THEOLOGY 1900-1950 IN RELATION TO SOCIETY1
Harold Turner

When we consider Western society in the first half of the 20th century and its relation to theology there is only one possible focus - the cataclysmic changes wrought by the two World Wars s in the period 1914 1945.

As a 7-yr old, it was fun to bang a benzene tin up Kennedy Rd. in Napier in 1918, first when Turkey surrendered, and then again at the Armistice in November. But I couldn't know then that the man who would have been my brother in law had died in the Gallipoli fiasco.

I could have no idea then that this was the first appalling trench war and that the generals didn't know how to handle it; and that it was the first total war in European history, with no distinction between soldier and civilian: and that this included the torpedoing in May 1915 of the great passenger liner the Lusitania off Ireland - it sank within ten minutes with the loss of some 1200 civilian lives. True, it was carrying 173 tons of war materials from the U.S.A., but the rules of war hitherto would have allowed the passengers to take to the boats.

I couldn't take in what it meant that Edith Cavell, the British matron of the Red Cross Hospital in Brussels, had been executed by the German command occupying Belgium, not as a spy by the rules of war, but for helping Allied soldiers to escape into Holland. It horrified the world.

But this seven year old did take in a little of what it meant at the time when another trauma followed hard upon the war and shut down his home town of Napier. The 1918 'influenza epidemic' killed more people than the Great War itself; it stands as one of the three great known plagues of history, before AIDS as the fourth.2
When one adds the rise of the three totalitarian dictators, the world economic depression of the 1930s, and the Holocaust it can truly be said that the early decades of the twentieth century provided man made and natural disasters of unprecedented proportions.

Christian Leaders Divided

Only recently when reading the biography of Joseph Oldham, the most influential Christian layman of the 20h c., did I learn of the attitudes of German Christian leaders to World War I from the beginning. It was only four years since the great World Missionary Conference at Edinburgh in 1910. Oldham was editor of one of its products - The International Review of Missions.

In late 1914 the same German missionary leaders who had been at Edinburgh, gave the lead to the major German theologians in issuing 'An Appeal to Evangelical Christians Abroad'.3 This flatly rejected international condemnation of Germany for starting the war. It was a desperate effort to defend her land 'from being ravaged by Asiatic barbarism' - whatever that meant. Germany and her empire had 'an inner right ...to invoke the assistance of God.'

This was what Christians outside Germany had to cope with from people who'd been in close fellowship since Edinburgh 1910. And ironically, Oldham was in the midst of trying to rescue German missions and missionaries in German overseas territories now occupied by the Allies! The War had indeed blown apart the new ecumenical and missionary world of Edinburgh 1910. More than that, it blew apart the whole European Christendom of which Germany had been such a central member.

German Christians Seeking Answers

Nowhere was the tragedy felt more keenly than among some younger and able German scholars and pastors. The liberal theology of the 19th c. on which they had been reared was quite unable to deal with this disaster - indeed, to their disgust their teachers had been publicly allied with the defence of the German actions. Two of these men set to work to find an answer by going back to the roots both of religion and of the Christian faith.

One was Rudolf Otto, who set out in a new way the distinctive nature of religion in his book Das Heilige, 'The Holy' - badly mistranslated as 'The Idea of the Holy'. The other was Karl Barth who went back to the Bible and published his commentary commentary on that key New Testament. book, The Epistle to the Romans. Both were published in German, in 1918, the year the war ended; I regard these as the two most influential books on religion in the 20th c. Barth went on to become the major theologian since the 16th c. and to pour out his great multi-volume Church Dogmatics, unfinished at his death in 1968.

Trinitarianism and its Loss

Against this background I regard the rediscovery of the Christian view of God as trinitarian as the greatest theological development in the period. To explain why I say 'rediscovery' I must first indicate how it had been lost. Let us go back to the beginning. We know how it took the Church the first four centuries to articulate the new belief in the Trinitarian God, with an end point in the Council of Chalcedon in 451. Refinements continued until the 7th Ecumenical Council in 787. The doctrine had then reached the form it has maintained ever since. After that we can say that the Trinity was just received unquestioned at the heart of the Faith, as European Christendom developed over the next five centuries.

Then came the armies of Islam, conquering far into Europe. With them they brought Greek culture, and especially the works of Aristotle already translated into Arabic. Now Aristotle became widely available through translation into Latin and the effect on Christian thinking was disastrous. Despite Aristotle being at one point banned by the University of Paris, he penetrated Christian theology through the great synthesis of Thomas Aquinas. This left us with Greek dualism at the heart of theology, knowing a unitarian God through reason and the trinitarian God through revelation.

Then followed the Renaissance, with its humanism ignoring the Trinity. The Protestant Reformers were focused on soteriology and ecclesiology and remained unaware of the erosion of trinitarianism from the explosion of modern science in the 16th century. Descartes, the fountainhead of the new science, remained a pious Catholic but in his thought and influence was a deist. Newton was a Unitarian, Immanuel Kant what you might call a non practising deist. The theologians of the 17th and 18th c. Enlightenment either ignored the Trinity as irrelevant, or attacked it as a vestigial remnant of an outdated worldview no longer compatible with science; and in the 19th c. they wrote it off as the illicit result of the 'Hellenization' of the early simple Gospel. The current members of the 'Jesus Seminar' are not the first on this scene. The great 19th c. liberal theologians Schleiermacher, Ritschl, and Harnack, merely consolidated this situation.

Twentieth Century: Effects of the Loss

I grew up in the early decades of the 20th c. and in my church the Trinity was never heard of except to make dismissive or jocular remarks about it, as something we could well do without. Dorothy Sayers, that much neglected Christian essayist and playwright, captures the mood in many of the churches in the 'short examination paper on the Christian religion' she inserts into her essay Strong Meat. One question runs, "What is the doctrine of the Trinity?" And the answer she offers is: "The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, and the whole thing incomprehensible." Something put in by theologians to make it more difficult - nothing to do with daily life.'

In more polite language something like this attitude operates across many of our churches. In the early 1990s I found a new friend in a retired Methodist minister of nearly my own vintage. He is well known in the printed media - Selwyn Dawson. I regard his fine book on the work of the ministry as essential for any theological college. He often came to visit and we had many congenial discussions, except for one thing. We always came round to the Trinity and we always parted in basic disagreement. He simply could not accept my trinitarian position.

Perhaps that helps to explain the ruptures in the New Zealand Methodist Church since the mid 1990s, sparked by the successful application of a former Baptist minister, a practising homosexual, for admission to its ministry. The Methodists strained at a theological gnat and swallowed a camel. Not that homosexuality represented a mere gnat   I have elsewhere written on its profound significance. But the camel in the situation is the candidate's essay on christology which is straight unitarianism. This should have disqualified him from admission to any church belonging to the N.Z. Conference of Churches, to the World Methodist Body, or to the World Council of Churches - all trinitarian bodies. The Methodists had simply lost the plot - the real reason not to accept him..

This is contemporary example of the loss of the doctrine of the Trinity as anchor and chief reference point. But if 'lost' in all these ways, how has it survived since the later Middle Ages? By being incorporated in both the creeds and in the liturgy, in these structures of belief and of worship that are so impermeable to change. No major church confession since the early credal period tzar dared drop the Trinity from its structure. And the tradition of hymns and the content of the eucharistic liturgy have preserved the central doctrines amid all the passing theological fashions and the hostility of a secular society, amid the very break up of Christendom itself.

Landmarks in the Rediscovery.

So the doctrine of the Trinity was there waiting to be re-discovered when the incentive to do so became overt and urgent amid the cataclysms of the early 20th century. By 1932 Karl Barth had pressed on, and published the first volume of his new Church Dogmatics. Here, instead of the usual placing of the Trinity at the end of the Christian system, almost as an appendage, he placed it at the beginning and allowed it to become the focus of his subsequent theological system. This was a radical innovation that has influenced all later trinitarian thought, a sudden revolution in relation to the liberal theologies of the previous centuries, a long delayed return to the heart of the Christian faith.

Since then almost every major theologian has contributed to the growing stream of publication on the Trinity. It is impossible to keep up - there now seem to be ten substantial works in a decade. In 1989 the British Council of Churches published the excellent Report of its special study Commission, called rather belatedly The Forgotten Trinity.

The Report marks three books as 'the fountainhead of recent discussion'. First, there is Barth's opening volume of 1932, which was in English by 1936. Then in 1944 there was Vladimir Lossky's The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church. And in 1967 (just outside my period) Karl Rainier's The Trinity, which reflected Barth's influence. I would add Hans Urs von Balthasar, the greatest Catholic theologian of the century, writing in interchange with Barth - he took the Trinity and the Incarnation as the two fundamental dogmas.

Note that here we have a consensus of Reformed, Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic theologians, and that this work begins as Hitler was emerging to provoke World War II, when Stalin was at the height of his power, with Mussolini in Italy as the third totalitarian dictator, and it continued throughout that War and its Cold War aftermath. These were no ivory tower theologians but Christians struggling amid the unparalleled cataclysms and disasters of the first half of last century. It was to the long submerged trinitarian faith that they turned.

Now I did not become familiar with von Balthasar, Rahner or Lossky, and so I turn to other major works that did influence me, published during World War II or shortly afterwards. First there is Leonard Hodgkin's The Doctrine of the Trinity (1943). He was professor of divinity at Oxford; he wrote it there while London and other cities were burning nightly from the German bombing. It is a masterly survey of trinitarian thought through the New Testament, the making of the creeds, Augustine, Aquinas and Calvin, and the relation to philosophy. But he totally misunderstands Barth, whose theology he describes as 'in flat contradiction to the biblical evidence'.

The answer to this division of opinion came just five years later in Donald Baillie's God Was in Christ. He has 14 pages on 'Two Trends in Trinitarian Thought'; here Baillie deals only with Barth and Hodgson and sorts them out. To avoid tritheism, Barth reduces the separate 'persons' of the Trinity in a modalist direction  as three modes of divine action. Hodgson's social view of the Trinity does the opposite, by so emphasizng the Trinity as a society of persons as to risk tritheism. Baillie draws together their contributions in a masterly way. And all this going on at top levels in the forties, theologians working at their own lasts in response to the crisis of their times.

Answering Greek Culture

But there were other responses from other disciplines. Even earlier, in 1940, the classicist C.N. Cochrane published one of the great books of the century, Christianity and Classical Culture. On the opposite side of the world Lesslie Newbigin in India was reading it also. Let me give his reaction in his own words:

'It is a study of the movement of thought from ... the zenith or classical culture to its eclipse. Cochrane showed me how the Trinitarian doctrine provided a new paradigm for thought, which made possible the healing of the dualisms which classical thought had been unable to overcome . ... The doctrine of the Trinity ... was not a problem, but the solution to a problem that classical thought could not solve.' 4
This was heady stuff in 1940. Christianity had remodelled the Greek idea of God as remote and impersonal. In doing so its Trinitarianism had overcome the unsolved problem of the One and the Many. Greek cosmology separating the spiritual from the material was replaced by the biblical distinction between Creator and creation, which yet kept them in positive relationship. There were several basic revolutions intermingled here, and Cochrane set it all out. To these we may add the remodelling of Jewish monotheism; it was the very same Jewish God whose inner trinitarian being was now revealed in Christ and by the Holy Spirit. By Chalcedon in 451 all this had essentially been accomplished. And this was what was re discovered in the first half of the 20th c. in response to the overt crisis of Christendom.

Congruent Revolutions in Physics

Space allows mere reference to a less overt change in society and culture that facilitated these rediscoveries. This was the revolution in physics connected with Michael Faraday and James Clerk Maxwell in the middle of the 19th c. It replaced the atomistic universe of Newton with the fluid, fields of force theories of matter upon which Einstein acknowledged he built his relativity theories.

In my Frames of Mind, I hope I have shown that the orthodox Trinitarianism of Faraday and Maxwell, was all of a piece in their minds with their scientific work, and that this relational, dynamic view of the godhead was a factor in their discovery of the relational, dynamic nature of matter. There was cross fertilization between theology and physics. To omit some reference to this enabling change at the heart of science would be to isolate developments in theology from the changes in their basic cultural context.

Forerunners of the New Trinitarianism

Some reference must also be made to a prolegomenon to the rediscovery of the Trinity that occurred in the social and cultural milieu during the time of Faraday and immediately before Maxwell. This is found in the diverse works of writer and literary critic, Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772 1834), best known now for his Kubla Khan and The Ancient Mariner narrative poems. Although he had once considered entering the Unitarian Church ministry, he had a thorough conversion to trinitarianism - so much so that Professor Colin Gunton believes he was the first to have combined a trinitarian understanding of God and a relational view of the human person that was further applied to the nature of the created world we live in.5
Gunton also introduces another influential trinitarian figure, Edward Irving (1792 - 1834), friend of Coleridge, and the well known minister of a Church of Scotland congregation at Regent Square in London, wrongly expelled for heresy when he pushed the application of his trinitarian theology too far in his christology. He went on to found the Catholic Apostolic Church in London, resembling Faraday's London Sandemanian Church in being a small body of well educated members with a Scottish Reformed and therefore trinitarian background. Neither Coleridge nor Irving entered the main stream of theological development, or can be shown to have had explicit influence on Faraday or Maxwell. But their thorough going relationalism, matching that of the two physicists, suggests that Western culture was ripe for the radical developments in both natural philosophy and Christian theology that lay ahead.

A further sign of the times was the concern with relationality and personality that occupied some of the notable Gifford Lecturers in the early decades of the 20th c. There was A. S. Pringle Pattison in the 1912 series on The Idea of God in Recent Philosophy, followed in 1914 15 by W.R. Sorley discussing persons and relations in Moral Values and the Idea of God, then in 1918 in God and Personality C. C. J. Webb asserted that it was only in the context of the Trinity that 'persons' and 'personality' had come to be associated with God at all. Relationality was, as we say, culturally 'in the air'.

There it is then - the major theological development of modern times that began with these 19th c. and 20th c. forerunners, followed by the major rediscovery of the Trinity in the first half of the 20th c. and its connection with the two major factors in society and culture - the collapse of Christendom marked by the two World Wars as the overt negative factor that provoked it, and the scientific revolution since the mid-19th c. as the positive but less obvious factor that also represented this new move into dynamic and relational thinking.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF A DEEPER THEOLOGY

A Theologian in Public Life

Theologians are often seen, sometimes correctly, as ivory tower wordsmiths, but I have been stressing the horrors of the situation within which those I have mentioned were working on the Trinity. Barth especially began his greatest work in Bonn just as Hitler was rising to power, and he led the Church in Germany in its defiant Barmen Declaration of 1934. The next year he was expelled from Germany by Hitler and finally settled in Basel, just over the border. But he was not welcome in his own country by the Government, and worked away under considerable suspicion. This was no easy academic existence and he was actively involved in political and moral questions for the rest of his life.

He has been described as turning out those huge volumes of the Dogmatics with his right hand, while dashing off political tracts with his left, and in every case the right hand knew what the left was doing and vice versa. For Barth theology and ethics were one.

The list of his shorter 'practical' writings is too long to include here. All were full of good Christian sense and down to earth realism on the issues of the times. After the war he was early back in Germany to greet his friend Martin Niemoller, newly released from concentration camp, and to find ways of supporting a recovery of the German Church and people. He visited Communist Hungary to support the Church but refused to join in the politically correct total condemnation of Communism as 'the total enemy'. He saw the dangers of self righteousness in the West, in spite of its deep involvement in the causes of both World Wars.

J H. Oldham: Insight in Context

I mention Barth as one example of the Trinity theologians' active participation in the social scene. But I am going to focus on two particular practical developments associated with the theological revival - one in Britain from 1938, and the other closely allied to this in New Zealand from 1941. The first is the work of J.H. Oldham through his think tank, 'The Moot', through the Christian News-Letter, and then the Christian Frontier Council; the second is the Campaign for Christian Order in New Zealand from 1941 into the fifties.

Oldham has already been mentioned with his active Christian responses to the plight of German missions overseas. At the end of the war when German property everywhere was being confiscated as part of that disastrous reparations policy of making Germany pay for the war Oldham lobbied long and successfully in Paris to have German mission properties in the former German overseas territories excluded from the confiscations policy of the Versailles Treaty.

But the most remarkable and prophetic thing Oldham did was the long letter he wrote to John R. Mott on August 5th 1914, the very next day after war was declared. He saw what this meant for Western Christendom, and instead of attacking Germany, here are some of the things he said:
"I am sure that the first feeling on all our hearts must be one of penitence and contrition. We need not trouble ourselves about the division of responsibility. We need to get behind that to the fundamental fact that Christian Europe has departed so far from God ...that a catastrophe of this kind is possible. It may be that ...the 
Christian nations. . . had to be purified by the discipline of suffering. . . Unless we see how utterly God has been forgotten and denied in national life, nothing lies before us but a calamity which will set back the progress of the world for generations."

Oldham was saying that the missionary movement must now begin mission at home with the Western Church in Western society - exactly what Newbigin and the Gospel and Our Culture movement was to say again seventy years later.

Although on the day he wrote the full horrors of the calamity had not yet appeared, Oldham had already seen it as the breakup of Christendom. The horrors of World War I were to be followed by the horrors of the next two decades   the collapse of the new German democratic Weimar Republic, the rise of Hitler and of Communist Russia and Mussolini's Italy, and the world economic depression. Oldham had been at the heart of the great world conference on Church, Community and State at Oxford in 1937, where attempts were made by the best thinkers in Christendom to come to terms with what was happening all around them.

'The Moot' and the Laity

But Oldham came to feel that something ongoing and deeper was required. In early 1938 he called together the remarkable think tank he called 'The Moot' - mainly lay people in some of the top, most responsible positions in Britain. There were T. S. Eliot, the foremost poet in the language: John Middleton Murry, leftist writer and commune organizer (the widower of New Zealand's foremost writer, Katherine Mansfield); Christopher Dawson, the one Catholic member and the leading historian of culture; H. A. Hodges, professor of philosophy at Reading; Sir Walter Moberly, the most powerful man in higher education as Chairman of the University Grants Committee; Sir Fred Clarke of the London Institute of Education; Eleonora Iredale, a forceful Anglican member of the ecumenical Council of Life and Work; Karl Mannheim, Principal of the London School of Economics, and another Jewish refugee, the political philosopher Adolf Lowe; and later on Michael Polanyi joined in. Oldham had undergone a training for the ministry in Scotland but was never ordained So The Moot was the Christian laity gathered together, along with only three clergy   the great John Baillie from Scotland8, Alec Vidler soon to become editor of Theology, aid as Secretary Eric Fenn9 a young Presbyterian minister serving the SCM.

Some three times a year for ten years, throughout the war and beyond, along with other distinguished Church leaders who came and went, this group met over a long weekend to debate the fundamental issues of the crisis situation in the West. This was the adjective of the era. The neo-orthodoxy theology on the Continent was known as the crisis theology; and in the U.S.A. Rheinhold Niebuhr began his journal Christianity and Crisis. There had never been anything like this group before or since. It did not publish in its own name but depended on its members carrying its insights into their ordinary occupations.

The Christian News Letter and Frontier Council

I can do no more here than give this passing account, and note the journal that came out of it, The Christian News-Letter. This was a four page weekly, written by Oldham, together with a two or three page supplement by others. It quickly reached a circulation of some 11,000, and prompted C. N.-L. study groups all over the country, and then a series of small C. N.-L. books. 'Through the Christian News-Letter Christian debate entered the public forum, and at a popular but serious level, to a degree perhaps never before or since reached in Britain. '10

Alongside all this, in 1942 there emerged The Christian Frontier Council, largely another creation of Oldham's. This was to 'build bridges between those in the churches and outside who were concerned for a Christian ordering of society'. It took over responsibility for the Christian News-Letter and was later in the same year taken under the sponsorship of the new British Council of Churches. Its own monthly journal, Frontier, began in 1950.

And here 1 must simply close this brief account of the deepest response of the churches, largely through its laity, to the social and cultural crisis of the first half of last century. It petered out in the 1960s but it left behind a remarkable story from which we have much to learn in the continuing and still deeper crisis of our day.

New Zealand Ecumenical Responses

That there were parallel developments in New Zealand is equally unknown today. New Zealand had been peculiarly open to what was happening in the Christian world of Europe. Along with Scotland and Japan it had been one of the first countries outside the Continent to make a wide response to the neo-orthodox theology associated with Barth, Brunner, and others. In the 1930s a young Presbyterian minister, J.M. Bates, had gone for doctoral study under Brunner in Zurich: another Presbyterian, Ian Fraser, had been assistant to John Baillie, and I had studied under the latter in Edinburgh. When I subsequently became chaplain to students in Dunedin I was an early subscriber to The Christian-News Letter, which arrived almost weekly by sea and provided my chief intellectual stimulus. So much so that I started a similar mimeographed weekly for students under the same name; but when they heard of this in Britain they suggested that I should use a different title! So I called it simply Interpreter. I also used one of the small C.N.-L. books as study material in an SCM study group.

It is therefore not surprising that this was the only country in the world that responded specifically to these British attempts to deal with the social crisis, and that it drew upon the British and Continental developments both in theology and in social analysis; it also went much further in overt and practical ways than anything in Britain. I refer to the Campaign for Christian Order in the 1940s.

Dr Colin Brown has provided the main account of the Campaign in eighteen pages of his Forty Years On, the history of the National Council of Churches published in 1981. Here I want to relate the Campaign more to the British developments just outlined and to my own connections with them. The National Council of Churches in New Zealand was formed in 1941, a year before the British one, largely under the leadership of an exceptionally able group of ministers in the main denominations in Christchurch; my minister Alan Watson, when I was a student in the 1930s, was one of these.l1 There was Laurence North for the Baptists, and for the Methodists, Rugby Pratt. The gracious Anglican Archbishop Campbell West Watson, was a moving spirit and the first chairman. Despite his English establishment background it was his theological sensitivity that changed the name of the NCC from the pretentious 'of New Zealand' to the realistic 'in New Zealand', a sensitivity that my own church has since lost. The first secretary of the N.C.C. was the Presbyterian minister at Riccarton, very soon replaced by J.M. Bates, Rangiora Presbyterian minister.12
The Campaign for Christian Order

The new Council thought it should do something together in relation to World War II, then at a critical stage, and in relation to all the issues the two wars had raised in New Zealand as in Europe. It decided upon a public campaign by the churches over the next three or four years, to raise the question of applying a Christian order to our life as a nation. This was no 'back to God' or 'come to church' evangelistic programme but something wider and deeper, in line with the post war social reconstruction that was occupying the best minds in Britain even in the midst of the war. In other words, it was the same concern as that of Oldham and his associates, but expressed in a particular public programme.

British Influence and the Campaign

When I was asked to convene the literature committee for the Campaign for Christian Order I was well primed from the British developments. We reprinted and distributed widely Oldham's supplement from the Christian News-Letter in 1941, entitled 'The Predicament of Society and the Way Out'. We enlisted some of our ablest laity to produce a series of Christian Order booklets, now rare items. Two Anglicans, Bruce and Joan Cochran, wrote on Sex, Love and Marriage; two Methodist brothers, economists, wrote - Brian Low on Land and People and Alan Low on Work and Wealth - he later became Governor of the Reserve Bank and was knighted. Jack Bates wrote the more theological one on Christian Order itself, and I did the one on Christian Education, and edited a collection of major statements by the churches around the world on the issues of the times, called The Churches Speak.

We gave complimentary subscriptions to the British Christian News-Letter for a year to the editors of some sixteen major newspapers in New Zealand. The major libraries responded to a bibliography of current literature on Christian Order by securing copies and setting up special displays. I wrote the campaign up for the libraries' own journal. The broadcast media presented special programmes. I remember addressing a lunch time meeting of workers at Cadbury Fry Hudsons in Dunedin, from a soapbox. The Campaign for Christian Order was the biggest thing the churches have ever done together in this country and Clements' comment above on the public effect of the British movement might well be applied here - 'Through the Campaign for Christian Order Christian debate entered the public forum, and at a popular but serious level, to a degree perhaps never before or since reached in New Zealand.'

All this came to a conclusion with a major conference on Christian Order in Christchurch in Aug.-Sept. 1945. The end of the war with Germany had occurred in May, but Japan's surrender was not yet complete. As in Britain, post-war 'reconstruction' was the theme of the day. Some fine reports on various aspects of our national life were presented by five commissions, and a continuation committee was set up. But we hear very little more of it. It disappeared even earlier than the movement in Britain. The question for both is 'Why?'

The Ending of Christendom

The answer can be summed up in one of the small Christian News-Letter books that Oldham himself wrote, The Resurrection of Christendom. 'Reconstruction', a more Christian nation than in the past, a new Christendom - that was the fundamental assumption, both in Britain and in New Zealand. Looking back, I see that I was ruled by this idea in my Christian Education booklet. None of us, not even the prophetic Joseph Oldham, realized that the great effort at a Christian culture represented by Christendom was not only shattered but was wrong in principle, and not to be taken as model or repeated. Much less did we see the great ecumenical movement in terms of a restoration of the post- Reformation national churches matching the new nation-states - as in one Church for New Zealand. Now a movement visibly in decline, it might be seen, as the historian David Thompson of the University of Cambridge has suggested, as the last gasp of Christendom.

And no one was ready for the change of social and cultural scene that was still more radical than that wrought by the two world wars - the surfacing of post modernism with the rejection of the very idea of truth, the attendant relativism and subjectivism, the sexual revolution, the religious pluralism invading all Western countries, with the great movements of population especially among those of other faiths into the countries that had been called Christian, the student revolts and hippies culture of the sixties  we were unprepared for it all, and there has been chaos in our culture ever since.

The first half of last century, therefore, had its own severe cultural shocks and there were those within the Churches who sought some very basic and long ranging answers in the re-discovery of the Trinity, which continues with as yet undisclosed effects on the churches and their understanding of the Gospel. There will be no stopping this, nor the accompanying revolution in physics. How fast or slowly events will move, or what will come out of it all for the Christian Faith, no one know. But there is still a great deal to be learned from those two remarkable and simultaneous movements in Britain and New Zealand from the nineteen thirties to the fifties, that sought a Christian answer, even if mistakenly, to a radically changing social and cultural scene.

Postscript

This article would not be complete without brief reference to what may prove to be the next chapter in the above story, to a post Christendom endeavour to learn from the two movements we have described, and to equip the Christian faith to deal at still deeper levels with the mounting malaise of Western societies. I refer to what is known as the Gospel and Our Culture movement that emerged in Britain in the mid 1980s, and that is best known through its chief spokesman, the late Bishop Lesslie Newbigin.

A long running think tank within the British Council of Churches published Newbigin's The Other Side of 1984, more for domestic use than as a campaign instrument. The public response, however, especially from the laity, demanded something ongoing and organized, and an elementary Gospel and Our Culture structure was set up. This produced an office, newsletter, more publications and conferences.

It so happened that I was working in Birmingham where the British movement began, and was associated with Lesslie Newbigin and others in its development. Upon return to my homeland in 1989 there was nothing for it but to muster kindred resources in New Zealand for an equivalent development that finally assumed the name of the DeepSight Trust. As Newbigin's blindness grew worse we remained in constant contact with him by cassette tape until his death [many of these audiotapes are now held in the Newbigin archives at the University of Birmingham England - editor]. We also produced our office with part time staff, newsletter (New Slant), our conferences, study groups and publications.3 [a complete set of the New Slant newsletter and of DeepSight publications are held at the Henry Martyn Centre, Cambridge, England - editor]
Newbigin retired from leadership early in the 1990s, and ongoing inability to find funds for such an apparently vague project was temporarily halted when the Bible Society took the movement under its wing late in the decade. This sponsorship proved to be brief, and the project was in danger of total collapse. It was rescued by the return to Britain of the Rev. David Kettle after some six years in New Zealand, where had been a moving spirit in the local DeepSight developments.

With almost no finance he has managed to establish a new and independent structure under the Bishop of Chester, with Dr. Murray Rae as secretary, and the news letter and conferences once again. Dr Rae is a New Zealand Presbyterian minister, formerly on the board of DeepSight, and now teaching theology at King's College, London. Similarly lack of finance has forced DeepSight to restrict its development, but it continues with publications, one of which, the ACCESS resource service, has been copied and drawn upon by the British movement. It should be apparent by now that history is being repeated, with Britain and New Zealand linked in a fresh address to the basic problems of our common culture. In both cases escape from the Christendom syndrome is axiomatic, and sights must be set for the long haul. The major difference is that the former one way influence has been replaced by genuine interaction between the northern and the southern hemispheres. And that is a sign of the new times.

NOTES
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