
In this collection of essays John Moses combines the critical eye of a professional historian 
with the passion of a dismayed churchman in his analysis of the current malaise of the 
Anglican Church of Australia. His analysis is indebted to his study of totalitarianism in 
Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, as he calls for a recovery of tolerance and a renewed 
commitment to intellectual engagement with our faith if Anglicanism is to have a future 
in this highly secular nation.
The Very Revd Dr Gregory C. Jenks, Dean of Grafton
This book addresses the internal conflict within the Anglican Communion concerning 
the nature of the Church, its origins, structures and purpose. Through a series of essays 
it focuses on the question of the relationship between the Church, “the eschatological 
community of salvation” (Hans Küng) and the Scriptures, namely the variety of ancient 
records which the said community assembled over the first three centuries of its existence 
and used as the source for its liturgy and moral and social teaching. In particular the 
present book takes issue with those elements within the Anglican Communion who 
assume that the various books of the Bible taken as a whole represent the inerrant word 
of God. It is argued that people who make this assumption live in a parallel universe 
from where they demand that there is only one way to understand Scripture, namely 
their way and that failure/refusal to submit to this demand results in exclusion from 
the community of salvation. Instead it is maintained here that being a Christian means 
“being there for others” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer). The emphasis of Christianity should be 
the unconditional inclusive acceptance of “all sorts and conditions of men” [and women] 
and to exhort them to establish, justice and peace within society and among the nations 
and to work for the preservation and care of the earth which is God’s Creation.

John Moses is the eldest of six siblings, born 10th June 1930 of the marriage between 
Anthony Moses and his wife Wilhelmina née Macfarlane, in Atherton, North 
Queensland. Both parents were Christians, his father being a descendant of Syrian 
Orthodox Christians who migrated to Australia in 1888 while his mother’s family 
of Scottish Episcopalians migrated from Glasgow in 1920. He was brought up as an 
Anglican in the parish of Atherton staffed then by the Anglican Bush Brotherhood of 
St Barnabas. He attended their secondary school of All Souls’ in Charters Towers and 
later, after completing an apprenticeship in radio engineering, furthered his education 
at St Francis Theological College, in Brisbane, the University of Queensland and finally 
completed his post graduate training in modern German history at the universities 

of Munich and Erlangen. From 1966 to 1984 John 
Moses taught at the University of Queensland 
in the Department of History and was ordained 
priest in 1974. He has published widely on German 
labour history, historiography, German colonialism 
in the Pacific, the German Church Struggle under 
both the Nazi and Communist regimes, Anzac 
Day commemoration and the culture of imperial 
German militarism. 

See his website: Academia.com.John Moses 
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History and theology have often been thought to occupy entirely dif-
ferent realms. The one, it is presumed, is concerned with the realities 
of historical occurrence, while the other is exercised by the patterns 
of belief, and myth-structures. Now never let it be said, even for a 
moment, that I accept this dichotomy! Nonetheless, even were it to be 
true, there are some things that every good historian, and every hon-
est theologian, share – and they are: a rigorous commitment to truth, 
a vocation to the never-ending search for answers (and a consequent 
refusal to accept that the definitive answer has in fact been found!), 
and thus an almost-instinctive humility in the face of such enquiry.

John Moses—as both historian and theologian-priest—has long-
embodied precisely these qualities.

I first encountered John in the late-1990s, when he agreed to be 
on the examination panel for my doctoral thesis. In the twenty-plus 
years since then, we have shared conference platforms, in places as far 
removed as Perth and Rome, examination duties for each other’s stu-
dents, a common calling to priestly ministry in the Catholic-Anglican 
tradition, and—perhaps most formative of all—a profound respect 
for the witness of those few, courageous women and men—people 
like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Gertrud Staewen, and Karl Barth—who 
stood against Nazism in the name of Christ and his Church.

It is, of course, all too easy to draw facile parallels between con-
temporary politics (especially of the variety we dislike), and the past 
evils of National Socialist totalitarianism. While the discipline of his-
tory includes the noting of patterns, and the judicious employment 
of comparisons, the good historian also knows enough to be wary of 
too-convenient analogies. 

Foreword
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Nevertheless, as South African theologian John de Gruchy has 
ably demonstrated time and again, the agonized years of the German 
Kirchenkampf—a period of modern Church history in which John 
Moses has become a recognised expert—do not languish in the bad-
lands of historical irrelevance. While our context is not theirs, nor 
are our present intra-ecclesial struggles the same as those that tore 
asunder German Protestantism in the 1930s, there are nonetheless 
lessons that we can learn, and parallels that can rightly be drawn, 
between then, and now.

How do we deal with conflict within our Churches? What is the 
basis of our Christian fellowship? Will we prioritize dogmatic cer-
tainty, or a humble acknowledgement of the frailty and fallibility of 
all human God-talk? Will we rush to separate ourselves from those 
whom we believe are wrong (Bonhoeffer), or be determined that the 
schism—if it is to happen—must come from ‘the other side’ (Barth)?

Such were some of the pivotal questions around which the Ger-
man Church Struggle under Nazism revolved. And in our own way, 
as John has so tenaciously pointed out, we are asking much the 
same questions today, not only within Australian Anglicanism, but 
throughout the global Anglican Communion.

Of course, such questions are not easy to ask, and they are even 
harder to answer. Precisely because they engage with matters of faith 
– and thus, of God – they are questions which touch upon the deepest 
of feelings, and provoke the sharpest of responses. And so we ought 
not be surprised to see that John addresses himself to these issues with 
a certain stridency – one might even say, polemicism. But don’t be 
put off! Fine historian that he is, John knows that such stridency was 
ingredient—even necessary—to the ecclesial debates of the 1930s. 

Yet, as a theologically-literate priest—yes, I know that sounds tau-
tologous but, sadly, it isn’t! – John also knows that, alongside this need 
for stridency, and the willingness to ask the tough questions toughly, 
there is also a need for what Rowan Williams calls the ‘unfinished-
ness’ of theological conversation. Taking his cue from people like Karl 
Barth, Williams recognizes that, precisely in that most difficult task of 
asking the really hard questions, one must always decline the tempta-
tion to ‘take God’s point of view’, as though we alone know in advance 
what that is.
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And that, I think, is why John Moses—though hardly himself a 
shrinking violet! – not only decries the dogmatic self-assurance of 
those who believe that they have ‘captured’ the finality of God’s word, 
but also urges us towards a more generous inclusivism. In stark con-
trast to those for whom our human God-talk is either an intellectual 
cul-de-sac, a check-list of propositional morality, or a rigid declara-
tion of orthodoxy—characteristics of Church life that inevitably ren-
der it increasingly alien to the rest of the world—John Moses, with all 
the rigour, and yet also humility, that describes both good historians, 
and honest theologians, encourages us to embrace instead a vision of 
God, and of Christian community, that, precisely in its unqualified 
commitment to Christ alone, is nevertheless, and thereby . . . ‘free.’

The Revd Professor Mark Lindsay
Trinity College Theological School
30 August 2019.
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hold the sacraments from them.

I told the then Bishop that I would have to discuss all these issues 
in some detail. Although I would never claim to be a Biblical scholar 
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The essays assembled here originated as lectures or papers presented 
at various conferences, seminars and on ad hoc occasions to study 
groups at my parish church, St Paul’s Manuka, Diocese of Canberra-
Goulburn There I am licensed as an honorary assistant priest. The 
various texts have been re-worked for publication but the content and 
intention of each one remains unchanged. Each chapter could almost 
be read as a distinct entity in itself, but taken together the entirety 
forms an organic whole. 

The themes addressed arose from concerns at various stages of 
both my theological and historical studies. These began in 1953 at St 
Francis’ College in Brisbane and then at the University of Queensland 
until 1960. Ideas subsequently began to crystallise after I had been 
privileged to study for five years at two German universities, namely 
at Munich (1961–62) and Erlangen (1963–65). There I took courses 
under professors of intimidating erudition who at the same time man-
ifested a benign humanity towards their curious antipodean student. 
Australians and New Zealanders at that time in German universities 
belonged in the category rara aves, at least in Modern History. There 
were always far more British and American post-graduates present. 
From our venerable professors I learned, among other things, that a 
historian really had to get old in order to acquire a more balanced 
perception of the past. Provided one kept abreast of the research, age 
increased rather than decreased one’s ability to arrive at more bal-
anced judgements of the events and personalities one was studying. 
Life experience was essential, especially for the practice of academic 
history, and everyone experiences life very differently. That is one of 
the reasons why there are ‘varieties of history’ (Fritz Stern).

Author’s Preface
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A major factor in the training of one’s historiographical voice—
as with singing—is the influence of one’s teachers. One is conscious 
of their pedagogic mediation throughout one’s life from the earli-
est days at school, theological college and university. They were the 
agents of intellectual-spiritual formation which involves what I like to 
call ‘cultural transfer’. Those mentors implanted life-enhancing values 
acquired directly or indirectly from the mother country. From them 
one learned about the essence of humanity, especially the shaping 
force of the Gospel message, as contained, for example, in the Sermon 
on the Mount, (Matthew 5–7). This passage of the New Testament is 
the yard stick for all decent human behaviour, a universal ‘Golden 
Rule’. The Good News of Jesus of Nazareth contains the essential 
principles for all truly human behaviour. Tragically, however, the 
internalisation of these principles by individuals and nations remains 
attenuated. A universal appreciation of the essential meaning of 
decency remains frustratingly out of reach. Nevertheless, the ‘Sermon 
on the Mount’ as the New Testament’s up-date of the Old Testament’s 
Ten Commandments is the standard of decency among many of the 
nations throughout the world. The central precept therein is not only 
should one continue to love one’s neighbour as oneself but also one’s 
enemies, regardless of who they are. And this is a seismic shift from 
the precepts of the Old Testament.

Christianity, then, is a radical call to overcome all prejudice and 
hatred and embrace the ‘other’ because everyone stands in a filial 
relationship to the Creator God, known in the Judaic, Christian and 
Muslim scriptures as our heavenly father. But the Christian scrip-
tures, the New Testament, extends the obligation both to forgive and 
love the enemy. And that is the distinguishing characteristic in the 
process of realising one’s humanity, namely the ability to love and for-
give indiscriminately. One strives incessantly to realise the fullness 
of humanity but such effort seems to be destined to be the labour of 
Sisyphus, as indeed the course of history demonstrates. But perhaps 
a better metaphor is ‘pilgrimage’. The peoples of the world need to be 
seen as united on a common journey towards the realisation of the 
fullness of their humanity, and that is the inner meaning of salvation, 
namely to be made whole.

Finally, perhaps the greatest lesson history can teach is that no ide-
ology, because every system of thought is a human artefact, can lay 
claim to permanence let alone infallibility. Everything changes so it 
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is absurd for the champions of any form of fundamentalism, whether 
political or religious, to assert a prior right to laud it over others as was 
the case in Nazi Germany or the Soviet-dominated world and prior to 
that to dictatorial Popery or the biblical fundamentalism of conserva-
tive Evangelicals. True Christianity is rather a way, certainly not the 
inflexible ideology of a self-appointed cadre of theological bullies.
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‘They seem to think it “positively indecent” to risk error by expressing 
an opinion’* 

Why Christianity?

At the present time, especially If one moves in academic circles, one 
is bound to encounters the question why would anyone want to be 
identified as a practising Christian in this day and age? Surely all 
religions are generally recognised to be obscurantist, and Christian-
ity is a myth that has no relevance to modernity. That sums up what 
many ‘modern’ people think. One can agree that if by Christianity is 
meant the fundamentalist-Evangelical version then it is a particularly 
blatant form of obscurantism as will be demonstrated. But there is a 
Christianity as a normative ethic that has formed the core of western 
civilisation and culture for thousands of years despite its misappro-
priation by blackguard popes, prelates, monarchs and dictators (Paul 
Collins). The ethical core has survived into the present and where 
there has been “spiritual wickedness in high places”, educated and 
articulate people, both lay and clerical, hasten to condemn it and 
remind the world that the ethics of Christianity are the base line or 
accepted standard for human decency.

Introduction

*	 Quoted after Adam Sisman, An Honorable Englishman: The Life of Hugh Trevor-
Roper (New York: Random House, 2010), 299, citing Roper’s views on most 
of the professors of history at Oxford prior to his own appointment as Regius 
Professor in 1957.
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The price to be paid for the neglect or disparagement of Christi-
anity is extremely high. If it is diminished then humanity is thrown 
back into a moral anarchy, the outcome of which does not bear 
contemplating. No other world religion, be it Judaism, Islam, Bud-
dhism, Sikhism, or Bah’ai-ism, measures up to the ethical standard of 
Christianity which is in essence extremely simple, namely just ‘being 
there for others’ (Dietrich Bonhoeffer). It is maintained here that the 
doctrine of undiscriminating good will towards all humanity and 
responsibility for the preservation of Creation is not matched to a 
comparable degree in any other religions although they may manifest 
in their purest form a similar respect for the world and its inhabitants 
of all races.

While this comparison will doubtless be contested, it is main-
tained here that an objective study of comparative religion will show 
the Christian ethic to be the most universally compassionate, based 
as it is on forgiveness. Surely the yardstick by which to measure the 
essential humanity of any faith system is how it treats the ‘other’, 
the repentant sinner and outsiders, ‘the stranger within your gates’. 
And the captives. This naturally does not guarantee that all baptised, 
confirmed and even practising Christians have consistently been 
unconditionally charitable because both individuals and nations have 
scandalously violated the Christian ethic in the pursuit of ignoble 
objectives. Nevertheless the ethic stands. One is called to live by it for 
the welfare of Creation and all who dwell therein.

Why Anglicanism?

Given the murky circumstances in which the Church of England 
broke with Rome during the reign of Henry VIII (1536–1547) it is 
understandable that Anglicanism is easily held up to ridicule by its 
detractors. For example, it was once quipped that it was the only reli-
gion that owed its origin to syphilitic bacteria. This is a macabre allu-
sion to the failed attempts by Henry to sire any male progeny with 
his first wife the Spanish Catherine of Aragon. In urgent need of a 
healthy male heir for dynastic reasons, Henry sought to have his 
marriage with Catherine annulled by the Pope on the grounds that 
its validity from the outset was always suspect since Catherine had 
been the wife of his deceased elder brother, Arthur. However, since 
the Pope, Clement VII (1478–1534) was unwilling or unable to grant 


