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Editorials

AN ECUMENICAL ISSUE

It seemed to the Editorial Board appropriate that Touchstone
mark the 50thanniversary of the formation of the World Council of
Churches (WCC). Since the actual anniversary year was 1998, it
was our hope to do so in one of the issues last year, but we didn't
manage that. So here at the beginning of 1999 we have an Editorial
on the World Council by Marion Best, who has been on its Central
Committee, and a Profile of the most significant figure in the Iife of
the Council, Willem A. Visser 't Hooft, written by someone who
was a long-time WCC staff colleague of Visser 't Hooft.

Every once in a while the right person comes along at the right
time to be in the right place. So it was with Visser 't Hooft. It's
hard to imagine how things might have turned out had a less gifted
person been placed at the helm of the ecumenical movement in the
late thirties. But we don't have to imagine it. It was this remarkable
man who was chosen, and if there is any justice, history will give
him credit for bringing the WCC to the prominence it attained.

At the same time we are carrying a review of a book that looks
at the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF). That ecumeni-
cal organization was such a significant one for Christian university
students throughout the world, and, as much as any other, provided
the soil in which the WCC grew. And yet in the late 60s and early
70s it virtually self-destructed, a parallel process going on in many
of the Student Christian Movements (SCMs) in the world. A former
staff member of the WSCF, Risto Lehtonen, has written an impor-
tant book on that process which should be of interest in a denomi-
nation like ours which was so deeply committed to the SCM and
the WSCF.

And still in the ecumenical vein, our Church has published a
significant report on the relations of Christians and Jews, Bearing
Faithful Witness. The appraisal here ofthat report by Foster Freed

is in line with the ongoing commitment of Touchstone to provide

-------
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well-reasoned comment on the reports and publications that come
from our national committees.

-A.M.W.

FROM AMSTERDAM TO HARARE:
THE WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES
AFTER FIFTY YEARS

This past September, several hundred of us gathered in the old
Lutheran Cathedral in Amsterdam to commemorate the inaugural
meeting of the World Council of Churches (WCC) held there in
1948. In the congregation were a number of former youth del-
egates and stewards from the first Assembly who were flooded
with memories as a candle was lit for each of the previous seven
Assemblies.

1948
1954
1961
1968
1975
1983
1991

Amsterdam
Evanston
NewDelhi

Upsalla
Nairobi
Vancouver
Canberra

"Man's Disorder and God's Design"
"Christ - the Hope of the World"
"Jesus Christ - the Light of the World"
"Behold, I Make All Things New"
"Jesus Christ Frees and Unites"
"Jesus Christ - the Life of the World"

"Come, Holy Spirit-
Renew the Whole Creation"

"Turn to God: Rejoice in Hope" is the theme for the 8thAs-
sembly that is about to meet in Harare as I write this Editorial, and
will have met by the time this issue of Touchstone appears. This
theme echoes the biblical invitation to metanoia, to repent, to inter-
rupt the flow of "business as usual" and affirm God as the source
of life and hope. In this the jubilee year of the WCC, the theme
calls us to repentance, restitution, and reconciliation. The theme
addresses both the global context, and the need for the churches
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themselves to recommit to the goal of "visible unity in one faith and
one eucharistic fellowship".

What progress has been made toward the elusive visible unity
in fifty years? The WCC clearly states it will never become a "su-
per-church", but is a "fellowship of churches committed to wor-
ship, witness and service to the world." We are still unable fully to
share the Eucharist: for many Protestants sharing the Eucharist is
an important act to celebrate together on the journey to unity, but
for the Orthodox Churches, the sacrament cannot be shared until
we have reached the point of unity. Worship is usually the most
memorable part of any Assembly, as music and liturgies of different
churches from all regions of the world are used. Saying the Lord's
Prayer together, each in his or her own language, has been for me
the most moving part of our worship together. I'm told that in
1948 the churches could not even say the Lord's Prayer together!

There is now a much broader representation of churches from
around the world which both enhances opportunities for under-
standing and dialogue, and complicates that endeavour. In 1948
there were 147 member churches, and those few member churches

from the Southern Hemisphere were mostly represented by Euro-
pean men. In Harare, there will be 332 churches sending delegates,
and the vast majority will be from the South, with about 40% of the
1000 delegates being women.

One quarter of the delegates in Harare will be from the Oriental
and Eastern Orthodox churches, while in 1948 very few Orthodox
churches were represented. In light of some difficulties that have
grown between the Orthodox and other member churches, plans are
being made for ongoing conversations about both the structure and
the forms of decision-making used in WCC gatherings.

The Vatican will send a number of delegated Observers. They
have full membership on the Faith and Order Commission, and are
part of a Joint Working Group with the WCC that meets regularly
through the year. This is quite a change from 1948 when the Vati-
can decreed that no Roman Catholic attend the Assembly. While
the Roman Church has chosen not to become a member of the

WCC, they are in fact full members of many national and regional

- - - -
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councils of churches, including the Canadian Council of Churches.
Most of these Council have formed since 1948. Progress toward
"visible unity" is slow, but each step along the way is to be cel-
ebrated.

The United Church of Canada was a founding member of the
WCC, and has both contributed and benefitted from being part of
this movement. However, we need to keep a focus on local
ecumenism through both dialogue and co-operation. Too many
people discover it is more difficult to live out an ecumenical com-
mitment in their own communities. Unfortunately, denominations
that gather at an Assembly may hardly ever speak with one another
back home.

There is always a creative tension between the various streams
that have come together over the years to become part of the WCe:
that is Faith and Order, Life and Work, the International Mission-
ary Council, and the World Council of Christian Education. This
tension also gets lived out in the level of financial support given by
member churches to fund the various programs. The mission, peace
and justice thrusts are generally funded more generously than the
faith and order concerns.

Every Assembly has been profoundly affected by the issues
prevalent in both the global context and in the location of the As-
sembly. As we meet in Africa, matters of human rights, forgive-
ness of debt, and globalization are on the agenda. Despite a number
of logistical difficulties that have proven to be a challenge to organ-
izers, there was firm determination to hold the 81hAssembly in
Zimbabwe. The social, political, and economic situation in that
country is in turmoil, and the unions, students, and churches are
united in calling for government reform.

Christians from other parts of the world will have an opportu-
nity to experience congregational life in Harare and the environs.
Among the majority ofWCC churches which are not located in the
South, there are many fast growing churches in Africa that have no
connection to former missionary denominations, and are known as
the African Independent Churches. They are calling for under-
standing and respect from the so-called established churches.
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This 50thAnniversary Assembly calls the member churches to
a renewed commitment to ecumenism. At the same time, there is a

realization that the implications of increased requests for member-
ship, decreasing resources, and demands for radical change by some
member churches will have to be taken into account in the near
future.

The recommitment service in Harare will close with the churches

praying together:

God of unity, God of love,
Send us your Spirit,
Lead us forward

Lead us together
Lead us to do your will,
The will of Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

- Marion Best

----



---- --

BEARING FAITHFUL WITNESS

by Foster Freed

It needs to be said at the outset that Bearing Faithful Witness:
United Church - Jewish Relations Today, issued by a mandated

National Task Group, is a formidable document, one that is not
easily summarized nor quickly digested. Neither can one lightly
appraise a document into which such obvious care and research has
gone, as evidenced by the roughly 200-item bibliography and the
75-item glossary ofterms.

They have examined an inherently difficult issue: one that is
fraught with emotion; one that is clouded by a history that is com-
plex and checkered, and at times terribly unflattering to the Chris-
tian Church. To their credit, members of the Task Group have

been willing to examine some particularly delicate areas, including
some they might easily have ducked. Witness their inclusion - as
part of a lengthy series of appendices - of Lois Wilson's refresh-
ingly honest exploration of "Anti-Judaism in Feminist Writings and
Theology". Wilson is at times brutally frank about the problem,
referring to "the powerful and pervasive anti-Judaism lurking in
[much] feminist consciousness". Those who crafted this Report
would not have included Wilson's piece had they been unwilling to

explore the question of Christian anti-Judaism with considerable
candour, even when that meant discomforting one of their own

potentially supportive constituencies within the United Church. For
that they are to be commended.

I

Given the weight and complexity ofthis document, which ran
to well over lOa pages when I down-loaded it onto my computerl,

'Bearing Faithful Witness can be found at: http://www.jcrelations.com/ucc/
ucjr l.htm
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it is perhaps not surprising that the response to it has focussed on its
most controversial recommendation, housed in Part One of the

document, which contains "A Proposed Statement for the United
Church of Canada". Along with a number of other recommenda-
tions, including our Church's reiterated "recognition of anti-Semitism
as an affront to the gospel of Jesus Christ", are a series of three
recommendations, the first of which rejects and repudiates "belief
in the displacement or replacement of the covenant of God with
Israel", the second of which rejects "supersessionist understanding
of God's action in Christ and in the Church", and the third of which

takes the further, pastoral step of rejecting and repudiating "all mis-
sion and proselytism seeking to convert Jews to Christianity".

This last is a recommendation that cannot help but produce a
reaction in a number of different quarters. It is also a recommen-
dation which -like the Bearing Faithful Witness document itself
- is less straightforward than at first meets the eye. That is cer-

tainly true when it is viewed from a Jewish perspective. Jewish
response to both the Report as a whole, and this recommendation
in particular, has been predictably supportive. Melanie Collison,
writing in the Jewish Free Press, describes Bearing Faithful Wit-
ness as a ground-breaking report which "states clearly that Judaism
is an equal sibling of Christianity, and that evangelism and conver-
sion are to be abandoned."2 Nor is it surprising that the issue of
proselytization is of present concern to North American Jews, given
what one knowledgeable Jewish observer describes as "the abso-
lutely unprecedented success of Christian missions to the Jews."3
One wonders, however, whether the Jewish community may not
only overestimate the extent to which the United Church of Canada
is involved in such missions, but as well the influence the United
Church can be expected to exert over those who are. One also has

2Melanie Collison "Jewish Community Welcomes United Church Report",Jewish

Free Press, September 18, 1997. This article is available at http://
www.jcrelations.com/res/jfp_ucc.htm

3Jacob Neusner, "What Went Wrong," in Forging A Common Future, edited by
Neusner (Cleveland, Ohio: The Pilgrim Press, 1997) p. 27.

- - -
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the uncomfortable sense that Jewish preoccupation with Christian
mission to the Jews obscures the far more basic concerns North

American Judaism needs to confront at this time, concerns not un-
like the ones "oldline" Christian denominations are presently fac-
ing, or failing to face.

Furthermore, the issue of Christian mission to the Jewish peo-
ple is also less straightforward than Christian conservatives some-
times imagine it to be. Christian theologian Ellen Charry, who draws
upon her own Jewish background, does not hesitate to affirm that
"something of God is disclosed in Jesus Christ that we did not and
could not know or see before."4 Nevertheless, she cautions that
"the Christianization of Jews is [a] traumatic...undertaking," noting
that "for a Jew to become a Christian is not analogous to a Method-
ist becoming a Roman Catholic".5 Regardless of our theological
perspective vis a vis the relationship of Christianity to Judaism, it
behoves all of us to reflect upon Charry's trenchant warning: "There
are profound historical and psychological reasons for respecting the
Jewish right to privacy. The smell of the crematoria yet lingers in
Jewish nostrils.''6

Matters are no less complex from a liberal Christian perspec-
tive, i.e., from the perspective of those who will be most at home
with the recommendations of this Report. Indeed, the use of the
word "proselytization" in this recommendation may obscure the
real issue, since the practice of proselytization is one that Jesus
himself called into question.? Surely for Christians the issue turns
not on "proselytization" but rather on "evangelism", by which I
mean not so much the "conversion" of non-Christians, but rather

'Ellen T.Charry,"Two MillenniaLater:EvangelizingJews?" in ReclaimingFaith:
Essays on Orthodoxy in the Episcopal Church and the Baltimore Decla-
ration ed. by Radner & Sumner (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1993)
p.I77.

5Ibid.,p. 174.
"Ibid., p. 178.
7"Woeto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cross sea and land to

make a single convert, and you make the new convert twice as much a child
of hell as yourselves." Matthew 23: 15.
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the on-going work of bearing appropriate witness to the Gospel.s
While I applaud Charry's suggestion that "one thing...Christians
might do...[is] encourage Jews to speak of God again,''9it seems to
me that the issues are more complex than even she acknowledges.

In the first place, the contemporary North American scene
includes a growing number of those, like Charry and myself, who
have embraced the Gospel from a Jewish background. Given the
Report's acknowledgement that Judaism is "at once a religion, a
people, a nation, and a covenant,"IOit simply will not do to regard
such individuals as having severed - on the day of their baptism
- all connection with their Jewish roots.lI For that reason, I be-
lieve that it is presumptuous for a largely Gentile denomination to
issue a blanket repudiation of all Christian mission to the Jews. We
may well have the right to issue that repudiation on behalf of Gen-
tile believers, although I am not convinced even of that; we cer-
tainly have no right to do so on behalf of Jewish Christians.

In addition, the contemporary North American Jewish com-
munity is in many ways no less fragmented - and possibly even
more secularised - than its Christian counterpart. Both the frag-
mentation and the secularisation raise issues for any proposed ban
on proselytization, prompting us to ask a key question, namely,
"who counts as a Jew?" To cite some of the many ambiguities:
what are we to do vis a vis the increasing number of young people
who are coming of age as the off-spring of mixed marriages? Do
we followtheRabbinicstandardof treatingthosewithJewishmothers
as Jews, and those with Jewish fathers as Gentiles? I somehow
doubt such a criterion makes any sense from a Christian perspec-
tive; indeed, it does not even make sense from the perspective of
Reform Judaism.

8AsEllen Charry reminds us, no Christian has the right to withhold the gospel
from anyone Charry, p. 191

9Ibid.
IOBFW,Part One: "A Proposed Statement for the United Church of Canada."
IlOne wishes that Appendix C of the Bearing Faithful Witness document, enti-

tled "What about Christian Jews or Jewish Christians?", had dealt with these
complex matters in a somewhat more forthright way.

---
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And what about those Jews who have become alienated from

their roots? To speak from personal experience: when I began to
explore the Christian tradition in my mid-20s, I did so as a battle-
weary veteran ofthe sixties. Estranged from my own Jewish roots,
I nevertheless remained sufficiently Jewish to find myself not only
attracted to - but at the same time deeply repelled by - the
Church of Jesus Christ. Not surprisingly, my initial embrace of the
Gospel was both pain-filled and highly tentative; by the grace of
God that embrace has proven to be a happy one in more ways than
I can even begin to number. My experience raises a significant
question, however. Would it have been better for Christians to
have withheld the Gospel from me (leaving me, no doubt, in the
state of despair in which I was mired), in the conviction that my
ethnicity entitled me to hear good news only from within Judaism?
Even to ask such a question is to reveal both the delicacy and the
complexity of the issues raised by a Christian mission to Jews.

II

To ask that question is also to reveal both the particularities
and the peculiarities of the framework adopted by those who shaped
the Bearing Faithful Witness document. The Report's Appendix
B, "What is Anti-Judaism", makes a cautious distinction between
anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism. Acknowledging the difficulties of
making this kind of distinction, the Report nevertheless suggests
"that such a distinction has some practical value". On the one
hand, "anti-Judaism is the negative stereotyping of Jews and Jewish
beliefs"; on the other hand, anti-semitism "is hatred of Jews". The

Report then makes clear that its focus "is only indirectly about anti-
Semitism. It is more about combatting ignorance than about di-
rectly combatting prejudice. It is about confronting anti-Judaism in
the way we interpret Christian Scriptures and in the way we use the
Scriptures in the church." The decision to address anti-Judaism
rather than anti-Semitism is a significant one, and one which helps
account for many of the emphases of this Report. Nevertheless, it
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is a decision that produces in me uneasiness on a number of counts.
To cite the most obvious example: by focussing on what it

calls anti-Judaism rather than on anti-Semitism, the Report has no
choice but to regard Christian mission to the Jews as anti-Judaic,
especially since the erroneous assumption is made that belief in the
"finality" of Christ automatically makes someone guilty of a belief
in the superiority of Christianity. Given the missionary thrust that
is inherently part of the Gospel,12this is a slippery slope indeed,
since it can then be argued (and has been argued) that the shadow-
side of Christian witness is the implicit devaluation of the world-
view of anyone who happens to be on its receiving end. The logical
next step in this line of thinking is discouragement of all forms of
evangelism. Implicit in this is the sense that the early Christians
just got it wrong. There is also the danger of over-simplifying the
complex relationship between anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism, a
relationship that is more paradoxical than the shapers of this Report
acknowledge. There can, of course, be no denying that a certain
kind of anti-Judaism,rooted in ignoranceof Jewish belief and prac-
tice, has over the centuries fed (and, in some quarters, continues to
feed) the well-springs of anti-Semitism. And yet, anti-Judaism-
understood as "the negative stereotyping of Jews and Jewish be-
liefs" - is prevalent within the Jewish community itself, many of
whose members remain woefully ignorant of their religious herit-
age. Inthat sense, I have no choice but to regard myself as far less
anti-Judaic today (having come to appreciate and cherish many
aspects of Judaism through the eyes of people like Wiesel,
Fackenheim and Heschel), than in the days of my secular youth,
when my attitude towardJewish religious practice was one of indif-

12hThesingle most striking thing about early Christianity is its speed of
growth Why...did early Christianity spread? Because early Christians be-
lieved that what they had found to be true was true for the whole world. The
impetus to mission sprang from the very heart of early Christianconviction. If
we know anything about early Christian praxis...it is that the early Christians
engaged in mission, both to Jews and to Gentiles." N.T. Wright, The New
Testament and the People of God, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992) pp.
359-60.
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ference bordering on contempt. Nor is it the case that those Chris-
tians most preoccupied with evangelism to the Jews are inevitably
but one small step away from anti-Semitism. On the contrary,
personal experience suggests that such people tend to put Jews and
Judaism on a pedestal! Lest we forget: one of the first acts of the
Hitler regime in Germany, was to outlaw all Christian mission to the
Jews!

The theological emphasis of this Report (anti-Judaism rather
than anti-Semitism) also appears to account for the document's
silence on the question of the United Church's stand on the State of
Israel. Not that this question is a purely political one, as the report
acknowledges when it speaks of "the importance of... land for
Jews. "13 Despite that acknowledgement, the question of the land is
largely missing here, an omission which lends an air of unreality to
the Report. After all, the only long-term crisis in the relationship
between the United Church of Canada and the Canadian Jewish

community was precipitated by Observer Editor A.C. Forrest's stand
on the Stateof Israel.14 It is obviousthat the Report's focus on
particular kinds of theological issues relegated that question to the
sidelines, and that the members of the Task Group spared them-
selves a considerable headache when they chose to avoid it. Telling
a United Church audience that it must suspend its mission to the
Jews is about as daring as demanding that the United States sus-
pend all foreign aid to Cuba. Calling on our Church to rethink its
Middle East position, on the other hand, would surely have sparked
controversy, though it might also have succeeded in moving the
Church to a greater appreciation of the deeper ambiguities that plague
the whole question of Jewish-Christian relations.

Even if we put the question of the State of Israel to one side,
the impression remains that there is much more to the Jewish-Chris-

13BFW, Part One.

""If the Jewish state is indeed' ...the litmus test for Christian solidarity with Jews',
it is a test upon which the UCC has performed poorly." See Gary Gaudin,
"Protestant Church! Jewish State: The United Church of Canada, Israel & the
Palestinian Refugees Revisited," Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses
24/2 (1995).
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tian reality than this Report evokes. That the important theological
differences (as well as the significant theological convergence) be-
tween Judaism and Christianity are fascinating and important sub-
jects, is not to be denied. Nor can the potential value of a sustained
theological dialogue between the two religious communities be ig-
nored. Nevertheless, one wishes that the Report had asked some
additional questions, not only the three highlighted at the outset,
namely: "Is our handling of the Bible consistent with the faith of
Jesus? Is our handling of the New Testament consciously reflec-
tive of Christianity's Jewish roots? Do our Sunday morning serv-
ices bear false witness against our Jewish neighbours today?" These
are, to be sure, important questions. But it is a mistake to ask them
in isolation from the more basic question: how do we as Christians
and Jews live together as neighbours? In isolation from that ques-
tion, the others take on an abstract and academic quality. In this I
suspect that I am representative of most North American Jews,
who are far more interested in the concrete reality of Jews relating
to Christians (Le. Christian anti-Semitism), than in the abstract real-
ity of Judaism contrasted to Christianity (Le. Christian anti-Judaism).

m

That having been said, the authors of Bearing Faithful Wit-
ness have, to their credit, done a splendid job of bearing faithful
witness to the living reality of Judaism.'5 Especially valuable are
the numerous clarifications of technical terms, found not only in
the glossary but throughout the Report. Extended passages explain
such concepts as "Torah" (the subtleties of that multi-faceted term
are well handled), the name YHWH (I agree with this report's con-
tention that the name YHWH ought not to be used in worship), and
the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures (which has a significantly dif-
ferent order than the Protestant canon of the Old Testament). At-

ISThe report's proposed statement for the United Church of Canada quite properly

'"rejects and repudiates belief that Judaism, either historically or currently, can
be understood from knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures alone."
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tention is also paid to a handful of difficult biblical passages that are
shown to be no less troubling to Jews than they are to Christians.
Above all, an excellent case is made as to why "stereotypical slogans
about Judaism are, more often than not, inaccurate and unhelpful and
shouldbe avoided".16 In thisregard,BearingFaithfulWitnessdoesits
job, and does it well. Indeed, if the only consequence of this Report is
to entice every member of the United Church to read one good book
on Judaism, that would be a very significant contribution.17

Alas, the Report does not succeed in bearing an equally faithful
witness to the Christian reality. Were this merely a matter of the
Report's obsession with theological "correctness", it would be easy to
ignore. Thus, the Report's hand-wringing over comparatively minor
issues stich as the Church's use of the terms Old and New Testament,

and the debate as to whether it is appropriate for Christian worshippers
to stand only for the Gospel reading, prove to be mere irritations. IS As
for the former, the Report rightly concludes that there is really no good
substitute for the terms Old and New Testament, and therefore urges
congregations simply to refer to Scripture readings by the title of their
book. That is unexceptional advice, although it is hard to square all the
fuss over the alleged insult in the use of the term "Old" Testament,
with the Report's sustained argument favouring the priority of the Old
Testament on the grounds that it is the original (Le. the older!) section
of the Church's scripture. 19As for the issue of standing for the reading
of the Gospel (would it require the fmgers of more than one hand to
number the United Church congregations that practise this on a regular
basis?), it is hard to avoid the impression that this has less to do with
concern for the sensibilities of our Jewish brothers and sisters, than

with a failure to respect the sensibilities of our high church colleagues.

16Seethe fourth guideline, developed at great and helpful length, in Part Three,
Section A of the Report.

J7Myown suggestion is Abraham Joshua Heschel's classic: God in Search of
Man. But that is only one of a number of first-rate introductions to Judaism,
others of which are cited in the Report's bibliography.

18Thediscussion of the Old/New Testament terminology is found in Part Two,
Section B. The question of standing for the Gospel is found in a side-bar in
Part Three, Section A.

19SeePart Two, Section A.

-- ----
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It is worth remembering that Jewish worship provides a different litur-
gical honour to the reading of the Torah than it affords to the reading of
the Haftarah.20Why should Christians not be pennitted to treat their
own scriptures with a similar measure of liturgical nuance?

Of far greater concern than these minor quibbles, is the unrelent-
ing henneneutic of suspicion to which the writings of the New Testa-
ment are subjected. Nearly one fifth of the Report is devoted to an
extended examination of those passages in the New Testament that
can be - and have been - interpreted in an anti-Judaic way.21I am
not questioning the appropriateness of including a section such as this
one; indeed, the Task Group chose only to deal with a selection of
those many passages that can and/or have been misused from a
Jewish perspective. My frustration is with the failure to provide read-
ers with a framework for understanding such passages so as to en-
hance, rather than diminish, their authority as Scripture. The notable
exception is the important point the Report makes concerning the
need to re-imagine first-century conflicts as taking place between
different groups of Jews, not between Jews and Gentile-Christians.
That is a helpful way of dealing with the at times troubling use of
the word "Jew" in the New Testament, especially as it is employed
in John's Gospel. 22 Beyond that, one rarely finds the sort of

2°ln this context, Torah refers to the first five books of the Bible (Genesis - Deu-
teronomy), and Haftarah refers to the readings from the prophets used during
the morning service on the Sabbath and festivals, and during the afternoon
service on fast days.

21Pan Two, Section C.

221find it terribly frustrating, and somewhat heanbreaking, that this Repon makes
no reference to David Stem's Jewish New Testament and Jewish New Tes-

tament Commentary. Stem, a Jewish Christian with a decidedly evangelical
bent, is a leading light in the Messianic Jewish movement. Dialogue with
Messianic Jews such as Stem, is cenainly no substitute for dialogue with the
officially sanctioned leadership of the Jewish community; on that point Bear-
ing Faithful Witness is entirely correct. Nor is Stern's scholarship incontro-
venible. But why do we appear to shun such individuals and such groups?
Why are we unable to take at least a side-glance at the approach to the New
Testament taken by those who are passionately committed to proclaiming the
Gospel minus any and every ounce of its anti-Judaic and anti-Semitic accre-
tions? Stem's translation and commentary are published by Jewish New Tes-
tament Publications, Inc.

- - -
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hermeneutic which the Report successfully provides when examining
an Old Testament passage like I Samuel 15.23 With the Samuel
passage, the clear intent is to demonstrate how such a text might
continue to function authoritatively for both Church and Synagogue.
That intent is far from clear when it comes to consideration of diffi-

cult New Testament texts, where passages under examination are
generally accounted for or discounted in terms of their author's ex-
cessive enthusiasm for Jesus (John's Christology comes in for an
especially rough ride) or the author's often suspect motives.

We are told, for instance, that the depiction of Jesus' crucifix-
ion found in sermons throughout the book of Acts "serve the self-
interest of the Christian church which wants to be on the good side
of Rome". In other words: Luke - or Luke's source -lied, and
did so for reasons of crass political expediency. Frankly, I do not
see how such a passage can subsequently retain - or how Luke-
Acts as a whole can retain - any authority whatsoever for sensi-
tive readers who come to believe that there is no other way of
accounting for such passages.

In actual fact, thoughtful New Testament scholarship can pro-
vide other ways. As N.T. Wright has reasonably argued:

One must...guard against attempting to reconstruct history by studying the
much later effects of stories and events. To suggest that a story is biased, or
to suggest that continuing to tell the same story is likely to perpetuate a biased
and perhaps violent point of view, is not to say anything one way or another
about its historical value. The social responsibility of the historian to his or
her own day must be balanced with the professional responsibility to follow
the evidence wherever it leads. Society is not ultimately served by suppress-
ing truth or inventing falsehood. The stories must speak for themselves. 24

When the New Testament stories are allowed to speak for
themselves, they consistently point to at least some involvement,
by at least a handful of first-century Jews, in the death of Jesus: an

23Foundin Part Two, Section B. Readers who wish to explore the kind of New
Testament henneneutic at work, are invited to explore the essays found in,
Craig A. Evans & Donald A. Hagner,Anti-Semitism and Early Christianity:
Issues of Polemic and Faith, (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993).

24Wright,Jesus and the Victoryof God, (Minneapolis:Fortress Press, 1996)p. 542.
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involvement that does not at all stretch credulity. If scholarship can
one day conclusively demonstrate this to be a complete fabrication,
I for one will have no choice but to relinquish the confidence I have
placed in the fundamental soundness (notice that I said the funda-
mental soundness, not the inerrancy) of the New Testament wit-
ness. On the other hand, if scholarship finds irrefutable confirma-
tion that this is in fact the case (say, through some new archaeologi-
cal discovery), I would hardly view that as justifying renewed Chris-
tian anti-Semitism. Indeed, given the perpetually shifting winds in
the area of New Testament studies, I am unable to share the touch-
ing confidence Bearing Faithful Witness places in the prospect of
new biblical scholarship to eliminate anti-Judaic and anti-Semitic
tendencies in the Christian community.25

Nor am I able to understand the seeming lack of confidence
this Report displays toward those portions of the New Testament
that might have helped counter anti-Judaic and anti-Semitic tenden-
cies from within the canon. The example of Romans 9-11 is instruc-
tive, for this text plays a marginal role in Bearing Faithful Witness,
receiving scant consideration rather than the extensive treatment to
which it is entitled. After all, Romans 9-11 provides a canonical
rebuttal to those who want to embrace the "displacement" or
"supersessionist" theologies that Bearing Faithful Witness wishes to
repudiate. Rather than a thorough examination of that passage we
are treated to an utterly gratuitous reflection on the assertion that
"Paul did not intend to write deathless' scripture"'. 26 Once again, the
authority of New Testament writings are undermined in a way that
would not be countenanced by the authors of this Report were it the
writings of an Old Testament author under review.

2S"Wenote the comment of William Nicholls that 'on the very central issue of the
relationship of Jesus and Judaism, all but the most recent New Testament
scholarship is out of date' This comment provides a warning and an encour-
agement to all Christians to investigate the new scholarship." See BFW, Part
Two, Section C.

26Readers who wish to see a contemporary theologian appropriate Romans 9-11 in
a thoughtful and helpful way are referred to Richard Hays, "Anti-Judaism and
Ethnic Conflict" in The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contempo-

rary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (San Francisco: Harper Collins,
1996) pp. 407-443.
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IV

How does one respond fairly and faithfully to that kind of a
pattern? The whole purpose of a Report such as this one is to
move us beyond a defensive posture vis a vis Judaism and the
Jewish community, and surely that is a good thing. What one there-
fore misses in this Report is not defensiveness, but a willingness to
embrace the distinctively Christian dimension of our heritage with
the same obvious affection the Report manifests for those dimen-
sions of our heritage which we share with Judaism. I find myself,
somewhat unexpectedly, returning to the Report's critique of the
practice of standing for the reading of the Gospel, a critique I have
already labelled a mere irritation. But when viewed in light of an-
other of the Report's assertions, that "Torah must become an im-
portant undertaking for Christians, perhaps the most important bib-
lical study,"27 larger concerns are raised.

Referring to the first two hundred years of the Christian era,
Jacob Neusner writes: "in the same time, people born within miles
of one another...took up the same challenge, which was to show
that revelation - in the Torah, for Judaism, in the figure of Jesus

Christ,for Christianity - corresponds to the results of reason and
takes place in nature as much as in revelation out of supernature."28
Notice the distinction Neusner draws between a Torah-centred ap-
propriation of Israel's faith, and a Christ-centred appropriation of
Israel's faith. Why am I left with the uncomfortable impression
that the shapers of this Report would tamper with that most impor-
tant distinguishing mark of the Christian Church?

Notice, as well, the parallel Neusner draws between the Rab-
binic affirmation of particularity of revelation in and through the
Torah and the early Church's affirmation of particularity of revela-
tion in and through Jesus Christ. Again, why am I left with the
uncomfortable impression that this Report - especially in its tor-
tured discussion of Jesus' Messiahship29- is affronted by the scandal

27BFW, Part Two, section B (Italics are mine)

28Neusner, p. 69. (Italics are mine)
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of particularity when it comes to Jesus, but oblivious to it when it
comes to Torah? In short, why does a Report that urges Christians
to permit Jews to be Jews, appear to be embarrassed at the pros-
pect of Christians being Christians?

One suspects that the answer to that question has something
to do with a loss of confidence in the ability of the Gospel to shape
people with the capacity to reach out in love (rather than in hostil-
ity) across the particularities of their Gospel-shaped world. Ironi-
cally, Jacob Neusner - writing as an American Rabbi - is far
more optimistic when it comes to the prospect of contemporary
North American Christians and Jews engaging one another in mean-
ingful theological conversation. Indeed, Neusner is critical not only
of the bad-faith with which Christians have tended to enter into

disputation with Jews,30but also of what he describes as Judaism's
"long-term policy of passive, disdainful indifference," where Chris-
tianity is concerned.3\ He believes that the time is ripe for a fresh
encounter between the two faiths, not merely a polite exchange of
platitudes, but genuine engagement:

...for engagement with the other, empowerment of the other, the serious en-
counter with the other, and rather than dismissal whether with contempt or in
fear or out of courtesy - controversy and argument nourish the healthy and

29Thediscussion, contained in a side-bar found in Part Two, Section C, makes use

of a selective stream of scholarship that supports its position, namely that
Jesus, given his Jewishness, "would know the diverse meanings of 'mashiach'
and know that this was not what he was about." Readers interested in a very
different scholarly account are invited to consult N ,T. Wright, Jesus and the
Victory of God, especially chapter II, "Jesus and Israel: The Meaning of
Messiahship".

JO<'Nordid Christianity address Judaism in such a manner or framework as would
sustain dialogue. Its theology of Judaism simply explained why Judaism should
no longer exist, and really, did not exist except for reprobates. The second
millennium saw engagement, but only under coercion. Judaism in the high
Middle Ages found itself required by the Christian states to engage in religious
disputations. Christianity for its part imposed these disputations but did not
enter them with clean hands and a pure heart." Neusner, p. xi.

3\Ibid., p. 27.
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mature relationship. Controversy marks health and measures strength: con-
fidence in one's own position, respect for that of the otherY

Is it not ironic that so many Christians no longer share Rabbi
Neusner's confidence in the potential for robust encounter between
Judaism and Christianity? While it would be a mistake to disregard
Andrew Greeley's wish for Jews and Christians to stop having un-
necessary disagreements,33 there are surely some areas of disagree-
ment that will remain. Can we not share Neusner's hope that these
areas of disagreement - rather than having to be papered over or
abandoned - might one day be engaged with maturity, civility and
mutual respect?

The example that comes to mind is that of Corrie Ten Boom
and her family.34 Let me be clear that I am not offering them as a
way of white-washing the tragic failure of countless other Euro-
pean Christians to protect Jews during the Nazi horror. Corrie Ten
Boom's example does, however, raise a pertinent question: why did
someone whose personal faith-stance was indistinguishable from
the one found to be so problematic in the pages of Bearing Faithful
Witness, choose to risk her life on behalf of Jews, friends and stran-

gers alike? Nor can the issue of risk be overlooked; I suspect that a
failure of nerve on the part of European Christians was every bit as
significant in leading millions of Jews to the ovens, as was actual
malice. It took considerable courage to stand up to Nazis.

If, as Bearing Faithful Witness claims, anti-Semitism is on the
rise (even if those claims are exaggerated, experience teaches that it
will be on the rise sooner or later), the Jewish people will need all
the friends they can find: not fair-weather friends, but those who
are willing to put their own lives at risk. Indeed, as the father of
children who would be counted as Jews - not by Rabbinic stand-
ards, but by the standards of any future Hitler - this is one matter
on which I see myself as having a personal stake. And I am count-
ing on the Church to mould future generations of Christians: Chris-

32Ibid., p. 33.
33See page 7 above.
34Those unfamiliar with the story, ought to hunt down a copy ofTen Boom's auto-

biography: The Hiding Place.
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tians who know enough about Judaism to respect it; enough about
Christianity's own Jewish roots to honour them; enough about the
legacy of Christian anti-Semitism to repudiate it. Above all, I am
counting on the Church to mould Christians who - far from
being lukewarm because they are estranged from and confused
about their heritage - are motivated by so shameless and power-
ful a devotion to the Jew from Nazareth, Messiah Jesus, that they
are enabled to live boldly and risk extravagantly, the way Corrie
Ten Boom lived and risked. One fears that our Church, if it were
to embrace the hermeneutic of suspicion embedded in Bearing
Faithful Witness, might eventually lose its ability to produce any
Christians at all, let alone Christians of so rare and distinguished a
vintage.

- - - -



WALTER BRUEGGEMANN'S
BOUNTIFUL HARVEST

by Donald E. Burke

For the past twenty years the most prolific, and arguably the
most important, Old Testament scholar in North America has been
Walter Brueggemann. In that period he has written several books
and articles every year, works ranging from short studies of indi-
vidual Old Testament passages, to commentaries, to collections of
sermons, and analyses of the situation of the contemporary North
American Church.

The sheer volume would be sufficient to earn Brueggemann a
prominent place on the contemporary landscape of biblical interpre-
tation. Yet it is not primarily the enormous productivity that creates
the impact he has had on the Church and in the academy; it is rather
that, from a secure foundation in the study of the individual texts he
considers, he is able to utter a word that resonates with the life of
the Church.

The first of Brueggemann 's widely-influential books, The Pro-
phetic Imagination' was published in 1978 and is still in print! In
this book he first gave expression to the voice that has characterized
all of his subsequent writing. With its emphasis on the prophets as
poets who criticized Israelite society, who pronounced the death of
the illusory, domesticated God of the powerful in Israel - and
pronounced ultimately the death of Israel itself - this book ex-
presses the peripheral spirit of the prophets. But with its corre-
sponding emphasis upon prophetic "energizing", the book shows
that the prophets were also constructive in the sense of liberating
and invigorating the imagination of Israel to think of God in new

IThe Prophetic Imagination (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978). A sequel to
this book, Hopeful Imagination: Prophetic Voices in Exile (Fortress, 1986)
is more closely based upon texts in Jeremiah, Ezekial, and Second Isaiah. It
is less programmatic than the first book and, I think. less compelling in its
argument.

.. -.------ - - --
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ways, and to envision a world alternative to the deathly world of
monopolized power. With its concluding chapters on the prophetic
role of Jesus, the book argues in favour of continuity between the
Israelite prophets and Jesus.

In this book Brueggemann first articulated the role that imagi-
nation has in understanding the Old Testament. The prophets were
masters in the employment of language to spur the imagination of
Israel. For Brueggemann imagination both brings down old, worn
out worlds, and creates worlds alternative to the present deathly
one.

The Prophetic Imagination also popularized the developing
sociological approach to the reading of the prophets, and the Old
Testament literature generally. His use of sociological models to
illumine the prophetic mission, and his analysis of the conflicting
theological streams in ancient Israel, made the parallels with the
contemporary Church accessible. In this way his book brought the
prophets to life with an urgency and relevance that they had lacked
for many years. So powerful is his thesis in this book that, twenty
years after its first publication, readers old and new alike find it an
enlightening and transforming interpretation of the prophets.

In his more focused exegetical works, Brueggemann consist-
ently produces fresh readings that build upon the work of his pred-
ecessors, but that also go far beyond them. Representative of his
early work is the commentary on Genesis.2 Here he provides pow-
erful expositions of many of the narratives in the first book of the
Bible. He is at his best exploring and articulating the ambiguities in
the text, and in the characters ofthe text, allowing them to cast new
light on the ambiguities in the world of the late twentieth century. In
his commentary on SamueP Brueggemann argues that one's inter-
pretation of "truth" is shaped profoundly by one's social location.
In a book antecedent to the Samuel commentary, David's Truth in

Israel's Imagination and Memory4, he shows how the various truths

2Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982).
3Firstand Second Samuel (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1990).
'Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985.

- - -



26 TOUCHSTONE, JANUARY,1999

about David were used to created a textured portrayal of David that
is brutally honest in some places, yet equally deferential in others.
According to Brueggemann these diverse renderings of David can
be situated in diverse sociological contexts within Israel. The con-
text in which the tradition was at home shaped its presentation of
David and of God. But characteristic of the Old Testament gener-
alIy, the book of Samuel leaves the tensions between these render-
ings of David unresolved. The community, which these texts are
intended to serve, is left to sort out and evaluate them.

In some ways Brueggemann's exegetical work on the poetry of
the prophets is his best. His commentary on Jeremiah, first pub-
lished in two volumes5 and recently reprinted in one volume,6 is, in
the opinion of this writer, the best commentary available on Jer-
emiah. Other commentaries may be more detailed technically, but
none captures the spirit of the poetry, imagery and power of the
book as well as Brueggemann's. His new two-volume commentary
on Isaiah7 promises to be an exciting guide to the poetry and power
of the Isaiah colIection.

In his recent writing, Brueggemann has taken up the metaphor
of exile.s Using as his starting point the exilic experience of the
Jewish community in the sixth century BCE, he asserts that the
contemporary Church is a Church in exile. Once holding the power
of the establishment within North American society, the Church has
now lost that position at the centre, and has been displaced to the
margins. As with the Jews exiled to Babylon, so the Church must
come to grips with its changed situation, with the loss of a position
of privilege, and with being only one voice in a deafening cacophany

5ToPick Up. To Tear Down: A Commentary on the Book of Jeremiah 1 - 25
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988); ToBuild and ToPlant: A Commel1taryon
Jeremiah 26 -52 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991).

"Exile and Homecoming: Commentary on Jeremiah (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1998).

7]saiah.Vol. 1. 1 - 39 (Louiseville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998);1saiah.
Vo/. 2. 40 - 66 (Louiseville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998).

8Cadences of Home: Preaching Among Exiles (Louiseville: Westminster John
Knox Press, 1997).
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of voices demanding a hearing. It is not sufficient for the Church to
mourn the now lost past, just as it was not sufficient for the Jews to
mourn the loss of king and temple. What is necessary now for the
Church is to find ways to be the Church in exile; to be both a critical
voice in a secular and pluralistic society, and a constructive voice
announcing unexpected hope in a world overshadowed by despair.
According to Brueggemann, this new exilic situation of the Church
creates the possibility that a largely enculturated Church will be able
to recover the power of the Gospel in its exile.

While all of Brueggemann's writings take up the challenge of
articulating a biblical theology, early on he gave hints of how his
approach could shape a more detailed study of the theological claims
of the Old Testament. Two articles that he published several years
ago pointed in the direction of his thinking about Old Testament
theology.9 First, he sees a major trajectory in the Old Testament to
be concerned with "structure legitimation". That is, there is a sig-
nificant stream of thought in the Old Testament that understands
God as one who undergirds the structures of Israelite society. This
rendering of God is essentially conservative, and seeks to provide
stability; it is the theological tradition of those who hold power, and
it is most often associated with the Davidic traditions in Israel. In

this stream Israel's portrayal of God is essentially consistent with
that of other ancient near-eastern cultures in its concern for stability
and legitimation of the structures of power.

But alongside this stream is another, that Brueggemann refers
to as the "embrace of pain", and which he sees as essentially Israel-
ite. Located on the margins of society, this tradition,-by its aware-
ness ofthe pain that is suffered in society, stands in tension with the
previous one. It refuses to allow the claim - made by the more
conservative stream - that all is well, to stand unchallenged. Rather,
this embrace of pain requires the acknowledgment that social struc-

9hA Shape for Old Testament Theology, I: Structure Legitimation", Catholic
Biblical Quarterly 47 (1985) pp. 28 - 46; "A Shape for Old Testament
Theology, II: Embrace of Pain", Catholic Biblical Quarterly 47 (1985) pp.
395 - 415.
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tures are frequently brutal and oppressive - even when (perhaps
especially when) they are maintained and sanctioned by the name
of God. It requires a severe critique of the status quo. According to
Brueggemann, this embrace of pain is often associated with the
Mosaic covenant tradition. In these articles, he identifies the acute
tension that stands at the centre of the Old Testament traditions.

In his most ambitious work to date, Brueggemann has writtefi
an Old Testament theology that will take its place alongside the
great works of previous generations.lo Those who have read his
writings over the past twenty years will recognize many of his ehar~
acteristic themes. Yet, this book is not simply a distillation of his
earlier works; it is a fresh attempt to work through the unwieldy
collection of writings that comprise the Old Testament, and to refrarne
their theological claims.

Fundamental to Brueggemann's interpretation of the Old Tes-
tament is his assessment that many of the old "assured results" of
scholarship are no longer so assured. In fact, it is not only the
results that are no longer assured, but also the methodologies. The
critical shift of which Brueggemann seeks to take account is the
movement from modernity to a post-modem era. By this he means

...the end of a cultural period that was dominated by objective positivism that
made a thin kind of historical scholarship possible, and that granted interpretive
privilege to certain advantaged perspectives.I I

The hegemony of the historical-critical method, according to
Brueggemann, has been broken and replaced by a plurality of meth-
ods such as rhetorical criticism, literary criticism, canonical criti-
cism, and sociological analysis. This has allowed us to ask questions
of the text that go beyond issues of its historicity. Furthermore, this
plurality of methods is complemented by the plurality of perspec-
tives and claims made within the Old Testament itself.

Brueggemann argues this point in his survey of the discipline

IOTheologyof the Old Testament: Testimony. Dispute. Advocacy (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1997).

II Ibid., p. 6 I.
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of Old Testament theology from the Reformation to the present,
with emphasis upon the late twentieth century. Fundamental to the
discipline of biblical studies generally has been the commitment to
objective, detached scholarship and the historical-critical method.
Brueggemann acknowledges that much has been gained through the
method, but he argues that with its quest for objectivity, it is not as
objective as its practitioners imagined. Its basic commitments ruled
out of order the faith claims of the text and the voices of those on

the margin, and resulted in an enterprise that could only be descrip-
tive (Le. describing the text in its historical context) rather than nor-
mative (i.e. articulating the claims of the biblical text upon the
Church).12 This led to a "thinness" in interpretation, and a reduction
of the biblical materials to their historicity. The "density" of the Old
Testament materials was obscured. But alongside this dominant
descriptive enterprise, there have also been repeated calls to return
to the normative claims of the biblical materials. Brueggemann con-
siders briefly the work of figures such as Karl Barth, Albrecht Alt,
Martin Noth, Gerhard von Rad, G. Ernest Wright, Brevard Childs,
and others, all of whom in their own way have sought to retrieve the
theological claims of the biblical text.

Unlike many of the classic Old Testament theologians of the
past, Brueggemann eschews the effort to find a "centre" in the Old
Testament. That is, he steadfastly repudiates any effort to identify
a central concept (such as covenant) around which we might organ-
ize a theology of the Old Testament. In fact, he asserts that such a
centring is unfaithful to the witness of the literature itself. In its
place he adopts the metaphor of a courtroom, in which witnesses
present their testimony, other witnesses provide conflicting testi-
mony, and a jury is left to sort out the veracity of the various claims.
Within this framework, the witnesses of the Old Testament are of-
fering testimony about Israel's God. According to Brueggemann,

12Seeespecially the classic text by Krister Stendahl in which he distinguishes
between the descriptive and the normative tasks. Krister Stendahl, "Bibli-
cal Theology, Contemporary", in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible
A -D (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962) pp.418 -432.

- - ---



- - - -- ----

30 TOUCHSTONE, JANUARY,1999

God is available only through the testimony of these witnesses, who
each make a claim to offer reliable testimony about the God of
Israel. Pushing behind the testimony of the Old Testament witness
to test the historicity of their claims is beyond the ability of the Old
Testament theologian.

When he turns to constructing his understanding of the theol-
ogy of the Old Testament, Brueggemann's focus is on the speech of
Israel about God. Such speech characteristically is found in full
sentences that are governed by strong verbs, dominated by the sub-
ject of the verbs who is an active agent in the story, thus affecting
changes in various direct objects.13 According to Brueggemann,

this focus on sentences signifies that Israel is characteristically concerned with
the action of God - the concrete, specific action of God - and not God's
character, nature, being, or attributes, except as those are evidenced in con-
crete actions. I'

When Israel, in its core testimony, gives witness to Israel's
God, it does so with several affirmations about Yahweh. As the
God who creates, Yahweh "can transform any circumstance of
chaos into an ordered context where fruitfulness, blessing, pros-
perity, and well-being are obtainable."15As the God who makes
promises, Yahweh "is the one who can move decisively against
every situation of barrenness and transform it into a circum-
stance of well-being, joy, and possibility."'6 As the God who
delivers, Yahweh "is the God who can disrupt any circumstance
of social bondage and exploitation, overthrow ruthless orderings
of public life, and authorize new circumstances of dancing free-
dom, dignity, and justice."I? As the God who commands, Yahweh
"is the one who can bring any circumstance under a sovereign
decree, insisting on holiness and justice, and thereby creating a

13Theology of the Old Testament, p. 144.
"Ibid., p. 145.
15Ibid., p. 207
16Ibid., p. 207.
17Ibid., p. 208.
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livable order."18 Finally, Yahweh as the God who guides, feeds,
and tests, is the God who "can transform any circumstance of deathly
abandonment and threat into a place of discipline, nourishment, and
life."19These are all affirmations that are made by retelling the sto-
ries about Yahweh's involvement with Israel and the world. While

not confined to the Pentateuch, they are given their foundational
expression in the traditions within the first five books ofthe Bible.

Israel's testimony moves toward generalization, with the use
of adjectives to refer to Yahweh. The specificity of the verbal sen-
tences, and those actions to which they refer, is transformed into
general statements about the character of Israel's God. One of the
pivotal adjectival descriptions is found in Exodus 34: 6-7.

The Lord, the Lord,

a God merciful and gracious,
slow to anger,
and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,
keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,
yet by no means clearing the guilty,
but visiting the iniquity of the parents
upon the children
and the children's children,
to the third and the fourth generation.

This declaration concerning the character of God juxtaposes the
compassion of Yahweh, and Yahweh's commitment to justice. This
is done in such a way that the adjectives become descriptions of
Yahweh's general actions without reference to any specific context.

The introduction of nouns into Israel's testimony continues the
generalizing movement away from specific actions of God. The
use of nouns introduces metaphors for Yahweh. Brueggemann clas-
sifies these into metaphors of governance (e.g. Yahweh as Judge,
King, Warrior, Father), and metaphors of sustenance (e.g. Yahweh
as Artist, Healer, Gardener- Vinedresser, Mother, Shepherd). The

18Ibid., p. 208.

19Ibid., p. 208.
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richnessof Israel's testimonyconcerningGod is reflectedin the
richness and diversity of the metaphors it uses for God. Brueggemann
delights particularly in the fluidity of these metaphors, and the free-
dom with which Israel was able to shift from one to the other, and
even to introduce new ones.

Like every witness who provides testimony, the witness ofisrael to God must
proceed slowly, patiently, one detail at a time So Israel proceeds, in its ar~
ticulation of Yahweh, one text at a time. It is not clear how all of the detailed

testimonies fit together, or if they can be fitted together sensibly at all, because
the details are uttered with no concern for a larger sketch of Yahweh.20

Having said this, Brueggemann asserts that the task of an Old Tes-
tament theology is precisely to fashion a coherent rendering of God.

In his effort to articulate this rendering, Brueggemann affirms
that at the centre of Israel's testimony is a "...Character who has a
profound disjunction at the core of the Subject's life".21Returning
to Exodus 34:6-7, he suggests that

... the very God who is in inordinate solidarity with Israel and who is prepared
to stay with Israel in every circumstance, is the God who will act abrasively to
maintain sovereignty against those who challenge or disregard that sovereignty....
What startles us is the immediate proximity of one of these statements to the
other, with no attempt to work out their relationship or to give a signal that the
juxtaposition is problematic.n

Much of the time this disjunction can be accepted with little diffi-
culty. But there are those moments in Israel's testimony when the
disjunction becomes much more jolting.

On the whole these texts assert that Yahweh's enormous power is in the serv-
ice of a sovereignty marked by both justice and fidelity. But the ferocious
rhetoric hinting at Yahweh's delight in rage suggests that not all is contained in
Yahweh's graciousness and fidelity, nor even in Yahweh's reasoned sover-

eignty. There is, in addition to legitimated sovereignty and determined fidelity,
an element of Yahweh Ospower that seems occasionally, in the imaginative

2OIbid.0p. 267.
2lIbid.0 p. 268.
22Ibid., p. 270.
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testimony of Israel, to spill over into Yahweh's rather self-indulgent self-ex-
pression.23

The characterization of Yahweh must, therefore, be open and un-
stable: one can never be absolutely certain of Yahweh's actions.

When he turns to Israel's counter testimony, Brueggemann
suggests that it can be organized around three facets: hiddenness,
ambiguity or instability, and negativity. The hiddenness of Yahweh
is evidenced particularly in the wisdom literature where God is not a
primary actor on the historical stage, but is rather at work in a more
hidden way. In contrast to Israel's primary testimony, where Yahweh
is understood to be at work in events such as the exodus, in the
wisdom literature God is concealed behind the more mundane ac-
tivities of life and nature. In the wisdom tradition, "... Yahweh

makes a life-space that is reliable and generous."24
The ambiguity of Yahweh is illustrated in the narratives about

Samuel, Saul, and David. The text of Samuel overflows with ques-
tions about the attitudes and actions of God around the issue of the

establishment of a monarchy in Israel. Here Samuel seems entirely
arbitrary at times in his relationship with Saul, apparently reflecting
the arbitrariness of Yahweh; Saul appears confused by Yahweh's
rejection; and David appears to be favoured capriciously. In these
texts God is in favour of David and against Saul for reasons that are
entirely God's own.

Finally, Israel's counter testimony speaks of Yahweh's nega-
tivity, that is, Yahweh's violent and arbitrary behaviour. Here God
may show exceptional capacity for violence either against Israel in
face of Israel's disobedience, or against other nations. In the book
of Job God appears to treat Job in an entirely mercurial manner in
order to test him; in the prophets we have ghastly portrayals of
God's anticipated judgment and violence against Israel; and in the
Joshua narrative ofIsrael's entry into Canaan, we find accounts of

23Ibid., p. 276.
2'Ibid., p. 342.

-- -- -----
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inordinate violence against the inhabitants of Canaan at Yahweh's
behest. Here we find portrayals of a truly rash, frightening God.

According to Brueggemann, Israel's core testimony exists in
profound tension with this countertestimony concerning Yahweh.

The tension between the core testimony and the countertestimony is acute and
ongoing. It is my judgment that this tension between the two belongs to the
very character and substance of Old Testament faith, a tension that precludes
and resists resolution. The conventional attitude of ecclesial communities,
Christian more than Jewish, is to opt for the core testimony of faith sovereignty
and sovereign fidelity and to eliminate or disregard the countertestimony of
hiddenness, ambiguity, and negativity from the horizon of faith. Such a process
yields a coherent faith, but it requires mumbling through many aspects of lived
experience that evoked the countertestimony in the first place.25

For Brueggemann, such a resolution is unfaithful to the Old Testa-
ment itself, and to the experience oflife. Furthermore, it should be
noted that in several places in the book Brueggemann draws a paral-
lel between this profound disjunction in the Old Testament and what
he considers to be an equally profound disjunction between Good
Friday and Easter.26

Brueggeman's Theology of the Old Testament is a goldmine. It
is the work of a mature scholar who has thought long and hard
about the biblical text. During his career he has wrestled with most
of the major traditions in the Old Testament and written extensively
on them. As a result he is able to articulate many of the deep
tensions of the Old Testament's rendering of God, embracing them
as a faithful testimony to a God who could not be domesticated in

25Ibid.,p. 400.
260newonders whether at this point we see a limitation in Brueggemann's own

theological understanding. Should one cast the core testimony of Israel, and
its countertestimony, in terms of such stark contrast? Should one see in Good
Friday and Easter a contrast that defies resolution? Or should we recognize
that it is precisely in God that these tensions are resolved? In the Old Testa-
ment it is precisely the God of judgment who is the God of steadfast love,
and in the New Testament it is the God of Easter morning who is present in
the cross.
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Israel's day and can't be domesticated in our own. One of the great
strengths of Brueggemann's work is his ability to accept the ambi-
guities in the text and to explore them in the service of a fresh
reading.

The size and price of Theology of the Old Testament will deter
many readers from plumbing its richness. With 750 pages of text it
is a daunting tome. Further, while Brueggemann's writing else-
where is characterized by passion and a clear focus on specific
texts, here much of the time the passion is muted, and the scope of
the enterprise leads Brueggemann's courtroom metaphor (as the
book proceeds into its final chapters) to lose its effectiveness. And
here, more than anywhere, Brueggemann's intended audience ap-
pears to be the scholarly guild. But it would be a shame if the book
did not reach the wider audience, however carefully it needs to be
read.

An assessment of Brueggemann's overall contribution must
seek to answer the question, What is it that makes him such an
important interpreter of the Old Testament? Several characteristics
of his work contribute to his impact.

First, and most obviously, he is at home in the realm of techni-
cal study of biblical texts. One of his great accomplishments is his
ability to apply the methods of biblical criticism with the confidence
of a master craftsman. He is fully infonned about the scholarly
studies that have been published on the texts and topics on which he
chooses to write. He read voraciously and thoroughly the biblical
texts themselves, and the secondary literature written about them.
This provides him with his foundation.

Second, Brueggemann is never satisfied with applying the criti-
cal methods as an end in itself; he always pushes his interpretation
to another level, where he is able to envision how the texts engage

the large issues of life and faith. With its preoccupation with ques-
tions of history, the historical-critical method, in spite of its great
contributions, has had a numbing effect upon the teaching of the
Old Testament in the Church. In contrast, Brueggemann seeks to
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interpret the biblical text in a way that will engage contemporary
readers rather than anaesthetise them.

Third, Brueggemann writes with passion and insight. His work
frequently creates an alternative world for his readers, a world in
which the claims of the biblical texts are perceived in a new light,
and articulated in a way that convicts and inspires us.

Finally, Brueggemann's voracious appetite for reading is not
confined to the discipline of Old Testament studies, not even to the
theological disciplines generally. He draws upon insights from psy-
chology, sociology, philosophy, anthropology, literature, and other
fields. This provides him with astute perspectives on the meaning
of biblical texts, and with a keen sense of the pulse of his society
and the Church. He couples a sharp eye for the challenges, tempta-
tions, and opportunities which confront the North American Church,
with rhetorical skills that allow him to present these challenges, temp-
tations and opportunities convincingly. He articulates clearly how
the Church has aligned itself with the dominant values of our con-
sumer society, and presents biblical texts in such a way that they
give a piercing challenge to the accommodations that the Church
has made with the culture. But he also moves on to point out the
often unperceived opportunities that await the Church.

Walter Brueggemann has already contributed more to the in-
terpretation of the Old Testament than most scholars could ever
hope for. Because he remains an active thinker and writer, we can
look forward to a continuing bountiful harvest from the labours of
this remarkable scholar.



Profile

W.A. VISSER 'T HOOFT OF THE WORLD
COUNCIL OF CHURCHES, 1938 - 1967

by Paul Abrecht

Introduction

The World Council of

Churches was founded fifty years
ago. Its first assembly was held in
Amsterdam, during August/Sep-
tember, 1948. Its plan had been
laid ten years earlier. Two ecumen-
ical bodies, Life and Work (foun-
ded in 1925, and concerned with
the Christian witness for social

justice and peace) and Faith and
Order (formed in 1927 to address
theological issues and differences

preventing Christian unity) put together a "Provisional Committee"
for a body that was "in process of formation", to be known as the
World Council of Churches (WCC). The person chosen to be the
General Secretary of this Committee was a member of the Dutch
Reformed Church, and one of the most promising young ecumeni-
cal thinkers and leaders of his time, Willem A. Visser 't Hooft.

Visser 't Hooft had been secretary for international youth work
of the World YMCA (1924-1932), and a youth participant in the
Stockholm conference on Christian Life and Work held in 1925. In

1926 he spent a year in the U.S. preparing a doctoral thesis for the
University of Leiden on The Background of the Social Gospel in
America, which was published in 1928. In 1932 he was elected
General Secretary of the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF),
based in Geneva, where he distinguished himself in reviving the

-- - - --
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world wide Student Christian Movement in the tumultuous years
preceding World War II, especially through his contribution as edi-
tor of the WSCF quarterly journal, The Student World. He gave
particular attention to the Christian analysis of the ideological con-
flicts confronting students in that period. He was also the organizer
in 1939 of a memorable World Conference of Christian Youth, which
as it turned out met on the very eve of the war.

Throughout the war years in Geneva, Visser 't Hooft and a
few colleagues struggled to maintain communications with a con-
stituency divided and isolated by the conflict. Through underground
connections with resistance individuals and groups in occupied Eur-
ope, and intermittent correspondence with people in Britain and
North America, they managed to maintain links with a strategic
collection of Christian leaders. At that time ecumenical attention

focused on the difficulties of the churches in war-time Europe, the
programs of aid to refugees, especially those like the Jews who
were in danger of extermination. As the defeat of Hitler became
immanent, attention was shifted to post-war reconstruction.

But as soon as the war was over, Visser 't Hooft's office began
preparations for the first assembly of the WCC, to be convened in
Amsterdam, August 22 - September 4, 1948. On behalf of the Pro-
visional Committee, Visser 't Hooft presented to the assembly a
report, The Task of the World Council of Churches. The aim, it
said, was ...

to face together the fundamental questions concerning the content of the
Church's message to the modem world by promoting a process of ecumenical
reflection in which theologians and laymen of all member churches cooper-
ate We need such work to give substance to our relationships, to give body
to the permanent conversations between the Churches, to give content to our
common witness.

Thus challenged, the Assembly succeeded in defining programs for
action and study in relation to faith and order, international affairs,
Christian action in society, a laity program, work with youth, aid to
refugees, post-war reconstruction, and interchurch aid. To fulfill all
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the plans and expectations required staff and increased budget, and
funds were not readily available in the post-war years, except from
churches in countries which had been spared the ravages ofthe war,
which meant principally those in North America. And whereas
funds for relief and reconstruction were normally forthcoming,
money for ..study" was, and would always be, limited. There was
no unanimity on proposals for political and economic reconstruc-
tion, but Visser 't Hooft was determined that the WCC should ad-

dress them. Looking back over those years it is illuminating to see
how he laid the groundwork for the ecumenical witness.

As General Secretary, Visser 't Hooft was efficient, experi-
enced and impatient. Chairing meetings was his specialty. Woe
betide those who delayed or prolonged discussion unnecessarily,
though he readily accepted points of view if they seemed pertinent.

He was a confident man, proud of his Dutch culture, and of his
Dutch Reformed tradition. This was, however, combined with a
solid historical sense of the complexity of Christian social thought
and its theological basis. He accepted his leadership role as some-
thing proven by his long ecumenical confrontation with many eccle-
siastical perspectives. The urgency of the ecumenical cause made
him impatient with time-wasting discussions, whether in staff meet-
ings or WCC committees. And since few of the staff had anything
like his experience and talent, he inevitably made the critical deci-
sions. Old timers called him "Wim", but very few of the new staff
ever had the courage to be so familiar.

In the early years even the social life of the WCC community
was in the General Secretary's hands. I recall vividly our first WCC
Christmas party. The program had been organized by Visser 't Hooft.
We began with worship, which he led. Then he, a great admirer of
Rembrandt, gave a long lecture on religion in the art of the great
Dutch painter, illustrated with colour slides. It was very instructive,
but not exactly what the children there were prepared for!

That party was the subject of much discussion among the non-
European staff. We began to offer alternative approaches, and even-
tually one year one of these was accepted. The event was to be
divided into two parts: Scripture readings and the singing of carols,

---
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followed by a play written by a staff group, entitled, ..A Wish For
the New Year, or the General Secretary's Secret". The question
addressed was, how did the General Secretary prepare for the New
Year? Whence came all his brilliant ideas? The secret: he consulted

a local fortune teller. But this year, despite much looking into her
crystal ball, the fortune teller had to confess that she was stymied.
She recommended that he go to the next meeting of the Ecumenical
Wives Group. At that meeting (with the wives portrayed by the
male staff with their wives' hats on) he was told all that would
happen in the coming year. The play was given an enthusiastic re-
ception. But the best moment was actually at the very beginning,
when the curtain was raised on our stage version of Visser 't Hooft's
empty office. On the wall was a large framed charcoal sketch of the
General Secretary, a sardonic smile on his face (prepared by the
staff artist-photographer, John Taylor), signed "To Wim from
Rembrandt". It was some time before the play could proceed! The
chief was highly amused, and kept the drawing to show his grand-
children.

Visser 't Hooft was a workaholic. Aside from a dedicated Dutch

secretary, he had no assistance to help respond to the demands on
his office. Just to answer the large amounts of mail he received was
a major challenge. There were always two piles of letters on his
desk that never seemed to diminish. I once asked his secretary, a
jovial Dutch woman, "Who will answer all that mail?" She said,
"The pile on the right he will answer. The pile on the left no one will
answer!" It was several years before there was enough money to
employ an assistant to help him with such mundane matters.

Despite a certain aloofness, Visser 't Hooft had a good sense
of humour, and was quite tolerant of the gaffes of new young staff,
especially those from America, who were not usually competent in
French and Gennan, the other two official languages of the wee.
We were helped by multi-lingual secretaries in handling correspond-
ence, and practically all wee staff meetings and discussions were
in English, except for the weekly staff worship service on Monday
mornings, which in the early years was usually in French. Some
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Americans, as worship leaders, tried hard to use tl t:'.: r: PiI(r'~'r,
such occasions. Inevitably there were errors of pronur-.:w JJ' huh
would baffle or amuse Visser 't Hooft. On one Monday moming he
left the service muttering, "I wish Bill could have made it clearer
that he was talking about 'sin' (Ie peche). Most of the time he
seemed to be talking about 'peaches' (Ies peches ,.

At another staff meeting I was making a report aho'" /"IvJkson
world hunger, and quoted from a recent one, Geographie de La
Faim (Geography of Hunger). Visser't Hooft stopped me and said,
"Now Paul, we have to be very clear about this Are \Ol' J'Ilking
about hunger or women (femmes)?" Much laugh tel. In later vears,
the WCC paid for six weeks of intensive instruction in spoken French
for new staff. However, English became more and more dominant
in the ecumenical context.

I was well aware, before coming to the WCC. that most of the
professional staff were enthusiastic followers of Karl Barth, the
eminent Swiss theologian in Basel. Visser 't Hooft was not only an
admirer, but a great friend of Barth's, as a result of close personal
ties during the difficult war years when Barth was a fierce opponent
of Hitler and the Nazi movement. Indeed all Christians in Europe
who had joined the resistance movement had benefitted from Barth's
critique of Nazi ideology, and from his support of the Confessing
Church in Germany - including its most prominent figure, Dietrich
Bonh6ffer. I came to the WCC as a dedicated disciple of Reinhold
Niebuhr, and was aware that in the post-war years there was sharp
division between Barth and Niebuhr on the role of the Church be-

tween the communist East and the democratic-capitalist West. I
wondered how I would survive in this potentially divisive theologi-
cal situation. I soon discovered, however, that all three wce Dutch
Barthians were followers of Niebuhr in social ethics. And Dr. c.L.

Patijn, who chaired Church and Society between the first and sec-
ond assemblies, held similar views: he thought that Barth was a
brilliant theologian, but was quite foolish about political matters,
whereas Niebuhr had great understanding of social-political i;:,~ues.
If all these fine Dutch minds preferred to be Barthian 10theology
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and Niebuhrian in social and political ethics, that was good enough
for me. Hence my discussions with Europeans on political-social
ethics were invariably congenial. (The history ofWCC ecumenical
sociaVethical thinking during and after the Visser 't Hooft era has,
however, yet to be written.)

I. Church Unity: the Ecclesiastical
and TheologicalChallenge

Well before the Amsterdam assembly, Visser 't Hooft had per-
ceived that differences between the Faith and Order and Life and
Work movements had to be resolved. In a preparatory paper, he
pointed to the incongruity of their separation.

It has become increasingly clear that the pre-war separation between the move-
ments for Life and Work and Faith and Order was unsound for reasons of

principal and of organization. Life and Work had discovered that it had to take
the theological issues seriously; the old slogan "doctrine divides, but service
unites" was untrue. The Church cannot serve the world without a clear com-
mon witness.

The two movements had to be integrated. The ecumenical move-
ment could not consist of ad hoc bodies organized in order to fur-
ther one particular aspect of the Church's task. The "WCC's field
of work had become co-extensive with the total task of the Church".

As part of a "World Council of Churches", each member church
would be involved in determining its policy. During the war it had
proved practically impossible to examine the fundamental realities
facing the churches; "now through the Council they had to take
responsibility for developing a method of thought and action for
facing their common problems."

The WCC would thus become a body such as had not
previously existed: "namely a permanent common organ of all
churches which accept to join it". It was "something for which it is
practically impossible to find an analogy in Church history". This
required new talent, new minds, new prophets, and new disciplines.
During the Amsterdam Assembly, and for the subsequent two years,
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Visser't Hooft gave much attention to the ecclesiological significance
of the WCe. He was not distressed that the Amsterdam Assembly
could deal with the issue only briefly, estimating that it would take
several years of reflection and conversation to clarify the "ecumenical
authority" of the WCe.

In preparation for the meeting of the Central Committee of the
WCC in Toronto in July, 1950, he and Oliver Tomkins (secretary of
Faith and Order) drafted a seven-page statement on The Church,
the Churches and the World Council of Churches: The
Ecclesiological Significance of the World Council of Churches.
This was circulated to the churches for comment, and then pre-
sented to the Central Committee, which, after extensive debate,
accepted it for study in the churches. Its conclusion read as follows:

None of the positive assumptions, implied in the existence of the World Coun-
cil, is in conflict with the teaching of the member Churches. We believe there-
fore that no Church need fear that by entering into the World Council it is in
danger of denying its heritage.

As the conversation between the Churches develops and as the Churches
enter into closer contact with each other, they will no doubt have to face new
decisions and problems. The Council exists to break the deadlock between the
Churches. But in no case can or will any Church be pressed to take a decision
against its own conviction or desire. The Churches remain wholly free in the
action which, on the basis of their convictions and in the light of their ecumeni-
cal contacts, they will or will not take.

A very real unity has been discovered in ecumenical meetings which is, to
all who collaborate in the World Council, the most precious element in its life.
It exists and we receive it again and again as an unmerited gift from the Lord.
We praise God for this foretaste of the unity of His people and continue hope-
fully with the work to which He has called us together. For the Council exists
to serve the Churches as they prepare to meet their Lord who knows only one
flock.

II. Ecumenical Social Thought At and
After the Amsterdam Assembly

The Amsterdam Assembly's report on "The Church and the
Disorder of Society" set the direction and the theological-ethical
rationale for wee social thought and action for two decades. The

--
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report acknowledged that "coherent and purposeful ordering of so-
ciety has now become a major necessity", adding that "centers of
initiative must be so encouraged as to avoid placing too great a
burden upon centralizedjudgement and decision."

The conclusion was that churches should work for The Re-

sponsible Society:

...where freedom is the freedom of all who acknowledge responsibility to jus-
tice and public order, and where those who hold political authority or economic
power are responsible for its exercise to God and the people whose welfare is
affected by it For a society to be responsible under modem conditions it is
required that the people have freedom to control, to criticize and to change
their government, that power be made responsible by law and tradition and be
distributed as widely as possible through the whole community The Chris-
tian churches should reject the ideologies of both communism and laissez-faire
capitalism, and should seek to draw men away from the false assumption that
these extremes are the only alternative.

Visser 't Hooft became a lucid interpreter of this approach to
social and economic justice, especially in relation to disputes which
emerged in 1949 regarding post-war economic reconstruction and
the east-west political struggle in Europe.

Immediately after the Assembly, persecution of churches and
church leaders increased in eastern Europe, including trials and im-
prisonment of pastors. Churches around the world demanded ac-
tion from the WCe. In response, Visser 't Hooft submitted a long,
careful analysis of the situation, in particular in east European coun-
tries, and offered a number of observations to guide the world Christian
response to the struggle. His concluding remarks sum up his rec-
ommendations to churches in east and west.

I. The ecumenical commitment to religious liberty. We mean by that the full
religious liberty which has been explained and developed in the declaration on
Religious Liberty adopted by the Amsterdam Assembly That liberty is not
simply a Westerr, concept. It is rooted in the nature of the Gospel itself. We
must, therefore, rrject the Marxist restriction on religious liberty. We believe in
the Lordship of Christ and in the right of the Church to proclaim the implica-
tions of this belief for relationships in a social or political community.
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2. Regarding the arrest of pastors by some Communist governments in
Eastern Europe. We must... come to the conclusion that for the time being
(and that may mean for a very long period)Communist policy is not the exter-
mination of thechurches but their domestication. They are allowed to exist if
they will in no way go against the policies of the Governmentand stick to that
very restricted field of activity which religion should occupy according to the
Marxist view In spite of the political stand (some pastors) have taken and
with which the Church cannot identify itself, we must protest against the shameful
treatment to which they have been submitted by the courts. The Church can
and must say clearly that Communism in Eastern Europe is building up a totali-
tarian society in which no one is allowed to hold a political opinion which differs
from the official one.

3. The role of western churches. It is... surely our pastoral responsibility
toward the member churches in Eastern Europe to remind them of this mis-
sion. We must do so in a humble spirit because the Western churches have not
really been prophetic. They have forgotten this fundamental aspect of their
task during long periods and they are by no means making the right use of their
freedom to speak out which they have in the Western world We must real-
ize that in reminding the churches under Communist regimes of this responsi-
bility we are really asking them do the impossible. We can only do it in fear and
trembling and with the prayer that the Lord may give those churches the wit-
ness and the witnesses which manifest the power of His Spirit. ..:'We must
pray for each other, 'Western' churches for 'Eastern' churches and Eastern
churches for Western churches that, whatever happens, we may stand to-
gether and find together the way through the trials of our time. "1

III. Christian Action in Society- in Western Europe

The pivotal ecumenical thinkers about the "The Responsible
Society"at and after theAmsterdamassembly includedJ.H.Oldham
(U.K.), Reinhold Niebuhr and John Bennet (U.S.A.), c.L. Patijn
(Holland) and M.M. Thomas (India) - the latter attended the pre-
paratory Commission meeting,but not the Amsterdam assembly.

The assembly requested the new WCC Department of Studies
to undertake a study program on "Christian Action in Society" in

'The statements are excerpted from the WCC document, "The World Council of
Churches and the Struggle Between East and West". They are taken from the
text as publishedin Christianityand Crisis, (Vol.IX, No. 13,July 25. 1949)pp.
98 - 103.

-- -
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view of post-war political and social developments. The details
were to be worked out by an Advisory Committee, and I was in-
vited to serve as staff for the program. I was very much a new-
comer to the international ecumenical movement. Visser't Hooft's

letter of invitation, February 26, 1949, underlined the [mancial prob-
lems: due to "a somewhat uncertain financial situation" the "invita-

tion is... of a somewhat provisional nature!" Nevertheless, on Sep-
tember I I joined the WCC Study Department in Geneva, with
responsibility for "the study of Christian Action in Society", not a
little bewildered by the immense scope of the project.

During the early months, about a quarter of my time was spent
traveling by train to England, France, Holland and Germany to meet
with staff of national Councils of Churches, leaders of member
churches, and other potential contributors to WCC work on social
questions. It was during an overnight train ride back to Geneva at
the end of January, 1950, that the idea of creating a Christian study
group on the meaning of Responsible Society in the context of West
European political and economic reconstruction stirred my thinking.
The directors of the Department of Studies were dubious; such a
proposal would require financial resources beyond WCC means. In
some fear and trembling I decided to ask the General Secretary for
his view. Knowing he was overwhelmed with work, I asked for just
ten minutes of his time.

I described my visits to England, France and Germany, the
people I had met, and presented the idea of forming an ecumenical
study group on European economic and political reconstruction, in
the framework of the Responsible Society. There was a pause, and
then he said enthusiastically: "That's a good idea, and I will help
you organize the group. Let's call it the Ecumenical Commission on
European Cooperation.2 I know a number of people who should be
included." In fifteen minutes it was decided! I was stunned. How

2Editor's Note: Readers may need to be reminded that recovery in Europe after the
devastation of the war was by no means a smooth, automatic process. Looking
back at the situation from a fifty-year distance we might be tempted to put
down the focus on European needs solely to the fact that at this stage the wee
was a Euro-centered entity, which would be unfair.

-----
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could he make up his mind so quickly in favour of my nebulous
proposal? It was twenty years later (1972), following the publica-
tion of his Memoirs, that I understood what had happened. He
describes a secret war-time meeting in Geneva in 1944 of "some
leaders of the European resistance movement", which he chaired.
They were confident that Hitler would be defeated; it was time to
prepare for the post-war rebuilding of Europe. They favoured the
development of a united, federal Europe. Would Visser 't Hooft
help in the planning? He had agreed. But in the chaos of the final
months of the war, and his preoccupation with restoring contacts
with the churches, and preparing for the Amsterdam Assembly, the
discussion on the future of Europe had been sidelined.

The membership of the new Commission is an indication of
the kind of contacts Visser 't Hooft had. Andre Philip of France
(socialist, protestant, and member of French postwar government)
was chair and c.L. Patijn of Holland vice-chair. Members were
Max Kohnstamm (throughout the war a leader of the Dutch resist-
ance movement, and at the time secretary to the High Authority for
the European Coal and Steel Community), Gustav Heinemann (Min-
ister of Interior in the post-war German government, and later Presi-
dent of Germany), Hermann Ehlers (President of the German
Bundestag), Mario RoIlier (an Italian Waldensian, professor of chem-
istry at the University of Milan, member of the socialist party and
sitting on the Milan City Council), M. Jean Rey (a Protestant from
Belgium, member, and later President, of the European Commis-
sion in Brussels), John Edwards (British Labour MP) and Peter
Kirk (British Conservative MP), both well-known Anglican laymen.
Eventually there would be twenty participants. The members agreed
to pay their own travel expenses! They met twice a year for the next
fourteen years, each meeting preparing a statement giving their views
on new developments in European political life.

This is an excerpt from an address by Visser 't Hooft, which
illustrates his contribution to the Commission's early discussions:

Let us first of all enumerate the various aspects of European life and European
feeling which we cannot and do not want to defend First of all there is

---
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Europe dominated by fear In this connection it is distressing to note that the
military organization of Europe appears to have priority over the political. This
seems to prove that the dominating motive for European collaboration is once
again fear rather than the desire to build together a better future. I know that
the genuine architects of a new Europe deplore this reversal of values. But the
fact is there and must make us think.

Another Europe which we cannot possibly defend is the Europe that hangs
on blindly to its former privileges, (and) refuses to realize that these privileges
are not inscribed in the eternal order. I think first of all of the conservativism

characteristic of almost all our European society, which, in spite of the shocks
received and in spite of the warnings coming from outside, remains firmly
attached to outdated notions of class distinction, which in turn are a very seri-
ous cause of weakness of our position. We have political democracy - we

are on our way towards social democracy - but all this will remain fragile as
long as our human relationships are profoundly anti-democratic and as long as
we make no effort to bridge the wide gulf separating the bourgeoisie from the
working class. I am also thinking of our attitude towards what is probably the
most important movement of our time, much more important than communism
- the struggle of the peoples of Asia and Africa for independence. The
European attitude towards these peoples has been and still is deplorable. I
don't mean to infer that we have not brought them goods of great value. With-

out Europe they would not thirst for independence But then why are we so
surprised when at last they claim for themselves those rights which every
living nation must one day demand?.. (And) what are the European countries,
especially the richer ones, doing to solve the most alarming question of our day
- the problem of the great misery in Asia, the problem of people menaced by
famine who see their standard of living continually falling? Is it really so diffi-
cult then to understand why peoples of other continents consider us as the rich
who take no interest in the poor Lazarus lying on the doorstep, and that they
hesitate in believing us when we speak of international solidarity?

Each meeting of the Commission was held in a different city,
enabling Church leaders from various countries to share in the ses-
sions. After three or four meetings, Visser 't Hooft said, "We must
change the name. Some Church leaders think "Ecumenical Com-
mission" sounds too official. Let's call it the "Committee on the

Christian Responsibility for European Cooperation" (CCREC). That
remained its name until it was disbanded in 1967, when the churches

of Europe realized that they needed a permanent representative at
the offices of the European Community in Brussels.
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IV. The Responsible Society in World Perspective

The Church and Society project suggested to Visser 't Hooft
the need for similar study projects in other ecumenical settings. In
1952, after the third meeting of CCREC, he said to me: "Now, we
must organize ecumenical study groups in Asia and Africa, and other
regions outside the West." I was dumbfounded: in Europe there
were many laity in public life to help. It had proved relatively easy
to undertake such a project at slight expense. How would the WCC
finance such study groups in Asia, Africa, Latin America, or the
Middle East?

Despite my doubts, as a result of Visser 't Hooft's initiative, I
was dispatched for six weeks to India to meet Church leaders and
laity, and to take part in the first ecumenical study conference on
"The Responsible Society in East Asia", held in Lucknow, followed
by the first meeting in India of the Central Committee of the WCe.
There I worked with M.M. Thomas, a remarkable Indian lay Chris-
tian who would become the leader of the ecumenical social program
in Asia. The Lucknow meeting laid the foundation for a major ex-
pansion of the Responsible Society program, leading to a proposal
to organize an ecumenical project on "Churches in Areas of Rapid
Social Change in Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Latin America",
a proposal strongly endorsed by the Second WCC Assembly, meet-
ing in Evanston, Illinois, in August, 1954.

Thus, study groups of lay people and theologians on social
issues were, in the period 1955-60, formed in four Asian countries,
seven countries of Africa, two areas of the Middle East, and three
area of Latin America. Visser't Hooft maintained an active inter-

est, especially in the projects in Asia and Africa, and attended the
critical inaugural meeting of the East Asian Conference of Churches
(EACC) in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, in 1959. This meeting was
combined with the first East Asian Conference on Rapid Social
Change. Visser 't Hooft's opening address, 'The Significance of the
Asian Churches in the Ecumenical Movement", analyzed the theo-
logical and social-ethical contribution which Asian Christians were

------- -- --
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making to the world wide ecumenical movement. It was undoubt-
edly one of his most striking presentations as WCC General Secre-
tary, and revealed his long personal interest in ecumenical develop-
ments in Asia, dating from his first visit there in 1933 as General
Secretary of the WSCF. No doubt he also viewed it as a prepara-
tion for the Third Assembly of the WCC to be held in New Delhi,
November-December, 1961. And the Asian discussion of the

Churches and Rapid Social Change would mean a great strengthen-
ing of the world wide ecumenical understanding of the Christian
responsibility in society.

In his address Visser 't Hooft viewed the tumultuous history of
Christianity in Asia: the first European impact (the Vasco de Gama
era), followed by the colonial period with the social, political, mili-
tary and cultural consequences this produced; then World War I,
followed by the beginning of the world-wide ecumenical movement
in Missions, offering a new "liberated fellowship" to the Christian
community throughout Asia. He concluded:

It seems to me an impressive fact that the ecumenical movement has grown
up at the very time when the Asian churches began to extricate themselves
from the embrace of extraneous social and cultural forces. There is no doubt

that there is a close connection between these two developments. Churches
imprisoned in cultural or social patterns can hardly be ecumenical. On the
other hand churches which stand on their own feet naturally seek to establish
fellowship with each other. The ecumenical movement is in every sense a
movement of liberation and every move leading to the liberation of the Church
creates new ecumenical opportunities. The right setting of the dialogue be-
tween the Asian churches and the ecumenical movement is therefore the com-

mon struggle and concern for the freedom of the Church from all elements in
its own life, from all influences outside itself which seek to deflect it from its
fundamental task to witness to its Lord....

It would be irresponsible to suggest that the Asian churches can demon-
strate the essential freedom of the Gospel all by themselves. If in the rest of
the world the Church should make the impression of being merely the religious
expression of a geographically and historically conditioned civilization, the Asian
churches have little chance to convince their Asian brethren that the Church

depends for life on its Lord rather than on men. So the Asian churches have

both the right and the duty to call upon all the churches and the ecumenical
movement as a whole to pursue a grand strategy of spiritual freedom. That is
their great contribution to the ecumenical dialogue....
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It is not easy to discover what true freedom of the Church means and what
belongs to the very nature and fundamental mission of the Church. That is
where the ecumenical movement comes in. The churches need each other in

order to become truly free. They need the perspective of the whole Church
and of its life through the ages in order to ascertain what is fundamental, what
is accidental, and what is foreign in their empirical life....

In this great epoch of liberation from old ideologies and antiquated forms of

subservience, we must all help each other to avoid becoming the victims of
new ideologies and new forms of subservience, and that not merely for our
own sakes, but for the sake of the ministry to which we are called into the
world....

V. Visser 't Hooft's Role in

the Ecumenical Struggle Against Racism

While the ecumenical movement had always denounced rac-
ism and race discrimination, the subject did not feature prominently
on its agenda until the Second Assembly in 1954. It was largely
through the efforts of a WCC staff member in New York, Dr. Robert
S. Bilheimer, that the General Secretary was persuaded to include a
section on Inter-Group Relations: the Church Amid Racial and Eth-
nic Tensions. It adopted a resolution affirming that "any form of
segregation based on tace, colour, or ethnic origin is contrary to the
Gospel and incompatible with the Christian doctrine of man and
with the nature of the Church of Christ."

This would be the beginning of a vital new program, and of
Visser 't Hooft's growing interest in racism as an ecumenical issue.
The increasing number of black member churches from the U.S.,
as well as churches from Asia and Africa then in the process of
liberating themselves from western white domination, inevitably in-
fluenced ecumenical concern for the "race issue".

The shooting oflarge numbers of blacks in Sharpeville, South
Africa, on March 21, 1960, provoked world wide protest, and the
WCC responded by sending Dr. Bilheimeron a "Mission of Fellow-
ship" to express to its South African member churches, largely white,
the distress of Christians in the ecumenical movement. His mission

resulted in an invitation to the WCC to send a "high level" ecumeni-

- -------------
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cal delegation to South Africa for a consultation with South African
member churches.

The delegation that went was chaired by Dr. Franklin Clark
Fry, Moderator of the WCC Central Committee. Visser 't Hooft
and seven representatives of WCC member churches made up the
delegation. They met in Cottesloe from December 7 - 14, 1960,
with eight South African member churches, each represented by
delegations of ten leaders. It was a tense and difficult meeting,
despite the desire of both sides to understand the views of the other.
Though they were able to affirm certain common concerns about
"justice as they affect relations among the races of this country", it
was acknowledged that "in the nature of the case the agreements
here recorded do not - and we do not pretend that they do -
represent in full the convictions of the Member Churches".

A year later the third Assembly, meeting in New Delhi, went
beyond previous Assemblies in affirming the need for a stronger
Christian witness on racism, since

the problem of race has become... more acute. The struggle between the old
privileged groups and the new aspiring ones is intensified and extended. The
Christian Church is deeply involved and is called to proclaim its principles with
clarity and act upon them resolutely Where oppression, discrimination and
segregation exist, the churches should identify themselves with the oppressed
race in its struggle to achieve justice. Christians should be ready to lead in this
struggle. The churches also have a duty to the oppressor in a ministry of
education and reconciliation.

A further message was addressed to Christians in South Africa.
The Assembly also "welcomed the establishment of the WCC Sec-
retariat on Racial and Ethnic Relations within the Department on
Church and Society" of which the Rev. Daisuke Kitagawa became
the Secretary.

In 1961 Visser 't Hooft approved the nomination of Dr.
Z.K, Matthews of South Africa to the WCC staff, as Africa Sec-
retary of the WCC Division of Interchurch Aid, Refugee and
World Service. Prof. Matthews quickly became one of the lead-
ers of WCC work on the issue of racism, and one of Visser 't

- .--.--
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Hooft's most trusted advisers. In 1962 the new WCC Secretariat

on Racial and Ethnic Relations began preparations for an "Ecu-
menical Consultation on Christian Practice and Desirable Action
in Social Change and Race Relations in Southern Africa", to be
convened in Kitwe, Zambia, May 25 - June 2, 1964, in co-op-
eration with the South Africa Institute of Race Relations, and the
Mindolo Ecumenical Foundation. Eventually forty-five theolo-
gians and laity from the churches in Southern Africa attended,
along with five staff persons from the WCC, Visser 't Hooft,
Bilheimer, Kitagawa, Matthews, and myself. Among the notable
group of participants was Dr. Eduardo Mondlane, the young
leader of FRELIMO, the Mozambique Liberation Front, who
was preparing to lead his movement in a struggle for the inde-
pendence of Mozambique from Portugal. He was a Christian
layman, with a doctorate in anthropology from Northwestern
University in the U.S., and a former staff person in the United
Nations. He attended the Evanston Assembly in 1954 as a youth
delegate. Visser't Hooft was impressed by the courage of this
young African layman.3 In his Memoirs he writes of this en-
counter with Mondlane:

The urgency and complexity of the problem of violent resistance was brought
home to me... (by this) son of a Mozambique chief who had been educated by
Swiss Reformed missionaries He had come to the conclusion he should give
his whole energy to the cause of the liberation of his people He was very
ready to discuss the moral and spiritual problems with which he was now
confronted. He said that he and his friends had not chosen violence. They
were reacting to a form of oppression which was in fact a form of violence.
At any time they were ready to enter into negotiations with their opponents. I
spoke to him of the dangers of violence. But I did not feel free to condemn his
choice Could we Dutchmen continue to sing our national anthem with its
praise of William the Silent for his commitment to the cause of "removing
tyranny" and say to Mondlane that he was wrong? And had I not approved the
actions of my friends, Dietrich BonhOffer and Adam von Trott, when they had
made a similar choice?.. I was glad that the World Council had shown enough
imagination to make him feel that he belonged fully to the ecumenical family.

JEduardo Mondlane was assassinated in January, 1969.
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Visser 't Hooft was similarly moved by the address ofZ.K. Matthews,
entitled "The Road from Non-Violence to Violence".

in telling his story he showed us the anguish of his own mind. He had
always thought in tenns of non-violence and co-operation. Tohim, as to his
friends LuthuliandXuma, thishad seemedthe Christianway At no time did
Z.K. Matthews advocate the use of force. But he did show that we would
have to consider again what the Christian should be with regard to violence.

Visser't Hooft recalls his own difficulty in speaking to the meeting.

I had the difficult role of speaking on "The Christian's Role in the Transfonning
of Society". I tried to fonnulate the main insights which we had received in the
ecumenical discussion concerning "The Responsible Society". On the race
problem I said, "In our day and generation all men are forced to choose be-
tween two world views, the one according to which the civilization dominated
by the white race must hold the fort and defend its interests at whatever cost

against the other races; the other according to which the world must now
become a multi-racial international society with equality of opportunity for all.
The ecumenical movement had definitely chosen the second world view."

On the question of "resistance and violence" in the struggle for
racial justice, he quoted the position of Calvin and John Knox, and
the Scottish confession of faith (1560), "according to which one of
the good works which Christians are to undertake for the sake of
their neighbours was the defence of the oppressed and the repres-
sion of tyranny." Despite the obvious "dangers of violent resist-
ance... we could not absolutely exclude the possibility that in certain
situations Christians might have to participate in violent resistance."

The Report of the Kitwe Conference, "Christians and Race
Relations in Southern Africa", called attention to the urgent issues
facing the ecumenical movement in relation to (1) the Church and
race relations in southern Africa, (2) justice in the political life of
southern Africa, (3) racial patterns in economic life, (4) social rela-
tions in our racially divided communities. The Executive Commit-
tee of the WCC warmly commended it to the member churches. It
was the beginning of new, determined ecumenical involvement in
the struggle for racial justice in southern Africa.
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The 1996World Conference on Church and Society

As 1have tried to show, between 1948 and 1960, the WCC
grew steadily from an almost exclusively western movement into a
truly world wide community of Christian churches, including most
of the Orthodox churches, and most of the Protestant churches of
Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Latin America, as well as the
churches of the Soviet Union and other countries of eastern Eu-

rope.
The Rapid Social Change study showed that as fast as political

independence came to the countries of the so-called Third World
areas, the Christiansof thesecountries,previouslyorganized as mis-
sion bodies under western missionary leadership, quickly sought
independence. It was then a natural step for them to apply for
membership in the WCC, and become part of the world Christian
community it represents. Thus it was that in the late 50s and early
60s WCC membership grew by leaps and bounds.

- ---
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Thismorecomprehensivemembershipof the wee necessi-
tated a new round of "study" to address the theological-social-ethi-
cal issues and questions which arose within the wee as a result of
its new world wide constituency. Visser't Hooft was pleased with
the proposal brought forward in 1962 by the Church and Society
Department to convene a study conference on "Christians in the
Technical and Social Revolutions of our Time". It was held in

Geneva in July, 1996, and drew people from all over the world.
While Church and Society were the organizers, all WCC depart-
ments were invited to take part in the process of preparing this first
large ecumenical study conference on social issues since Oxford,
1937. Visser 't Hooft chaired the staff planning group, in which all
departments were represented. M.M. Thomas was to chair the con-
ference itself, and I served as organizing secretary. There was a
three-year study process that preceded the conference, and then the
conference itself had 500 participants and it lasted two full weeks,
July 12 - 26, 1966. Two-thirds were lay persons representing a
great variety of political, economic, social and technological voca-
tions and backgrounds. With the support of the General Secretary
we worked out a unique formula for defining the authority of the
conference: it would have the freedom to present its findings to the
WCC, leaving to the Central Committee and the Fourth Assembly
in 1968, the power to evaluate the results.

Geneva '66 was undoubtedly the most creative and controver-
sial conference on social issues which the WCC had convened.

Some of the presentations from lay and theological leaders, and
from youth, provoked much controversy, and there were attacks in
conservative publications on "The Gospel of Revolution - What
the World Council of Churches is Preaching". In his report to the
wce Executive Committee Visser 't Hooft described the meeting
as a "remarkable pedagogical experience". By 1968, the year of the
youth revolts in the U.S., France and elsewhere, it was apparent
that the conference had in fact anticipated the social discontent of
this revolutionary period. In its "Evaluation of the World Confer-
ence" the Uppsala Assembly declared:
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The main reaction of the Assembly can be only to express gratitude for this
comprehensive panorama of socio-ethical thinking, which has already evoked
response all over the world and which will continue to have considerable influ-
ence The important point now is for the member churches to calT)' out these
fmdings.

It was pure chance that Visser 't Hooft was stiJIleading the
WCC at the time of the Conference, as the Centtal Committee had
been unable to agree in 1964 on his successor. No one else in the
leadership of the Council at that time had the experience, judgement
and world social vision which enabled him to guide and give direc-
tion to the preparation and realization ofthe Conference. It was the
last of his many contributions to the development of the ecumenical
movement to which he had devoted his entire working life.

- ----
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Reviews

IS IT A LOST CAUSE?
Having The Heart of God
For the Church's Children
by Marva J. Dawn
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1997 255pp $23.75

Over the last fifteenyears I have
prepared and led more Baptism
Preparation classes for parents than
I care to count. One question that I
always askof the parentswho come
to present their children for Bap-
tism is, "What has motivated you
to come to the Church for this rite?

Why do you want your child bap-
tized?" The answers range from the
superstitious"Toprotectmy daugh-
ter incase anythinghappenstoher",
to the pragmatic "I want my son to
grow up with goodvalues, and have
a respect for the Church." Marva
Dawn would affinn neither of these
reasons. Instead she challenges the
Church to create a generation of
people who live and act radically
differently from the rest of the
world.

She begins by describing, in
some detail, the weaknesses of so-
ciety as she perceives them. She
laments the lack of a serious work
ethic, the inability of children to
concentrate and study, the incipi-
ent boredom that is brought to the
classroom and Sunday School,

moral laxity, and lack of manners.
She anguishes over the post-mod-
em world's lack of faith; the con-
stant demand for entertainment,
even in worship; and the relativism
that denies any certainties or truth.
But she does not think "Christian-
ity is powerless to influence... the
culture around us and to enable our
children to find a different way
from its madness and meaningless-
ness, violence and valuelessness."
In order to do so, however, she
claims that the Church needs to
have "the heart of God" (p. 29).

Dawn tells us that the heart of
God is revealed in a number of
ways: through Scripture, "the high-
est authority for knowing the heart
of God for ourselves and our chil-
dren" (p. 33); and through the
Church, insofar as it acts as a par-
allel and alternative society.
Churches, she claims, must be bib-
lically fonned, both rebuking and
holding accountable its members
of all ages, with everyone taking
responsibility for raising children
in the faith. Worship is central to
faith development, and she sug-
gests many ways that children and
youth can be taught to be involved
in the worship life of the congre-
gation - not by making services
easier or more entertaining, but by
teaching our youngest members
how and why we glorify God, con-
vinced that "if we teach them the
beauty and truth, the meaning and
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purpose of what we do in worship.
they become more involved and
feel more at home in the church"
(p. 83). She also asks the impor-
tant question, "What kind of peo-
ple are our worship services
forming?"(p.81 ).

Ministers and youth workers
are exhorted to be pastors, with the
care of souls taking priority over
planningprograms. It iscrucial that
the leadershipof the Church spends
time in prayer and study on a daily
basis.

MarvaDawnisequallydemand-
ing of parents, challenging them to
spend more time with their chil-
dren. She somewhatnaively claims
that "before conception became a
matter of choice, children were
more often received as a gift, and
life was devoted to raising them"
(p. 108). Of course, many parents
spend less time interacting with
their children than is ideal, but I
think that thathas always been true.
She may have grown up in a home
where parents were particularly
devoted, but there were also large
families in that idealized past in
which the parents were much too
exhausted merely keeping bodies
clothed and fed to do much for the
soul. While most of us would agree
that the role of parents is crucial
to the teaching of Christian values,
and that it takes a greatdeal of time,
talking over the day's events, tell-
ing stories, and singing together, it

is not always easy for parents to do
so in our high-pressured, fast-
paced society. I wish Dawn had
expressed a little more sympathy,
and a lot less judgment.

I think there are some helpful
sections in this book: for example,
when she speaks of ways to teach
parts of the liturgy to children, and
when she encourages Christian
stewardship and tithing from a very
young age. I don't however think
that we need to throw out our TV

sets, or refuse to show any kind of
video, in order to shield our chil-
dren from the evils of this world.
Surely we serve them better by
teaching discernment, rather than
forbidding all that might be danger-
ous. Dawn's reaction to the media
leads her into a discussion of her
concern with graphic violence. and
explicit sexual behaviour on TV or
in movies - a logical tangent -
but then she throws in the subject
of homosexuality in a way that I
found disturbing. She mentions a
number of times that she has many
homosexual friends, but I was left
thinking that with friends like her,
who needs enemies?

The format of the book. with
each chapter beginning with a
hymn and ending with a series of
questions, wears a little thin; espe-
cially since so many of the ques-
tions are worded in such a way as
almost to dare the reader to dis-

agree. There is an overall tone of

--- - - -- - -- -- - - -- ----
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self-righteousness that I found be-
gan to obscure some of the useful
ideas that she put forth. Possibly
this is a book better read and dis-
cussed in a group than on one's
own.

- Rose Ferries

SUSANNAWESLEY:
THE COMPLETE
WRITINGS
Edited by Charles Wallace, Jr.
New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997. $96.50

"Dear Suky.Youknowvery well
how I love you," Susanna Wesley
wrote to her fifteen-year-old
daughter in 1709,when a devastat-
ing fireat the EpworthRectorytem-
porarily separated her from her
nine children. "I love your body,"
she continued, "and do earnestly
beseech Almighty God to bless it
with health and all things necessary
for comfort and support in this
world. But my tenderest regard is
for your immortal soul and for its
immortal happiness; which regard
I cannot better express than by en-
deavouring to instill in your mind
those principles of knowledge and
virtue that are absolutely necessary
in order to your leading a good life
here, which is the only thing that
can infallibly secure your happi-
ness hereafter." Such are the con-

cerns of a mother, a pastor, and a

theologian, three roles which
Susanna Wesley combined
throughout her long life, as she
worried about her children's mate-

rial and spiritual welfare, penned
theological treatises for their edi-
fication, or entered the lists against
the Calvinist doctrine of predesti-
nation. In the midst of thedemands
of a large household, and con-
stantly plagued by concerns over
finances and ill health, she made
time to read voraciously, and to
write prodigiously, always linking
the practical with the theoretical
into a dynamic system of "practi-
cal divinity". Yet,though we know
something about thewritings of her
Anglican clergyman husband,
Samuel, and a great deal about the
life and thought of her two famous
sons, John and Charles, the found-
ers of Methodism, the thought and
life of this fascinating and articu-
late woman have never received the
attention they deserve.

Thanks, however, to the sensi-
tive and informed editing of
Charles Wallace, Jr., University
Chaplain and Associate Professor
of Religion at Williamette Univer-
sity, we now have access to all her
surviving writings. In this defini-
tive, carefully annotated collec-
tion, encompassing over five hun-
dred pages, Susanna Wesley, long
known only as the "mother of
Methodism", emerges from de-
nominational mythology to take
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her rightful place as a practical
theologian andeducator in constant
dialogue not only with her family,
but also with major inteIlectual
currents in her time. Although most
of her literary output has appeared
since her death in 1742 at age sev-
enty-three, much of it suffered at
the hands of zealous Victorian edi-
tors and published in obscure, long
defunct, periodicals. For this rea-
son, argues Wallace, and given the
current interest in recovering
women's voices, the time was ripe
for a presentation of her collected
writings.

Readers with an interest in
Methodism and those in women's
studies will be delighted with
Wallace's approach. A former stu-
dent of Methodist historian, Frank
Baker, and author of a number of
articles on women's studies, in-
cluding one in collaboration with
Canadianscholar,the late Elizabeth
Hart, brings a wealth of knowledge
to bear upon his task. (Touchstone
readers are reminded of a short
survey of Susanna Wesley's life
and thought found in Elizabeth
Hart's "Susanna Annesley-Wesley
- An Able Divine", published in
Touchstone,May, 1988,pp. 4 - 12).
Drawing on the insights of recent
Methodist, feminist, theological,
and literary scholarship, he offers
a multi-dimensional approach
which never distorts or patronizes,
but alwaysdeepens the reader's un-
derstanding of Wesley and her his-
torical context.

-- - ----

Rather than taking a chrono-
logical approach, the book is given
shape by three genres which have
featured prominently in women's
writings: letters, journals, and es-
says, the latter grouped as "educa-
tional, catechetical, and controver-
sial writings". In each of these sec-
tions, there emerge intimate details
of household and family affairs,
new facets of Wesley's complex
personality, and a compelling pic-
ture of a theological common
sense, which is never hesitant but
always authoritative. Just how
great her stamp was on the thought
of John and Charles, in particular
on their understanding of the doc-
trine and practice of Christian per-
fection, can now finally be ascer-
tained. As Wallace has noted in his
preface, "Many men in the church
and the academy (myself included)
would have to admit that we are
'haunted by women' - and wiIl
continue to be until we give real
women,not idealized or demonized
projections, their due." Thanks to
this superb coIlection, Methodist
scholars wiIl indeed"be haunted by
women", for they nowhave in hand
a tool which may well revise our
understanding of the roots of
Methodism. One can only hope
that, given the prohibitive cost, a
paperback edition will soon be
made available to the wide and di-
verse readers which this book
would otherwise assuredly attract.

- Marguerite Van Die

- -- --
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STORY OF A STORM:
The Ecumenical Student
Movement in the Thrmoil
of Revolution,
1968 to 1973.
By Risto Lehtonen
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1998. xxiv + 360 pp. $30.95

The history of the World Stu-
dent Christian Federation (WSCF)
is only one slice of the modern
Christian ecumenical movement,
which is itself only a fragment of
the history of the century just end-
ing. Yet the slice of the fragment
is immensely important, both in its
own right and for its windows into
the cultural history of our times.
Risto Lehtonen, a Finnish Lutheran
leader, here gives a first-hand re-
port on the WSCF for the brief pe-
riod (a smaIl slice of a slice) when
he was General Secretary, 1968 to
1973.

There was a time when thecrea-
tivity of the WSCF gave it a mar-
vellous mystique. It is actually
much older than the World Coun-
cil of Churches (WCC). Emerg-
ing out of the Student Volunteer
Movement (dating from 1888).and
the YMand YWCA, itwas founded
in 1895. Thus it preceded the In-
ternational Missionary Council,
the Life and Work Movement, and

the Faith and Order Movement,
which led to the formation of the
WCe. The history of the WSCF
sparkles with great names: John R
Mott, William Temple, Dietrich
BonhOffer, Suzanne de Dietrich,
T.Z. Koo, D.T. Niles, K.H. Ting,
M.M. Thomas, and of course
Visser 't Hooft. After 1911 it in-
cluded Orthodox students and
maintained close relations with
Roman Catholic groups. But it was
not able to keep the loyalties of
conservative evangelicals, who
split off in 1910 and formed the
International FeIlowship of Evan-
gelical Students.

From a distance I have puzzled
at reports of the "bitter ideologi-
cal struggle which devastated the
WSCF between 1969and 1973.As
a result, the influence of the Stu-
dent Christian Movement as an ac-
tive contributor to international
ecumenical social thought, which
has been substantialfor many years,
virtuaIly disappeared" (Hans van
der Bent, Commitment to God's
Work: A Concise Survey of Ecu-
menical Social Thought [Geneva:
WCC Publications, 1995]). Now
Risto Lehtonen has published the
first detailed account of those
events. After sketching the earlier
history of the WSCF, he focuses
in on the period of "the storm". The
student "rebellions" which shook
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many societies,andeven somegov-
ernments, shook also the churches
and the student movements.

Youth around the world found
much to provoke their rebellion.
Though varying from country to
country, the targets included war
and militarism, racism, political
corruption and tyranny, economic
oppression, male domination, and
various entrenched powers. The
New Left, as it was commonly
called in North America, found it
easier to erupt in anger than to build
new structures.

In 1968Lehtonen became Gen-
eral Secretary, and Richard Shaull
of the U.S. became Chair, of the
WSCF. The two were sometimes

able to co-operate, but frequently
met in an adversarial relationship.
Soon a polarization of two groups
appeared. As Lehtonen describes
events, the "pluralistic reformers"
tried to maintain qualities that had
characterized the Federation from
the beginning: the rooting in Chris-
tian community, and openness to
diverse views. The other group
pursuedan "apocalypticrevolution-
ary vision", a single-minded ideol-
ogy, often tinged with Marxist or
Maoist rhetoric. For a time a truce
seemed workable, with each group
accepting a role within the Federa-
tion. Any such arrangement was
complicated by the differing out-

looks of students in various parts
of the world. One of the strength
of Lehtonen's book is its attention
to the concerns of students in Asia
and Africa. He also laments the
ending in 1970 of co-operation
with the World Union of Jewish
Students.

The history is extremely com-
plex, far too intricate to summa-
rize here. In included apparent
truces, then renewed conflicts.
Rapprochement seemed to prom-
ise success, then crashed in fail-
ure. The supporting Student Chris-
tian Movements (SCMs) in several
countries collapsed. The Execu-
tive Committee, meeting in Japan
in 1971, voted down proposals of
the "revolutionaries", but the lat-
ter continued to manoeuvre for ad-
vantage. At the Assembly in Ethio-
pia in December-January, 1972-3.
both Lehtonen and Shaull withdrew
as candidates for re-election, and
new officers took over. But by this
time the organization was in such
chaos it had lost most of the loyal-
ties and organizational supports of
its influential years.

In telling this story Lehtonen is
highly aware of thedangers of writ-
ing history as an exercise in self-
vindication. He makes clear his
own judgments, but goes to great
pains to represent his adversaries
fairly, and to state their positions
in their own terms. In matters of

----
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controversy he seeks out the evi- 
dence, usually documentary, that 
supports his narrative, including his 
interpretation. 

We do not question the sincer- 
ity of the various parties to the con- 
troversy, but we can't help note 
some conspicuous ironies. How 
could an anti-hierarchical ideology 
support such ideological authori- 
tarianism? How could anybody in- 
voke Marxism to support doctri- 
naire anti-institutionalism? How 
could polemicists be so naive as to 
make Maoism a symbol of a just 
society? How could a "popular" 
uprising be so elitist? In the inter- 
ests of fairness we could welcome 
the stories of the various partici- 
pants in those events, if they were 
to tell them with anything ap- 
proaching the respect for factual 
evidence and the rigorous thinking 
of Lehtonen's book. His report is 
an indispensable contribution to an 
understanding of "the storm". 
Those who challenge it will have 
to take account of the evidence. 

A final question, going beyond 
this book, concerns the more re- 
cent history of the WSCF. An or- 
ganization - some would say a 
shadow organization - still exists. 
In 1995 it marked the centennial 
of the WSCF, setting out to raise 
an endowment of a million dollars 
to undergird the movement. Sen- 
ior Friends of the organization con- 
tributed to the fund, some with en- 
thusiasm, some of us with a hope 
tinged with skepticism. Then, at the 
meeting of the Executive Commit- 
tee on January 29,1997, the Chair, 
Vice Chair, and Treasurer of the 
WSCFsubmitted their resignations 
in protest against the "desmctive 
dynamics which are now operating 
throughout this Executive Com- 
mittee". I lack the information to 
make any judgments on the merits 
of the conflict, least of all to as- 
sess credit and blame. But I am 
compelled to ask whether the vi- 
rus of self-destruction still lingers 
in the body of the WSCF and, on 
occasion, seeps into the WCC. 

- Roger L. Shim 
---- ------ 


