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THE I.B.TAURIS HISTORY OF THE

CHRISTIAN CHURCH

Since the first disciples were sent out by Jesus, Christianity has been of its essence a missionary religion. That religion has proved to be an ideology and a subversive one. Profoundly though it became ‘inculturated’ in the societies it converted, it was never syncretistic. It had, by the twentieth century, brought its own view of things to the ends of the earth. The Christian Church, first defined as a religion of love, has interacted with Judaism, Islam and other world religions in ways in which there has been as much warfare as charity. Some of the results are seen in the tensions of the modern world, tensions which are proving very hard to resolve – not least because of a lack of awareness of the history behind the thinking which has brought the Church to where it is now.

In the light of that lack, a new history of the Christian Church is badly needed. There is much to be said for restoring to the general reader a familiarity with the network of ideas about what the Church ‘is’ and what it should be ‘doing’ as a vessel of Christian life and thought. This series aims to be both fresh and traditional. It will be organized so that the boundary-dates between volumes fall in some unexpected places. It will attempt to look at its conventional subject matter from the critical perspective of the early twenty-first century, where the Church has a confusing myriad of faces. Behind all these manifestations is a rich history of thinking, effort and struggle. And within it, at the heart of matters, is the Church. The I.B.Tauris History of the Christian Church seeks to discover that innermost self through the layers of its multiple manifestations over twenty centuries.


SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

Against the background of global conflict involving interfaith resentments and misunderstandings, threatening ‘religious wars’ on a scale possibly unprecedented in history, Christians and the Christian Church are locked in internal disputes. On 2 November 2003, a practising homosexual was made a bishop in the Episcopal Church in the United States, America’s ‘province’ of the Anglican Communion. This was done in defiance of the strong opinion in other parts of the ‘Communion’ that if it happened Anglicanism would fall apart into schism. A few years earlier there had been similar rumblings over the ordination of women to ministry in the same Church. A century before that period, the Roman Catholic Church had pronounced all Anglican ordination to the priestly or episcopal ministry to be utterly null and void because of an alleged breach of communion and continuity in the sixteenth century. And the Orthodox Churches watched all this in the secure conviction that Roman Catholic, Anglican and all other Christian communities were not communions at all because they had departed from the truth as it had been defined in the ecumenical Councils of the first few centuries. Orthodoxy alone was orthodox. Even the baptism of other Christians was of dubious validity.

Those heated by the consecration of a ‘gay’ bishop spoke on the one side of faithfulness to the teaching of the Bible and on the other of the leading of the Holy Spirit into a new world which knew no discrimination. Yet both the notion of faithfulness to Scripture and the idea that Jesus particularly wanted to draw the outcasts and disadvantaged to himself have a long and complex history which makes it impossible to make either statement in simple black-and-white terms.

One of the most significant factors in the frightening failures of communication and goodwill which make daily headlines is a loss of contact with the past on the part of those taking a stand on one side or another of such disagreements. The study of ‘history’ is fashionable as this series is launched, but the colourful narrative of past lives and episodes does not necessarily make familiar the patterns of thought and assumption in the minds of those involved. A modern history of the Church must embody that awareness in every sinew. Those embattled in disputes within the Church and disputes involving Christian and other-faith communities have tended to take their stand on principles they claim to be of eternal validity, and to represent the will of God. But as they appear in front of television cameras or speak to journalists the accounts they give – on either side – frequently reflect a lack of knowledge of the tradition they seek to protect or to challenge.

The creation of a new history of the Church at the beginning of the third millennium is an ambitious project, but it is needed. The cultural, social and political dominance of Christendom in what we now call ‘the West’ during the first two millennia made the Christian Church a shaper of the modern world in respects which go far beyond its strictly religious influence. Since the first disciples were sent out to preach the Gospel by Jesus, Christianity has been of its essence a missionary religion. It took the faith across the world in a style which has rightly been criticized as ‘imperialist’. Christianity has proved to be an ideology and a subversive one. Profoundly though it became ‘inculturated’ in the societies converted, it was never syncretistic. It had, by the twentieth century, brought its own view of things to the ends of the earth. The Christian Church, first defined as a religion of love, has interacted with Judaism, Islam and the other world religions in ways in which there has been as much warfare as charity. We see some of the results in tensions in the modern world which are now proving very hard to resolve, not least because of the sheer failure of awareness of the history of the thinking which has brought the Church to where it is now.

Such a history has of course purposes more fundamental, more positive, more universal, but no less timely. There may not be a danger of the loss of the full picture while the libraries of the world and its historic buildings and pictures and music preserve the evidence. But the connecting thread in living minds is easily broken. There is much to be said for restoring as familiar to the general reader, whether Christian or not, a command of the sequence and network of ideas about what the Church is and what it should be doing as a vessel of Christian thought and life.

This new series aims, then, to be both new and traditional. It is organized so that the boundary-dates between volumes come in some unexpected places. It attempts to look at the conventional subject matter of histories of the Church from the vantage-point of the early twenty-first century, where the Church has confusingly many faces: from Vatican strictures on the use of birth-control and the indissolubility of marriage, and the condemnation of outspoken German academic theologians who challenge the Churches’ authority to tell them what to think and write, to the enthusiasm of Black Baptist congregations in the USA joyously affirming a faith with few defining parameters. Behind all these variations is a history of thought and effort and struggle. And within, at the heart of matters, is the Church. It is to be discovered in its innermost self through the layers of its multiple manifestations over twenty centuries. That is the subject of this series.
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Preface

A short, one-volume history of the worldwide Christian Church in the twentieth century is a tall order. If the Christian faith had at last become a truly global religion in the nineteenth century, in the twentieth century its conflicts, divisions and political contexts multiplied dramatically. So much material is available to the historian, with so little time yet for hindsight and the chance it brings for sifting the significant from the mundane or inconsequential, that he or she is likely to be overwhelmed. It was tempting to take one of a number of possible short cuts – to rely on a few carefully chosen themes, for example – in order to keep the material under control. I avoided short cuts, however, in the belief that what will be most useful to the student or general reader coming fresh to contemporary church history is a comprehensive overview of the field, paying attention to relevant political events, focusing on the major theological divisions of the Christian Church, and giving some flavour of local (or, rather, regional) developments – a tall order indeed.

A few words of explanation about my general approach may be useful. A number of people have asked me what my interpretation would be. My response has been puzzlement – one interpretation? There are too many trends, churches, contexts and controversies to make one general interpretation convincing, especially when so many of the issues Christian churches faced towards the end of the century are still working themselves out. To produce such a general view would require a general theory of religion, and there is no space here for that. I can pick out a few elements of the story that I regard as especially significant, including the fall of the European empires, the rise and fall of Soviet communism, the faltering of the churches in Europe, the rise of Pentecostalism, and above all the shift of Christianity’s centre of gravity towards the Global South – this last a trend that almost obliterates many of the generalizations about religion that Western social commentators were making for much of the century. I hope I have given due to weight to all these phenomena. But above all my aim has been to present an outline history of the main sub-divisions of the Christian Church within a chronological framework that makes sense of the major crises of the century in political order and international relations. And so I have divided the century into three sequences of events: 1914 to 1945, an era framed by the two world wars; 1945 to 1973, the beginning of the Cold War and the era of decolonization; and 1973 to 2000, when the oil crisis of 1973, and later the collapse of the Soviet Empire, marked the beginning of a new period of confusion and instability in international relations. Within each period there are chapters on political events, Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy and Protestantism. Additionally each period also has a thematic chapter attached dealing in turn with three subjects which require a longer timescale – ecumenism and mission, independency and Pentecostalism.

To some extent this is an arbitrary division of the century, and church history does not always fit neatly around it. But it makes broad sense as a way of describing, firstly, the conflicts and major templates in international relations in which Christianity had to operate in the course of the century, and, secondly, the widening circle of consequence by which a world run by a handful of European powers became one in which – in theory at least – there is a true world community of 191 sovereign states. At the same time as trying to give due weight to Christianity in all parts of the world, I have also tried to give proper attention in my narrative to the diminishing influence of Western Christianity and to the rise of post-imperialist, non-Western Christianity. For that reason, the fall of empires and the process and effects of decolonization are the lynchpins of this book.

I should also like to add a few comments about terminology. I have written for an English-speaking audience and have generally used the most familiar Anglicized spellings of place names. I have also generally translated non-English titles of churches and other organizations, except in those instances where a title is likely to be so well known in its original language that it needed no translation. I have not translated commonly used terms from other languages, nor technical ecclesiastical terms in reasonably common use – I have assumed the reader can consult a dictionary if need be. More controversially, I have been a bit slippery about regional terminology. Sometimes ‘America’ refers to North America as a whole, and sometimes to the USA – I hope the context makes clear which is which. Sometimes ‘Asia’ has included countries of the Pacific Rim, since I was always taught that the continents are Europe, America, Asia, Australasia and Antarctica; but sometimes I have also specifically referred to the Pacific Rim. My own British identity is probably evident in occasional use of the term ‘the continent of Europe’ as if it was a separate entity from Britain. I expect a particularly controversial usage is ‘Third World’, which is still frequently used in the Western world, though interchangeably with ‘Global South’ or ‘the developing world’ – both of which also appear here. My only defence is that there is no pejorative intention here: the term ‘Third World’ was introduced originally as much as a geographical and economic category, distinguishing the rest of the world from the capitalist ‘First World’ and from the Soviet communist ‘Second World’, and that is simply what I have intended here. Similar difficulties attend the use of ‘Middle East’ and ‘Far East’. Again, most English-speaking Westerners will know what I mean by these terms, but I am well aware of the dangers of Orientalism, and I have used these terms only in a sense which is geographically convenient.

One final comment is about reading and sources. Since this is intended as a textbook for those coming new to the field, the aim has been to present a text unencumbered by long sequences of footnotes. Where the opinion of a particular scholar is specifically quoted, I have provided a reference, but that is all. The bibliography features books I would recommend for those who want to pursue particular subjects in more depth, but it is not a detailed list of sources for this book.

I would like to record my thanks to a number of people whose insights and advice were extremely helpful in the course of writing this book – especially Ben de la Mare, John Clarke, Peter Clarke, Valentin Dedji, David Galilee, Paula Gooder, Douglas Hedley, Kaisamari Hintikka, Graham Howes, Clare Jackson, Peter McEnhill, John Nurser, John Pollard, Nicholas Sagovsky, Mark Santer, Sheila Watson, Jane Williams, and members of AngPol (you know who you are). Thanks too to Alex Wright, the commissioning editor, for his patience. My own experience of the world church has broadened immensely over the last few years through various ecumenical commitments, and there any many people I could name whom I have met around a table talking about Christian differences and church unity, but this general acknowledgement will have to suffice. I would also like to thank the Master and Fellows of Trinity Hall for the study leave which enabled me to write the book, and above all my wife Alex and my children Isobel, William and Ursula for all their support.


INTRODUCTION

The Church and the World on the Eve of War

A false dawn?

‘Never such innocence, never before or since,’ wrote the British poet Philip Larkin of Britain on the eve of the First World War, looking back caustically from the 1960s – ‘Never such innocence … as changed itself to past without a word.’ Larkin’s words could be applied almost without exception to the spirit with which the European nations embraced war in 1914. By the end of the twentieth century, people in Western Europe thought of their age as born in catastrophe, when the most powerful nations of Europe stumbled unthinkingly into war in August 1914. It is hard to conceive of any other coherent starting point for a history of the worldwide Church in the twentieth century. From conflict in Western and Eastern Europe in August 1914, the war spread to engulf parts of Africa and Asia, and the oceans of the world. Some 15 million people, combatants and non-combatants, were killed, and many millions more were wounded. The war triggered revolution in Russia, and the fall of the German, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires. It marked the emergence of the United States as a major global power. It stimulated movements for national independence in European colonies throughout the world. Culturally, in the West, it brought an end to a climate of optimism. Never such innocence again.

The notion of ‘crisis’ is a very convenient one for historians. It enables them to cast a sharp, clear light on movements, ideas and people in history. Crises become motors of explanation, tidying up awkward facts and tying together seemingly disparate material. The worldwide scale of the conflict of 1914–18, with its unprecedented enormity of suffering and loss, naturally lends itself to the language of ‘crisis’. Certainly even for the Christian churches it brought about significant long-term changes. And yet, look closely at the Christian churches before, during and after the war, and you can find at once continuity where you expected to find disruption, and alarm and apprehension where you expected to find complacency. Theologians and church leaders in the Christian West did not sleepwalk into the war, supremely confident in their own inherent supremacy, as historians would sometimes have us believe. Already, in the years before 1914, they were voicing concerns about the deteriorating international situation. They were highly conscious of their own internal divisions, and accustomed to speaking of the imminent ‘crisis’ of Christianity in the West. Yet the political dominance of the European empires worldwide, and the continuing influence of the European churches, also gave church leaders an immense confidence in the possibilities ahead. They did not seriously conceive what a future without European colonial empires would look like. They assumed that, however critical of imperialism many of them might be, nevertheless the world would dance to the West’s tunes.

The complexity of the churches’ outlook on the eve of war can be caught above all from the great World Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh in 1910. The largest ever gathering of Western
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