.

Thiz 1s why we stressed the importance of the threefold
pettern of Christian presence within culture and society,
including as well as the unreflective, traditional patterns of
oommunity faith and the commitment of the congregation, the.
visible institutional presence of the Church aé the necessary
mechanism for holding the others together. Where Jocal
congregations are becoming more homogeneously committed, it is
important that they should see that their membership within
the antecedently existing dinstitution of the Church reguires
them to employ their critical commitment in  taking
responsibility for the community in which they are set. If they
do not, even while their own commoh life becomes more
religicusly well~defined and fulfilling, the culture of their
local community may be suffering still further dissipation and
decline. We need to find out how the promation of a distinct
"conmitment” Christianity can be compatible with taking folk-

religion with the utmost seriousness.
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iii. The Clergy.

Christian Radicalism was anxious to get rid of the idea
of a '"clerical caste" within the Church, with a clergy
possessing speclal powers denied to ordinary lay Christians,
¥hat the radicals failed to do was to consider the
implications of the Church's givenness and social presence as
an institution, whereby the clergy, in virtue of their cofficeé as
the servants and employees of that institution, inevitably take
on roles and functions which distinguish them from the body of
unordained religious believers. In other words, a socinlogically
realistic theology of the Church will accept that, within the
total social and institutional manifestation “church', it is the
task of clergy and laity togetber to express the wholeness of
what iz meant by speaking of the Church as, for example,
Christ’s PBody, or as the instrument o0f the continuation of his
presence and work in the world.

Today's debates about the role of the clergy and the
meaning of priesthood, which have been largely stimulated by
the issue of the ordination of women, could benefit from this
secular approach. For another unhelpful polarization is
threatened on this guestion, On the one hand, soms clergy are
eager to deny that their ordained status marks them out as in
any way different from lay Christians. Thelr position is
marked by such symbolic gestures as the refusal to wear a
clerical cellar, or a reluctance to take the chair at meetings.
They wish +to deny the institutional functions which both
society at large and their congregations ascribe to them, and
become instead persons who are paid simply to "be there”. They
cannot define their role at all, but simply wait fo see what

demands each day brings to their door.
But on the other side there is a flourishing movement

which oeeks fto reassert in the sirongest possible terms a

"charismatic” madel of priesthood as an indelible quality which
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sets a man apart for life and endows him with powers denied
to others. Such a view attempts té avoid the role-confusion of
the clergyman by carving out a very definite, unique and
circumscribed set of competences for the priest, centred upon
his sacramental qualifications. Also, +the affectation of
particular forms of dress and the expectation of being
addressed as "Father" by the laity serve as external badges of
" this special authority and status, (It is here that the most
pathological opposition to the ordination of women is found.)
Whatever the undeniable pastoral care and sacrificial service
undertaken by priests who see their role in this way, the end
product can still é}nly be a passive and doecile laity, for the
subliminal symbolism of authoritarianism is altogether +too

strong,

But the preéent institutional position of +the clergy
offers no such ways out of tension and contradictoriness. The
clergy are suppozed to be professionally specialized, yet are
expacted by their congregations to be jacks—of—all—t}adeg and
consequently ftreated by the world as masters of none. They
occupy the position in the Church's spectrum which invites an
expiicit commitment to transcendence and hence a prophetically
critical stance fowards society, but most also have a pastoral
duty towards conservative congregations they may not dare risk
upsetting. They are resource persons available for all, in a
society where few desire the resources, except at certain

limited stages in the life-cycle.

In the face of these tensions, the clergy's only realistic
choice appears to he 1o '"stand and allow the waves of
marginality to break over them" {(Towler and Coxon, 1979:54)., If
thay do, the strains and temsions inherent in their role could
jus{ prove to reflect certzin features of Jesus' own career in
the world, which although by no means easy, might well be

religiously appropriate,



Alternatively, the Church will have to make real headway
in promoting limited-range, speciaiist ninistries as' its norm
for the paid clergy, while authenticating the ministry of
indigenous unpaid elders as the pattern o0f local pastoral
leadership. But these proposals cannot be pursued in any detail

within our context here.

iv. The Church and FPolitics.

Theclogians may treat it as established that the Gospel
has political dimplications and that religion and politics
cannot he ahsolutely divorged. But within the churches the
issue is far from being agreed. The argument that the business
of the Church is with fthe spiritual needs of man, and that it
ought not therefore to "meddle” in politics, is still fraquently
heard. The matter has come to public prominence again recently
as a consequence of a number of cases of the Church expressing
critical attitudes towards Government policy, notably over
nuclear weapons and the plight of the inner cities. Our study
of the attempis of Christian Radicalisa to recast the Church's
mission in secular-social terms suggests two areas of
misunderstanding which will still have to be cleared up if

clarity in the present debates is to be achieved.

The first concerns the spirit of the Church's socio-
palitical engagements and pronouncements. Critics who maintain
that the business of the Church is with religion are, after all,
correct in the letter of what they say. Our quarrel with them
is that they are mistaken about the nature of religion: for
with its intrinsic concern about the quality of life in the
world, under the compelling vision of an eschatological state
of affsirs im which every ideal for +the worid shall be
fulfilled and every deficiency made good, religion is indeed

about political- i.e.public and socic-structural- interests.

But the point is that the spirit of the Church's pursuit

of these interests must be seen to differ from that of the |



competent secular institutions involved. The Church must not
appear simply to be trying to do somebody else's job without
the proper prof-essional‘ qualifications. For the Church, through
its bearing of the resources of the religious culture, must
accompany all its social engagements with the dimension of
transcendence which is introduced by worship. This dimension
will forbid it ever to be withoul reservation on the side of a
particular political cause: but it does not prevent it from

ever taking sides at ail.

The second misunderstanding concerns the standpoint from
which the Church issues its judgments and recommendations. For
a secular soclety has no interest in prescriptions simply
handed down on the basis of theological principles. The
Church's standpoint should rather be +that of those -who
struggie to implement +the Gospel under the constraints,
ambiguitiés and ironies of the concrete context. Its
pronouncements should take the form of the fruits of critical
reflection upon engaged activity, and not oommentér)r fraom a

paint of detached observation.

All over the country there are Christian groups who are
atte:ﬁpting to do something about a variety of soclal needs and
problems in their local communities. It is upon the experiences
and frustrations of these that reports and analyses issued by
the centralised institutional Church on current social issues
should draw. The secular-social commitments of local church
graups are often not regarded as "political” by thosze involved,.
whereas the material in official reports seems to ordinary
Christians to be "out of their reach”, dealing with massive
national and international affairs toward which they feel
powerless. The existence of this disparity is another instance
of how the localised small-group and the higher-level visible
and centralised institutional presentations of *church” need,
supplement and correct one another- something which cccurs all

too little at the present time.



v. Conservatives and Liberals.

Everything that has been said above about dispelling
misunderstanding and avoiding polarization depends upon the
realization of the commitied core congregation as a "crifical
public” within the Church. But probably. the liveliest and most
instructive public controversy im the Church of England since
Honest to God, that over the Bishop of Durham, David Jenkins,
indicates that this kind of critically committed group is very
far from having been formed. For many congregations remain
waefully ignorant both of the traditions of their Church and
its theology, and of the implications of contemparary
theolagical thinking. Moreover, many clergy are content to
leave things this way, being convinced themselves that critical

theology can seriously damage your faith.

The quality of educational materials designed Io train
Christians in reflection upon,their tradition is actuaily quite
high, with a spate of siudy courses, practical programmes and
basic learning exercises coming from +the Church'a various
educational agencies. But the take-up at parish level is offen
disappointingly low. The moust critical and radical thinkers are
usually located within the specialist areas of ministry,
whereas  parish clergy are much more likely to be'
conservatives., Some prefer their safe manuals of devotion, with
instructions for the faithful about the meaning of liturgical
symbolism and the colours, vestments and ceremonial proper to
various festivals; others keep to bright and breezy practical
guides on how to evangelize and edifylag Bible studies innocent
of critical questions, full of untroubled certainties and slick
answers., Diversity in the Church of England ossifies along
sterile "party lines"; and both parties join forces in a
polarization of opinion against all those they class as

"liberals".

There is in addition to this an uncertainty about the

proper place of critical theology within the training aof
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ordinands {(cf. Sykes, 1978:79-83). Theological college students
often castigate courses for being "too academic", or swallow
just enough theology to pass their examinations before heaving
a sigh of relief at no longer having to be bothered, once they
get into a parish, with the inconvenient problems theolaogians
insist on raising. An anti-intellectual bias continues to affect
the styles of parish teaching ministry; and this, combined with
the minister's understandable but unfortunate desire not to
introduce even more insecurity into an already uncertain social
role, leads to the dosing 2f the people with the safest of
palliatives, and the view that "ideas” are dangerous things

they cannal be {rusted to handle.

It is %rue that the short-term successes aof conservative
and protectionist policies of this kind are quite encouraging.
Congervative churches are the ones that grow, and to which
eclectic congregations flock. “But our study suggests that the
long-term prospects are less promising, for these churches are
being given no substantial resources for comprehending or
coping with the | increasingly secularized cultural conditions
which surround them. The excitement of conservative revivals
waxes and wanes, but the eventual burden of the day for the
Christian faith falls upon the health of those institutional
and communal continuities and traditions by means of which
some kind of cultural transmission of the influence of the
Gospel 1is assured. As long as the Church suffers from . a
polarization of ‘“conservative" and "liberal" <(or critical)
theological opinion, the in—fighting causes the neglect of

these wvital long—ferm influences,

Christian Radicalism ventured the hope that the positions
of mature Christian commitment and critical, open-minded
thinking were not mutwally exclusive. Apart from the over-
zealous desire of the radicals to appear iconoclastic, we think
that thelr intuition was correct: to be "radical” can indeed

mean %o be both critical and in a highly positive sense

378



“conservative'. To treat the whole of the religious and
theolagical +tradition, including the whole complex cultural
system which has resulted from centuries of collusion and
alliance of Gospel with world, with due respect and
earnestness, is not a policy giving carte blanche for wildly
unorthodox conclusions. But a congregation which has become
willy-nilly seociologically sectarian simply cannat afford the
theological sectarianism implied bly the obstinate exclusion of

the critical principle.

vi. Moralism.

Recent ethical debates in the churches have hinted at a
new upsurge of misgulded moralism among practising Christians,
suggesting that few lessons have been learned from the mutual
accusations made <fwenty years age by participants in  the
debates about the "new wmarality”. By "moralism"”, we mean a
cluster of related attitudes arising out of the conviction J_chat
at bottom things are plain and simple. There is no: question
what is5 right and what is not, and there are fail—safé criteria
for judging people’s actions accordingly. The moralistic man
demands straight answers, yes or ne, to all strictly meta-
empirical questions., He rests his case upon the invielability
of the Either-Ur, and is inclined to dismiss the Both-And as

s0 much fudging and woolly thinking.

Today moral issues are becoming painfully complex and
new ethical questions are being thrown up by secular science
with frightening regularity. In these circumstances, the
ionging for the old securities is tempting. The most up-to-date
modernizing mmvemen-ts in the churches often unite with the
most reactionary in condemning, for example, what they see as
any "softening" of the Church's stance toward the marriage of
divorcees, or any "compromise” of the traditional attifude
towards homosexuality, or Sunday trading, or indeed the rights

and social status of women.
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Ve have tried to allow for the interaction of the
basically conservative and unreflective ethical traditions of
the community with the potential for transcendence represented
by the worshipping congregation. Participation in a vital
religious 1life should 1lead Christians to eschew the facile
black-and-white distinctions, the polarization of opinion,
party sloganeering and glib judgmentalism which vitiate all
public debate. Moralism in religion becomes just another
variety of the evisceration of real, inzightful, humane thinking
which contributes to the widespread and deadly expansion of
sheer cynicism in contemporary culture. Insofar as 3 moralistic
Church continuves to give the impression that the answers are
there in the back of the book 1if only people would be more

religious and lock them up, it feeds the opposite view of those

%

ho simply deny that there are any answers, or that the

guestions make any Sense anyway.

ht= up what 2 mora

religion fails to grasp, namely he inevitabilit

et

Christian's, and the Church's. complicity with and implication
in the perils and failures of the human project as well as in
ite glories. There is nc simple, untainted translation of the
meaning of the Gospel and its images into socio-cultural
realities. If contemporary Christianity goes down  the
moralistic road, it wiil not be able to speak of God, God as he
iz in Jesus, inveolved and suffering and redeeming through and
in the midst of all the perplexities of this common human lot.
The proponents of the ’"new morality” perceived the nature of
the problem without finding their way to a feasible answer

within the constraints of religious social reality. The need is

incumbent upon us to do better.

vii. Towards an Empirical Ecclesiology.
Ve repeat, finally, the title of this whole chapter, in
order to draw together briefly some theoretical threads into a

tentative synthesis. Its status is purely experimental, but it
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may form a fitting end to a thesis which in its very nature

cannot be rounded off in an altogether neat and conclusive way.

Ve have repeatedly characterized the Church as a social
reality in terms of two axes of variation. One represents the
scale and shape of its social presence, and moves between the
poles of the centralised and highly visible institution and a
less well-defined local dispersicn of Christian influence., The

e
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or represents the mode and principle of the Church’'s

Q
o+
Y

ctivity, moving ©between the poles of legitimation, as

uarantor of arder and stability, and criticism, as bearer of

g

“+

he vision of radical alfernatives,

Plotting together these two axes of varlation produces
four "ideal types” of Church presence in society. Each of these
could be pushed to an extreme at which the Church would cease,
within the +terms of +this ‘'empirical ecclesiology”, fo be
"church” at all. But a proper balance a&and creative tension
between the four would constitute a flexible area of "optimum
church resence  and  activity” in  which the dizlectical

processes outlined in the thesis could operate.

The four types would be:

a. Centralized  institutional presence operating to
legitimize and guarantee social order and stability. At the
extreme, the Church merely becomes the religious arm of the
State and loses the ability to criticise, together with any
contact with the interests and needs of the mass of the people.

b. Centralized institutional ©presence operating to
criticise and offer alternatives. At the extreme, the Church
may fall victim to the 1limit to any state's capacity for
institutionalizing criticism of itself in this way. Further, as
a centrally organized political pressure group or reform
movement it may lose the ability to convey the Gospel to those

more traditonal and conservative than itself.



c. Localized dispersion operating +to integrate and
stabilize social order. At the extreme, the Church becomes the
sacral guardian of the tribalism of a particular group, with
consequent loss of the Gospel's cosmic dimensions and of the
promise of a new human maturity.

d. Localized dispersion operating tfo criticise and offer
alternatives. At the extreme, the Church devolves into the

vehicle of a subversive revolutionary movement, but forfeits

o
]

structures of ower. Again, it risks having to leave large
I L] ¢ (o] «

numbers of people outsidz the Geospel's scope.

The analysi= embodied in these ideal types, rough and
f

conziderations

aim of Christian Radicalism to facilitate. This aim could
not be achieved with the radicals' prior commitments fo the
notien of  religionlessness, the  ungqualified  thaologic
affirmation of secularity and the ideal of a *thoroughly free
and vundogmatic faith in no way bound to tradition. These

commitments, we have argued at length, were sociologically

unrealistic,

But the aim remains. The Church still possesses in its
tradition and its institutional presence the resources
essential to achieving it. Further, contemporary social
realities suggest a rich vein of continued interest in the
Christian religion, despite the implicit or confused form in
which this is often brought to light. If the Church can seize
upan the questions we have discussed with the sense of urgency
and the commitment to involving the people at a non-academic
level which the Christian radicals displayed, together with the
sociological sophistication they lacked, it may yet be able to
tap the resources for renewal which still lie dormant in the

culture and in its own life.
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