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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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In keeping with current conventions, I have only adopted a capital letter for ‘Evangelical’ and cognate words when referring to those who were Anglicans or members of the established Church of Scotland. In all other cases, the lower case is preferred. I have adopted a capital letter for ‘Church’ when referring to the idea of the universal Church or to a specific denomination. Lower-case usage means that I am referring to a church building, or using the word as an adjective.
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INTRODUCTION

Interpreting the Church in the

Nineteenth Century

This is a book intended for readers who are studying the nineteenth-century Church for the first time, as well as for those who already have some familiarity with the subject. Writing it has been enjoyable, but also rather daunting, and people have sometimes marvelled at my willingness (or stupidity?) in taking it on. The current pressures for specialization mean that it is relatively unusual for historians, particularly those of us working within the United Kingdom, to tackle global histories, and any who do so normally limit themselves to a much more narrowly defined theme than the gargantuan topic that is Western Christianity. The pictures I paint in this book inevitably contain plenty of broad brush strokes, and a certain lack of subtlety. Nevertheless, having previously concentrated my historical attention largely on one particular Christian tradition (Anglicanism) in two particular geographical locations (England and Wales), I have found it eye-opening to stand back and survey the vista of Christian history much more widely. I hope that you too will find that this book enables you to make fresh connections and that reading it will be rather like making a train journey through a varied and interesting landscape. The book introduces concisely and quickly the large panorama of the nineteenth-century Church, but I hope it will also provide you with some ideas for further expeditions into particular areas.

This book is about the Western Christian tradition, that is to say Roman Catholicism and the many varieties of Protestantism, in the nineteenth century. It is arranged in two parts: the first, longer section deals with ‘Places’, and the second with ‘Themes’. The places are England and Wales, Protestant Europe (which includes Scotland), Catholic Europe (which includes Ireland), the United States and Canada, and finally Africa, India, China and Australasia and Oceania, all of which were regions extensively visited by nineteenth-century Christians as a result of missionary activity, and some of which were extensively populated by European migration. In selecting the themes for the second part of the book, my aim is to highlight some of the big subjects which had transnational significance in nineteenth-century Christianity, and which are also regarded as being particularly relevant by historians writing today. In this way I hope that the book will provide an introduction to some of the major current scholarly perspectives.

Over the last two or three decades, the study of nineteenth-century Christianity has been shaped by two perspectives in particular, both of which have now become so influential that each may be seen as offering a ‘master narrative’, or a framework for explaining the shape of religious history as a whole. The first master narrative is that of religious revival, which is predominantly, although not exclusively, understood as evangelical awakening. This account places in the foreground movements which began in Britain, parts of Europe and America from the 1720s, and which spread and replicated themselves throughout the world in the decades that followed, with varying levels of ease and speed. Evangelical revival massively extended the overall size of Christianity’s global footprint, reshaped its institutions and patterns of thought and involved a far greater cross-section of women and men, of all social groups and cultural and ethnic backgrounds, in its regular activities. The interpretation which focuses on the primacy of revival can also encompass non-evangelical forms of Christianity, such as Roman Catholicism and some of the Protestant state Churches, as they too experienced their own forms of renewal during the nineteenth century. Devotees of the revival narrative are usually accommodating towards these very distinctive phenomena as sub-sections within their overall framework, although scholars whose primary interest is the history of Roman Catholicism, or Anglo-Catholicism or indeed the revival of the Church as an institution, are sometimes less willing to place their work within the larger framework of revival studies, and will (quite rightly) want to emphasize the differences between, for example, Catholicism in its various forms, and evangelicalism. Roman Catholicism and evangelicalism, the two ecclesiastical pillars upon which this book rests, are indeed very different, and were more different in the nineteenth century than they are today. I shall return to this point shortly. Chapter 6, ‘Revival and Renewal’, attempts to do justice to the revival narrative. It explores evangelical revivalism in America and Europe, Anglo-Catholic revivalism in England and overseas, and Roman Catholic developments associated with missions and Ultramontanism (the belief, which became prevalent in the nineteenth century, that Catholicism should focus more on Rome, and less on the national or diocesan level).

The second master narrative is that of secularization. The idea of secularization, traditionally understood as the withering away of religion and its replacement with a humanistic philosophy based on a liberal view of progress and personal freedom in which the spiritual gives way to (or has already given way to) the material, has long had a powerful hold over the European imagination. The intellectual roots of the theory of secularization are found in the works of Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Max Weber and Emile Durkheim, all highly significant thinkers whose work did much to encourage subsequent generations to develop the study of sociology. From the 1960s, sociologists, and then historians, began to put forward versions of the secularization thesis in order to explain when and why Europeans had weakened (or abandoned) their long-standing allegiance to Christianity. In recent times, theories of secularization have undergone significant modifications, with debates centring in particular on the moment when secularization occurred, which some scholars now see as being a mid-twentieth century, rather than a nineteenth-century phenomenon.1 There have also been lively discussions about the extent and the causes of secularization, and any scholarly consensus that might have been detected a few decades ago has now evaporated.2 Yet the approach itself continues to offer a very powerful master narrative, with secularization being seen by many historians as the central theme, at least in the history of Europe. As Jeffrey Cox puts it, ‘If we set aside celebratory stories of
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