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EDITORIAL 

 

1968 

This year marks fifty years since the tumultuous occurrences of 1968, 

including the assassinations of Marin Luther King Jr. and Robert 

Kennedy, and the burning inner cities in the U.S. It was the year of the 

Tet Offensive, and the beginning of the end of U.S. confidence in the 

possibility of victory in the Viet Nam War. It was the year of the Prague 

Spring and of the Soviet invasion that snuffed it out. It was the year that 

students were pulling up the paving stones in Paris and hurling them at 

the riot police.  

I was a student in Edinburgh in 1967-8, and, after the academic 

term was over, my wife and I were travelling in Britain and on the 

continent. It was en route that we heard news of these shocking events. 

Days after Kennedy’s assassination we were in Stratford, and attended 

the Royal Shakespeare Theatre’s production of Julius Caesar. We were 

not alone in experiencing an extraordinary resonance that day. We 

wondered if our civilization would survive.  

1968 was also the year that Karl Barth died, and that the 

Evangelical United Brethren of the Canada Conference united with the 

United Church of Canada. It was also the year that the United Church 

General Council adopted “A New Creed,” an affirmation of faith that has 

been almost universally accepted in congregations of the United Church, 

and that is used in other denominations interntionally.  

When the Touchstone editorial board noted the several half-

century anniversaries that were coming along in 2018, it decided to 

gather them up under the banner of 1968. All our articles connect in some 

way to that fateful year. Mark Lempke leads off the number with an 

overview article on “How the Sixties Changed North American 

Spirituality,” noting shifts not only in the larger culture but also in the 

United Church and other mainline denominations.  

Jason Byassee offers us a distinctive portrait of Martin Luther 

King, reminding us that King was nothing if not a Christian preacher. Our 

“From the Heart” column is by Touchstone Board member Adam Kilner, 

who connects the legacy of MLK with the controversial witness of 

professional football player Colin Kaepernick.  

Amy Marga, whose feminist appreciation of Martin Luther 

enriched our Luther anniversary number (June 2017), reflects on the 

legacy of Karl Barth. Starting from the perspective of the turbulent 

sixties, she traces Barth’s more radical contributions, while 

acknowledging his more evidently traditional expressions of faith. KB 

turns up also in a piece by Richard Topping, who asks, “Does Biblical 

Interpretation Have a Prayer?” Topping considers three of the major 

approaches to biblical interpretation over the last half century, approaches 
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that seem to remove the “Holy” from Holy Scripture, and argues that 

there is a certain absurdity in reading the Bible as if its signal identity 

were not as a record of divine revelation. He derives his intriguing title 

from Barth’s insistence that prayer should always precede exegesis.   

“A New Creed” was adopted by the General Council of the 

United Church of Canada after the then Committee on Christian Faith 

had worked on the text throughout most of 1968. It has been revised on 

two occasions since, first to make the language more inclusive, and later 

to add a new line reflecting concern about the integrity of creation. This 

line, “To live with respect in Creation,” resulted from consultation with 

Indigenous members of the Church, most notably former moderator Stan 

McKay. In our article on the Creed, Foster Freed offers a reflection on its 

influence in the church and in his own life as a seeker and as a pastor.    

Our Profile is on Emerson Hallman, the last Canada Conference 

superintendent of the Evangelical United Brethren (EUB), and the 

individual most responsible for negotiating the union of the Canada 

Conference and the United Church. The author of the profile is Diane 

Walker, who until last year exercised a long-term ministry in a former 

EUB congregation in the Niagara Peninsula.  

Our usual five book reviews round out this number. 

Before ending, I should report that the Luther’s Legacies 

conference announced on our insert pages seems to have been an 

outstanding success. Oral and written evaluations were very positive, and 

the expression “exceeded expectation” comes to mind. Varied and 

stimulating presentations, worshipful liturgy, and the joy of singing 

characterized the event. Some participants asked whether there could be 

an annual theological conference like this. It was especially gratifying 

that three of us on the current Touchstone board offered papers—Rob 

Fennell, Harold Wells, and I—as well as senior board member 

Marguerite van Die.  

I have spent a good deal of the last eighteen months reading 

about Luther and reading Luther. It has been worthwhile! 

 

Peter Wyatt 



 

 

HOW THE SIXTIES SHIFTED NORTH AMERICAN 

SPIRITUALITY 

by Mark A. Lempke 

 
In July of 1968, a year of profound political and spiritual crisis, Christian 

leaders from around the world gathered in Uppsala, Sweden, to attend the 

septennial assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC). Far more 

than in previous gatherings, the Westerners who had founded, and 

hitherto guided, the WCC, were there to listen, rather than lead. James 

Baldwin, the African-American novelist, confessed to the assemblage 

that “because I was born in a Christian culture, I never considered myself 

to be totally a free human being.”
1
 Other voices included those of 

Barbara Ward, the economist of the developing world; Robert Gardiner, 

an Anglican of West African origin; and Kenneth Kaunda, the president 

of Zambia. Collectively, they called on the West to denounce colonialism, 

war in Indochina, racism, and the Western dominance of the world 

economy. “Centres of power control human life for good or evil,” 

concluded the official report from the gathering. "For the sake of the new 

humanity, the powerless must execute power.”
2
 Baldwin Sjollema, of the 

WCC’s Programme to Combat Racism, reflected on Uppsala’s 

significance by noting that its lesson was that “Christians could no longer 

live between the fortified walls of their churches, but had to cooperate 

with the much wider oikoumene of the whole inhabited earth.”
3
    

 This essay ponders the difficulties of imparting prophetic 

messages such as these to the wider North American Christendom during 

the social changes of the 1960s. The WCC delegates from North America 

were part of a cultural, moral, and often political elite spreading across 

the wide expanse of mainline Protestantism. This included, among many 

others, Bishop Ralph Dean of Canada’s Anglican Church, U.S. 

Presbyterian Eugene Carson Blake (who was also the WCC’s General 

                                                 
1
 James Baldwin, “White Racism or World Community?” in Unity of Mankind: 

Speeches from the Fourth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, 

Uppsala, 1968, ed. Albert H. van Heuvel (Geneva: World Council of 

Churches, 1969), 50. 
2
 Uppsala Speaks: Section Reports of the Fourth Assembly of the World Council 

of Churches, 1968 (Geneva: Friendship Press, 1968), 30. 
3
 Quoted in Jill K. Gill, Embattled Ecumenism: The National Council of 

Churches, the Vietnam War, and the Trials of the Protestant Left (DeKalb: 

Northern Illinois University Press, 2011), 145.  For an account of this 

meeting from a Canadian perspective, see Chapter 8 of Phyllis Airhart, A 

Church with the Soul of a Nation: Making and Remaking the United Church 

of Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press), 2014. 
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Secretary at the time), and even a pair of lay Methodists in the United 

States Congress: George McGovern and John Brademas.
4
 Although these 

figures were well known across the landscape of American Christianity, 

perhaps the most prominent name in Uppsala was notable not by his 

participation, but by his tragic absence. Martin Luther King, Jr. was 

scheduled as the keynote speaker at the 1968 WCC assembly until an 

assassin’s bullet snuffed out his life that April. 

 King’s influential ministry was a reminder of how strongly the 

civil rights movement had changed religious engagement and religious 

leadership in North America. King himself had moved from an 

integrationist and reformist model of social equality to a more systemic, 

and ultimately confrontational understanding of his country and its role in 

the world.
5
 In the spring before his death, he burned bridges with the 

Johnson administration, delivering a fiery sermon at New York’s 

Riverside Church, the unofficial citadel of the mainline Protestant 

establishment. There, he denounced his country as the “greatest purveyor 

of violence in the world today.”
6
 King’s pursuit of justice had further 

expanded to address the endemic underemployment and underpayment of 

black workers. Indeed, King’s very presence in Memphis at the time of 

his death was to attend to a civil rights issue steeped in economic 

discrimination. He was in town to help a heavily black group of janitors 

organize themselves into a labour union. 

 King’s understanding of sin as collective and participatory was 

increasingly shared among mainline Protestant leadership. As church 

historian James Smylie wrote, during these years elite ecclesial 

leadership eschewed their historic role as “preservers of culture” to 

become “transformers of culture.”
7
 The institutional churches’ turn 

                                                 
4
 I explore McGovern’s role in Uppsala, particularly his handling of barbed 

criticisms against the United States in Mark A. Lempke, My Brother’s 

Keeper: George McGovern and Progressive Christianity (Amherst: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2017), 59-62. 
5
 This shift is manifested in Martin Luther King, Jr., Where Do We Go from 

Here? Chaos or Community (New York: Harper & Row, 1968). 
6
 Martin Luther King, Jr., “Beyond Vietnam,” Riverside Church, New York 

City, April 4, 1967. The text may be found at 

http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_beyo

nd_vietnam/.  
7
 James Smylie, “Church Growth and Decline in Historical Perspective,” in 

Understanding Church Growth and Decline, 1950-1979, ed. Dean R. Hoge 

and David A. Roozen (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1978), 76-82. 

http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_beyond_vietnam/
http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_beyond_vietnam/
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toward more overt social activism was premised on their finite, but 

tangible, success during the civil rights movement in the United States. In 

addition to the pivotal role played by historically black churches, the 

country’s foremost denominations followed the freedom struggle’s call to 

tackle the laws, customs, and prejudices that allowed racial inequality to 

persist. Blake had successfully integrated the national Presbyterian staff, 

and had represented the National Council of Churches at the March on 

Washington in 1963.
8
 In Jackson, Mississippi, a white and a black 

Methodist bishop, James Mathews and Charles Golden respectively, 

attempted to attend an Easter Sunday service together, only to be rebuffed 

by ushers.
9
 Fully half of all letters addressed to Congress supporting the 

civil rights movement were written on behalf of a religious organization 

of some kind.
10

 By committing themselves thusly, these religious leaders 

forsook the liberal belief in the triumph of reason in favor of the 

prophetic tradition.
11 

 

Seeking Social Relevance 

Church leaders’ eager affinity for social movements was partly an 

attempt to navigate a culture that was growing ever more secular. As 

Harvey Cox explained in his landmark Secular City, “secular” did not 

necessarily mean irreligious or profane. Rather, a secular culture was 

distinguished by “the turning of [humanity’s] attention away from other 

worlds and toward this one,” rejecting the metaphysical and the 

speculative.
12

 Religion could only assert its relevance by its activity 

within the world. Increasingly, as in Quebec’s Quiet Revolution, the state 

was assuming the responsibilities of social uplift, education, and 

                                                 
8
 Theodore A. Gill, Jr., “Journey of the WCC and PC (USA): ‘A Drama with a 

Cast of Thousands,’” Journal of Presbyterian History 84, No. 2 (Fall/Winter, 

2006): 144. 
9
 James Mathews, A Global Odyssey: The Autobiography of James K. Mathews 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000), 291.  
10

 James F. Findlay, Jr., Church People in the Struggle: The National Council of 

Churches and the Black Freedom Movement (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1993), 56. 
11

 This phenomenon is explored in David Chappell, A Stone of Hope: Prophetic 

Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2004), 1-104.  
12

 Harvey Cox, The Secular City: Secularization and Urbanization in 

Theological Perspective (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965, 2013), 

21. 
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humanitarian reform that had once been the church’s province. This 

secular impulse gave the North American churches a greater freedom to 

engage in the work of a broader and more countercultural vision of 

justice than electoral politics could address. Yet it also gave more 

conservative and traditional Christians the language to reject these far-

reaching social crusades. Already, the religious literature from the 

postwar years saw the literati of North American Christianity fret over 

the lethargic, consumerist discipleship of the “comfortable pew.” Others 

lamented the “suburban captivity” of the Church, the hedges and cul-de-

sacs cutting their flocks off from the larger Body of Christ.
13

 Yet, 

suburban cultural life was no passive, idyllic disengagement. Kevin 

Kruse, in his history of white flight, defines this retreat to the suburbs as 

a deliberate “mass migration” intended to avoid integration, constituting 

what he characterizes as “secession” from the multicultural city.
14

  

 The tumult surrounding the Second Vatican Council similarly 

challenged the practice of Catholicism in North America. In a universal 

church, Mass might now be spoken in English in Ottawa and in French in 

Quebec City. The Council also opened the doors to greater lay 

involvement in the Church, often with unanticipated results. In Chicago, 

the city’s Catholic hierarchy strongly supported open housing while 

fearing that the freedom movement’s disruptive and inconvenient 

marches for integration would erode the laity’s shaky commitment to 

racial justice.
15

 The marches, as one Chicago priest opined, would not 

“eliminate prejudice, segregation or discontent from the public life of 

Chicago or the private consciences of its citizens.”
16

 Instead, white 

Catholic Chicagoans took to the streets themselves in protest of open 

housing. King, no stranger to racial animus, remarked that he had “"never 

seen as much hatred and hostility on the part of so many people” as he 

                                                 
13

 The pivotal books in this genre include, in addition to Harvey Cox’s work, 

Gibson Winter, The Suburban Captivity of the Churches (New York: 

Macmillan, 1962); Peter L. Berger, The Noise of Solemn Assemblies (New 

York: Doubleday, 1961); and Pierre Berton, The Comfortable Pew (Toronto: 

McClelland and Stewart, 1965). 
14

 Kevin Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 8. 
15

 Karen Johnson, “Religion in the Chicago Freedom Movement,” American 

Historical Association meeting, Denver, CO, 7 January  2017. 
16

 Daniel Cantwell, “Letter to the Editors,” Commonweal, 16 December 1966. 
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did among the white population of Chicago.

17
 In seeking to preserve their 

neighbourhood’s religious and ethnic character, many Catholics 

knowingly ran afoul of church social teachings.  

 Similarly, the Catholic Church seemed at war with itself over 

Vietnam. Although radicals such as the Berrigan brothers are often the 

figures most associated with antiwar Catholicism, the lived reality often 

struck closer to home. The Church’s official stance counselled 

negotiations between the warring parties, but for many Americans, 

debates over the war resembled the family dynamics described in James 

Carroll’s memoir, An American Requiem. Carroll, a young Catholic priest 

in the 1960s, found himself understanding both his faith and its relation 

to public life in ways that were manifestly at odds with his father, an air 

force general working for the FBI. Carroll recalled the tensions between 

his father’s Catholicism, premised on duty and sacrifice, clashing with 

his own generation’s commitment to individual conscience and prayerful 

dissent.
18 

 The tenuous relationship between Church teaching and lay 

practice was tested further by Pope Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae vitae. 

Months before, the pontiff’s own commission on birth control seemed 

prepared to affirm the use of birth control pills for married women, 

granting the laity a greater reproductive autonomy. Instead, the encyclical 

reaffirmed the sinful nature of artificial birth control just as the pill was 

becoming more accessible and commercially viable. Consequently, the 

pope made a decision that many rank and file Catholics could not abide.
19

 

As one young priest in Baltimore told his superior, “I find it increasingly 

difficult to give direction in the confessional when the only solution I can 

propose is one that I do not completely accept myself.” Even some 

corners of ecclesial leadership bristled at the decision. The Canadian 

Council of Catholic Bishops issued its Winnipeg Statement in 1968, 

which seemed to give cover to those who, in good conscience, disagreed 

                                                 
17

 Quoted in James Ralph, Northern Protest: Martin Luther King, Jr., Chicago, 

and the Civil Rights Movement (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1993), 123. 
18

 See James Carroll, An American Requiem: God, My Father, and the War that 

Came between Us (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1996). 
19

 Leslie Woodcock Tentler, Catholics and Contraception: An American History 

(Cornell, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), 264-80, and Frances Kissling, 

“How the Vatican Almost Embraced Birth Control,” Mother Jones May/June 

2010, http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2010/04/catholic-church-vatican-

bishops-birth-control/.  

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2010/04/catholic-church-vatican-bishops-birth-control/
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2010/04/catholic-church-vatican-bishops-birth-control/
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with the decision.

20
 Of course, Humanae vitae was also at loggerheads 

with a growing feminist movement sweeping North America that 

embraced the idea of a woman’s sovereignty over her body as a non-

negotiable tenet. Taken as a whole, nearly everyone, whatever their 

politics, had an opportunity to resist following where the Church led on 

one issue or another. 

 At the crux of these changes was a profound cultural shift that 

privileged authenticity and identity, perhaps at the expense of tradition, 

trust, and community. As Andrew Hartman notes in his recent history of 

the culture wars, marginalized groups now stressed a greater appreciation 

of one’s own distinctiveness, and pride in one’s own history. Corky 

Gonzales, Martha Shelley, and Mulauna Karenga all brilliantly 

articulated new group identities, often in diasporadic and anti-colonial 

ways that cut against Anglo-American hegemony.
21

 In Canada, these 

same tendencies manifested themselves in the growing urgency of 

indigenous rights. Having only received the unconditional right to vote in 

Canadian elections in 1960, Canada’s First Nations joined the global anti-

colonial struggle in their growing politicization and cultural confidence. 

United Church minister John Snow, in his diligent work in the Stoney 

Reserve, synthesized his pastoral calling with the endangered cultural 

practices of his people.
22

 Increasingly, to be Christian in North America 

no longer meant an adherence to Euro-American culture. 

 While the sixties’ impact on North America is usually construed 

to pertain to the United States, its neighbour to the north was no less 

altered by these changes. While the United States at least enjoyed a fairly 

consistent prosperity throughout the decade, Canada weathered an 

economic crisis that placed the value of the Canadian dollar at a deep 

discount to the U.S. dollar. A massive transit strike hurt the profitability 

and reputation of the otherwise successful Expo 67 in Montreal, as the 

existing fissures of Quebec nationalism deepened. Indeed, the debate 

over Canada’s flag, and whose understanding of Canada would prevail on 

                                                 
20

 Canadian Bishops’ Statement on the Encyclical “Humanae vitae,” 26 

September 1968. 
21

 Andrew Hartman, A War for the Soul of America: A History of the Culture 

Wars (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 19. 
22

 For perhaps the best account of Snow’s ministry, see James Treat, Around the 

Sacred Fire: Native Religious Activism in the Red Power Era (New York: 

Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 183-99. 
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and under its banner, had exposed larger cultural fault lines.

23
 The 

Trudeau government’s declaration that Canada would become officially 

bilingual seemed to signal a wider turn to pluralism amidst the tremors. 

As evangelical historian par excellence Mark Noll argues, this shift 

presaged a Canada where multiculturalism superseded a religiosity long 

held in common within the Dominion.
24 

 The questioning of authority, the search for authenticity, and 

affinity for the marginalized reached a confluence in the churches’ stance 

on the Vietnam War. If the war was a contentious matter among 

Catholics, pastoral action over Vietnam nearly rent America’s mainline 

churches. In the United States, two major ecumenical organizations, the 

National Council of Churches and the Fellowship of Reconciliation, had 

staked out positions in favour of a negotiated withdrawal of United States 

forces only two years after the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. Even Time 

magazine noted that a shift had taken place: “civil rights is old hat. Now 

the area in which clergymen are seeking to prove the contemporary 

relevance of Christianity is foreign policy.”
25 

 Even as religious voices opposed to the Vietnam War met with 

President Johnson, others engaged in public and highly contentious acts 

of civil disobedience.
26

 William Sloane Coffin, the colourful Yale 

chaplain, was indicted for aiding draft resistance, while others took part 

in the Clergy and Laity Concerned about Vietnam (CALCAV) 

organization that brought civil rights organizing techniques into the 

antiwar mainstream.
27

 These acts of dissent were often led by what 

Harvey Cox described as the “new breed” of social activist clergy. 

Whereas church leaders were characterized in earlier times as pious 

bores, they were now typecast as “leading protest marches, standing in 

                                                 
23

 See A.B. Fraser, “A Canadian Flag for Canada,” Journal of Canadian Studies 

25 (1991): 64-79. 
24

 Mark Noll, “What Happened to Christian Canada?” Church History 75, No. 2 

(June, 2006): 258. 
25

 “Churches: Speaking out on Foreign Policy,” Time, 30 July 1965.  
26

 Jill K. Gill, “Peace is not the Absence of War, but the Presence of Justice: The 

National Council of Churches’ Reaction and Response to the Vietnam War, 

1965-1972,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1996, 262-70. 
27

 Theodore Gill, 144. The history of CALCAV is the central focus of Mitchell 

Hall, Because of Their Faith: CALCAV and Religious Opposition to the 

Vietnam War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990).  
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picket lines, or organizing debates on Viet-Nam.”

28
 Many laypersons who 

were privately opposed to the war were critical of the politicization of the 

pulpit. By the early 1970s, fifty-six percent of laity were polled as 

believing that churches should not take stands on social issues, leaving 

such decisions to individuals.
29 

 Evangelicals seemed to address social issues of the 1960s with a 

good deal of distance and disapproval. The neo-evangelical movement 

led by Billy Graham, Carl Henry, and others disassociated itself from 

obscurantist fundamentalism to create a more intellectually vibrant and 

culturally engaged form of evangelicalism. Nevertheless, their movement 

subtly posited a message friendly to free enterprise and an ethic of 

personal responsibility, ideas consonant with conservatism in the 

ascendant Sun Belt.
30

 Christianity Today, the fulcrum of the movement’s 

print culture, covered the freedom struggle and latter-day social 

movements with caution, frowning on Jim Crow, but more often fretting 

about inner-city riots and campus chaos. Although a tiny minority of 

young evangelicals such as Jim Wallis, Richard Mouw, and Richard 

Pierard aligned with the antiwar movement or the New Left, the 

overwhelming majority of their co-religionists hearkened to Richard 

Nixon’s language of the Silent Majority.
31

 American evangelicals felt an 

affinity for Nixon’s masterful use of civil religion and patriotic pageantry, 

and often seemed flattered when the president invited their most eminent 

pastors to preside over church services in the White House.
32 

                                                 
28

 Harvey Cox, “The ‘New Breed’ in American Churches: Sources of Social 

Activism in American Religion,” Daedalus 96, No. 1 (Winter1967): 137. 
29

 Harold Quinley, The Prophetic Clergy: Social Activism among Protestant 

Ministers (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1974), 8. 
30

 David R. Swartz, Moral Minority: The Evangelical Left in an Age of 

Conservatism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 14-17; 

as well as Steven P. Miller, Billy Graham and the Rise of the Republican 

South (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009); and Darren 

Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sun Belt: Plain-Folk Religion, Grassroots 

Politics, and the Rise of Evangelical Conservatism (New York: W.W. 

Norton, 2011). 
31

 For Mouw’s own recollections of growing up in a more politically 

conservative milieu despite his own New Left instincts, see Richard J. 

Mouw, The Smell of Sawdust: What Evangelicals Can Learn From Their 

Fundamentalist Heritage (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 29-44. 
32

 Among the most insightful pieces on Richard Nixon and civil religion are 

Charles P. Henderson, The Nixon Theology (New York: Harper & Row, 

1972); Lowell Streiker and Gerald S. Strober, Religion and the New 
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Mainline Decline 

In Canada this period meant a loss of evangelical influence within its 

largest Protestant denomination. In 1964 the United Church of Canada 

launched its controversial New Curriculum for its religious education 

programs, and in doing so signalled the shedding of much of the 

denomination’s evangelical heritage. The curriculum distinguished 

among the various kinds of literature in the Bible, and, in line with 

critical biblical scholarship, suggested viewing such figures as the Old 

Testament patriarchs as semi-mythical rather than historical personages. 

Canadians whose beliefs were more traditional chafed against the 

infiltration of modernist ideas into the denomination’s religious education 

programs for the young. At roughly the same time, a discernible drop in 

attendance at UCC Sunday schools and worship began, with forty percent 

of its membership lost between 1965 and 2000.
33

 Evangelical critics were 

quick to suggest a correlation, although historian Phyllis Airhart argues 

that the New Curriculum was a lynchpin of a fundamentally re-imagined 

liberal UCC church, more rebirth than decline.
34 

 The UCC was hardly alone in grappling with lapsed membership 

during the 1960s. To the consternation of mainline and liberal religious 

thinkers, their institutions faced lowered attendance while avowedly 

evangelical Christian churches enjoyed the most growth. Dean M. Kelley 

argued that the strongest churches were zealous and strict in discipline, 

sharing a cogent sense of identity and self-understanding in his study, 

Why Conservative Churches are Growing. Liberal mainline churches, in 

contrast, were too lenient and relativistic, their failure to penalize 

apostasy and noncompliance resulting in an erosion of its membership 

and vitality.
35

 Within the mainline churches the comfortable pew was 

quickly becoming the empty sanctuary. 

                                                                                                              
Majority: Billy Graham, Middle America and the Politics of the 70s (New 

York: Association Press, 1972), 1-14;  “The Political Use of Religious 

Symbols: A Case Study of the 1972 Presidential Campaign,” Review of 

Politics 37, No. 1 (January 1975): 48-65; and Richard V. Pierard and Robert 

D. Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1988), 214-16. 
33

 Kevin N. Flatt, After Evangelicalism: the Sixties and the United Church of 

Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2013), 230. 
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 If some Christians simply stopped attending services, others 

fought tenaciously for control over their denominations. In Canada, 

reaction against the UCC’s New Curriculum contributed to the formation 

of the United Church Renewal Fellowship. This lay organization sought 

to return the UCC to its conservative evangelical roots and to preach an 

“alternate witness” to liberal denominational leaders.
36

 In 1967, the Good 

News organization was formed from lay efforts in the U.S. Methodist 

Church to prioritize pastoral care and put contentious social issues on the 

back burner within their church.
37

 One layman’s complaint demonstrates 

the growing disgust with clerical activism: “I used to go to church and 

the preacher would talk about God, Jesus and the Bible. Now he tells me 

why I shouldn’t buy grapes.”
38 

 Despite some significant achievements, the 1960s ended with 

mainline churches, both in the United States and Canada, in a 

significantly weakened position. This tumultuous decade has often been 

described as one defined by growing skepticism toward authority and a 

growing embrace of personal authenticity. Both trends, in the end, hurt 

establishment churches that tried to harness their cultural influence in 

service to controversial social causes. For many, this amounted to 

declining attendance in church; for others it meant less active 

participation. Canada, as a whole, went from a nation characterized by 

staggeringly high church attendance and a faithfully religious civic 

culture to one that was notably agnostic. Where Canadian church 

attendance had been perhaps forty percent higher than the United States 

in 1950, the 1960s saw the beginnings of a long reversal that would find 

church attendance forty percent lower than its neighbour by the end of 

the millennium.
39

  

North American Christianity had become an unhappy—though 

hardly unwilling—participant in a culture war that failed to serve either 

the institutional denominations or their manifold critics. As public life 

grew more secular and the churches became more political, this ethos of 

conflict transformed the common refectory into “cafeteria Catholicism.” 

Parishioners felt increasingly at ease embracing or rejecting church 
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teachings as one saw fit, rarely incurring serious consequences.

40
 Lay 

Protestants felt even less compunction to follow the tune called out by 

denominational leaders and the wider ecumenical movement. By the 

decade’s end, American religious life encompassed not just “cafeteria 

Catholics,” but also “buffet Baptists,” “automat Anglicans,” and other 

“potluck Protestants” equally selective in their embrace of church 

teachings. 

 The voices struggling to make themselves heard in Uppsala 

echoed across North America. As Canada grappled with the challenges of 

state-sponsored bilingualism, religious leaders and laypersons were 

increasingly speaking different languages of their own. Babel-like, their 

eloquent speech became confused. Within theologically liberal currents 

of North American Christianity, its leaders drew the circle wide and 

engaged in global issues of justice in a spirit of ecumenism. John P. 

Adams, a Methodist pastor who served as a negotiator during the Attica 

State riots and the Wounded Knee siege, described the social awakening 

among religious actors during this era in terms reminiscent of Wesley: 

“Previously, the parish had been their world. When the challenge came, 

the world became their parish.”
41
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MARTIN LUTHER KING AS PREACHER 

by Jason Byassee 

 

It is no new observation to say that we misinterpret Martin Luther King 

Jr.  Conservatives reduce him to an advocate for colour-blindness, 

quoting his “content of their character” line from the March on 

Washington speech. Liberals neglect his turn toward a sharper critique of 

American culture at the end of his career when he condemned the 

Vietnam War and called for a radical redistribution of wealth, sounding as 

angry as Malcolm X at times. I hear King brought up often as a saint and 

exemplar in United Church of Canada preaching, often in a sort of 

triumvirate with Gandhi and Mother Teresa! Do white Canadians know 

what they’re saying? 

The 50th anniversary of King’s death in 1968 is a good moment 

to ask such questions. King was, above all, a creature of the church, a son 

and grandson of preachers, reared in Atlanta’s great Ebenezer Baptist first 

under, and then alongside, his father’s preaching, seasoned in his own 

pastorate at Dexter Avenue Baptist in Montgomery, his closest friends 

and lieutenants in the SCLC all preachers, giving the world these last 

words in Memphis, “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the 

Lord.” To reclaim the Christian nature of King’s legacy we first have to 

rescue his memory . . . from King himself. As Richard Lischer’s 

masterful account of King’s preaching makes clear, King himself 

carefully manicured his image as one who discovered non-violence in 

Gandhi and justice in Niebuhr, as though Jesus had little to do with it. He 

would often suggest he had studied “social philosophy” in seminary, 

when actually he focused on christology, with a heavy focus on the 

person and work of Christ.
1
 Scholars debate why King and his publishers 

and publicists downplayed his debt to the African American church and 

emphasized his indebtedness to white liberal sources. Was he seeking 

acceptance from a wider, more secular audience? Or was he just aware 

that to move America he needed to draw on resources respected by white 

liberals? 

Whatever his or his publicists’ reasons, we need not replicate this 

impoverished memory. King was a Christian. And part of the genius of 

the black church is it never has to stop and ask itself whether to speak in 

specifically Christian language or to appeal to its non-religious 

neighbours. It is always doing both at the same time. Perhaps this ability 

to “signify,” to say both one thing and another to multiple audiences at 

                                                 
1
 Richard Lischer, The Preacher King: Martin Luther King Jr. and the Word that 

Moved America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 51. Further 

references to Lischer will be indicated in parentheses. 
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once, is born of the experience of oppression and slavery, when slave 

preachers had to speak in a way that both steadied the courage of their 

black hearers and also assured their white hearers that they need fear no 

violence. King, narrated by Lischer, often had to say enough to 

encourage his more impassioned marchers and also to see that their anger 

not boil over into doing violence back. Like the jester monkey in African 

imagination, King spoke in between the lion (racism) and the elephant 

(the white majority), trying to cajole the elephant to trample the lion 

(156). Malcolm and other more militant critics mocked him for this 

perceived weakness. “Unaligned” white Americans, by and large, feared 

and loathed him (160). We forget his loneliness at the end of his life, 

when many thought his day was past, burying that memory under a litany 

of holidays and memorials and street names. I will never again engage in 

a debate on whether we should speak as Christians or appeal more 

broadly without thinking of King and the womb of the black church that 

birthed him. They never had the luxury of asking such an either/or 

question. Church meant survival, salvation, dignity, all at the same time. 

“Somebodyness,” as a stock black sermon puts it, both in Christ and for 

every neighbour, are one and the same.  

As a preacher myself, I find Lischer’s portrait of King’s time in 

parish ministry most encouraging. He was “there” at Dexter for five 

years, but only particularly active in his first year, before his fame rose 

and he was travelling more often than not. Toward the end, the church’s 

leadership was starting to complain about their absent pastor. Throughout 

his tenure, one deacon kept a little black notebook of King’s perceived 

pastoral malfeasance! (78) He was, like many pastors, obsessed with 

church attendance. He had big plans for the parish, including the 

installation of a new electric water fountain! He was considered a good, 

but not great preacher, speaking often to a sanctuary not more than half-

full. Dexter Avenue was Montgomery’s “class” church, not its “mass” 

appeal sanctuary. Old timers spoke of the last shouter the congregation 

had, who died decades before (80). Liturgically the place was more like a 

white Methodist parish than a black Baptist one. This fit King just fine, 

as he reacted against his father’s less refined style. And yet the pews did 

not fill. Preachers: when you think of your antagonists or face your 

insecurities, remember that King, of all people, had his too. 

Something happened to King when he was asked to lead the 

hastily formed Montgomery Improvement Association after the arrest of 

Rosa Parks in 1955. Summoned to preach at the gathering at Holt Street 

Baptist to a much less cultured, more sawdust-floor sort of crowd, King 

went off. He reached back not just to his father’s willingness to be a 
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showman, but to the brush harbours of slave preachers and to the hearths 

of Africa. He could preach amidst moans and shrieks. He could do more 

than opine on Demosthenes and Cicero, Freud and Marx, like any newly-

minted Ph.D. King went into the meeting at Holt Street admired, liked 

even. He emerged a prophet, freshly anointed for his work, a reminder 

that the Holy Spirit loosens locked jaws, and equips the called rather than 

calling the equipped (86). Lischer describes his particular gift not as 

originality (charges of plagiarism have dogged King for years). Nor was 

it even organization for non-violence—American history was replete 

with the gravestones of those who had tried to organize Gandhian 

resistance to Jim Crow. His particular genius was to intuit the needs and 

fears of those in the room, and speak directly, forthrightly, to them. King 

could situate Parks’s arrest in the long narrative of God’s desire for 

freedom for all people, from the shores of the Red Sea all the way to 

Montgomery. Arguably this has been the black church’s genius from its 

inception. The Bible’s events aren’t something that happened only a long 

time ago far, far away. They are happening, to us, now. And they mean 

liberation for us, and our oppressors. God made a way where there was 

no way. Because that’s what God is always doing. 

As for that plagiarism charge, it is hard to shake entirely. 

Archivists at his alma mater, Boston University, confirm that large 

chunks are taken unattributed from other sources. Were this any other 

scholar his degree would be revoked. Yet it is impressive to watch 

Lischer extricate King from the full brunt of this charge with regard to his 

sermons. Many of them are lifted in whole or in part from white 

preachers he admired. Yet a sermon lives in the black church in its 

delivery, not on the page. Whatever Phillips Brooks or Harry Emerson 

Fosdick may have meant by their printed words, King meant something 

different in the black church with his spoken sermon. And preachers 

borrow from one another. Who hasn’t preached a sermon on the three 

kinds of love, opining on agape, philia, and eros? Lischer tells of hearing 

King lieutenant Samuel Proctor preach on the gospel in Crete in the 

1990s on Titus 1:12 (110). King preached a version of that sermon. So 

did generations of black preachers before him. The Christian word for 

genuine originality is “heresy.” None of this gets King off the hook 

entirely. But it helps at least not to reduce King “to the sum of his 

sources” (112). Lischer notes that Lincoln is given credit for speeches 

others helped him with; likewise JFK. Somehow the charge only sticks to 

black orators. 

Take, for example, King’s most famous line, “I have a dream.” 

There is nothing new to it. Preachers have been dreaming as far back as 
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the prophet Joel. We Americans have spoken of the American dream 

probably for longer than there has been an America. King may have first 

heard the phrasing from a young woman who was a SNCC volunteer at a 

prayer meeting in the ruins of a bombed church in Georgia (93). He 

picked up the phrase and used versions of it in preaching for years, taking 

it back out of his pocket, polishing it, putting it back for an opportune 

moment. When he was speaking at the March on Washington in 1963 he 

was over time (every notable black preacher alive needed a moment at 

the dais). They were bored, he was bored, and they could both tell. 

Mahalia Jackson behind him said “Tell ‘em about the dream, Martin” 

(116). It was not in his manuscript for that day. But when he really 

needed it, he was ready. He had practised it. He knew every syllable. And 

he was ready. Was that King’s? Yes, of course. Was it borrowed? Yes, of 

course, not only from Scripture, from American letters, but also from a 

colleague in the movement. Is “plagiarism” an apt description of what is 

happening here? Of course not. It is called “preaching.” And it moved 

America. 

As a homiletician and teacher of preaching I love this vignette. It 

shows how deeply King practised. Family lore told of young Mike, as he 

was then called, practising in front of the mirror for hours, imitating his 

father and other great preachers. And yet the moment was also 

remarkably spontaneous—for the most famous moment in American 

oratory not to be in the manuscript shows just how confident he was in 

adlibbing. Preachers still worry that practice, performance, the art of 

oratory, suggest inauthenticity—the cardinal vice of our age. Nothing 

could be further from the truth. King was so deeply practised he could be 

spontaneous on the biggest stage imaginable. The same is true for us 

lesser preachers. 

King had a gift for preaching in light of the end. That is—he 

knew what his sermons were for. He was trying to steel the spines of 

those marching up against police, dogs, their white neighbours, the 

burden of history. He could draw on the tradition of the martyrs. He 

could point out that the goodness of life is not how long it’s lived, but 

how well. He could point to the secular traditions of American freedom—

to assemble, to speak, to vote, to seek self-determination (the latter not a 

particularly Christian virtue, but never mind for now). He also preached 

in light of his end in minor ways: when a reporter asked how he started 

his sermons, “with three points?” he replied in the negative: “I find my 

landing strip first.” The preacher King was like the novelist who writes 

her last sentence first and then spends hundreds of pages getting there. 

King preached in light of his end another way. The crushing burden of 
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being the civil rights movement got to him. He smoked a pack a day. He 

acted out sexually in ways that delighted the FBI and hurt the movement. 

He fixated on his own death—scanning audiences for the face of his 

assassin (176). And then most famously, the night before an assassination 

he seemed to know was coming, he compared himself to Moses. “I’ve 

been to the mountain top. I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there 

with you.” It is hard to describe how radiant a person looks when he or 

she sees their death and stares it back, straight in the eye: “I’m not afraid 

of any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!” 

King left the pulpit and collapsed in the arms of his best friend, Ralph 

Abernathy. The next day Abernathy cradled King again, as he lay dying 

from James Earl Ray’s bullet. 

As a preacher I could not believe the change in my own practice 

when I began preaching in light of my coming death. I am no prophet and 

do not scan congregations for potential assassins. I am, however, going to 

die one day. So are you. So is everyone we ever preach to. The question 

is, if we dropped dead Monday, what would we say to them on Sunday? 

What would we say if we left nothing in reserve, if we left no manna on 

the cupboard shelves to rot, but served it all to our listeners today? I 

found this made me more honest, more courageous, more tender, more of 

whatever God wants me to be as a preacher. A student of mine, watching 

King in Memphis, said it reminded him of Kurt Cobain’s last concert. 

There is something to a genius’s last performance. How much more a 

preacher preaching in light of her or his coming death? 

King was, in one way, thoroughly unoriginal. There is little in his 

preaching that does not stretch back through the ages of the black church 

to pioneers like Richard Allen and Daniel Coker, who preached the 

redemptive power of unmerited suffering even to convert the oppressor. 

And yet he was not simply derivative. Reinhold Niebuhr, in one way a 

great influence, was in another way a challenge. Niebuhr had no place for 

love in the rough and tumble of the “real world” of ethics. King did. 

Love, for him, was justice in action. It was demonstrated, incarnated, in 

the flesh of black women and men standing up for dignity for themselves 

and others oppressed by Jim Crow. Love is not naïve, contrary to 

Niebuhr’s safe scholarly reflections at a distance. King and his 

lieutenants noticed the effective way that Albany, Georgia, responded to a 

civil rights march. They did nothing. The wise sheriff and townspeople 

waved as marchers filed past. It was a total defeat. The movement needed 

a villain. And they carefully calculated they would find one in 

Birmingham’s Bull Connor. Sure enough, Bull couldn’t resist taking the 

bait. King and the movement knew they were sending non-violent 
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marchers into bloody confrontation and jail. There was no hypocrisy 

here. The leaders were bloodied and jailed not less than their followers. 

Whatever else this was, it was not naïve. It was entirely rational, 

calculating, and correct. It was, as he often preached, playing with the 

then-popular psychobabble around being “well-adjusted,” a blessed 

maladjustment with the way things are. White Americans watching on 

television would react with horror at seeing innocent black people 

bludgeoned. And it worked. Civil Rights and Voting Rights legislation 

passed with King’s and the movement’s foot on the gas in 1964 and 1965. 

And then it didn’t work. By the time of his death, King had started to lose 

the coalition of more black-identified activist supporters, who felt non-

violence too passive and ineffective, and more tepid white liberal 

supporters, who were nervous at anything other than “content of their 

character.” The voice for voiceless sanitation workers in Memphis on 

April 3, 1968, was as lonely as he had been in his professional life. His 

last written sermon, never preached, was entitled, “Why America May 

Go to Hell.”  

I worry about the easy invocation of Martin Luther King Jr. as a 

sort of saint in United Church of Canada circles. Not because he was not. 

He was. Not in the squeaky-clean antiseptic sense—I have named some 

of his quite well-known sins here. But in the sense St. Paul describes: 

baptism makes us all Christian. King worked out his baptism in ways that 

blessed his neighbours for generations to come. Luther spoke of saints—

that is, in biblical parlance, all the baptized—as simultaneously justified 

and sinful. So it is with Martin King. His great difference from his critics 

to the right and the left in his day is that he was a Christian. He believed 

non-violence is the way of the universe because that is what Jesus 

teaches. Is the United Church ready for a saint as Christian as the King 

whom Lischer depicts? Or, as I suspect, do they see in King the same 

paper tiger that American conservatives appreciate, the “content of their 

character” colour-blind coloured man? By the end of his career, King was 

no longer invoking his famous comment, “The moral arc of the universe 

is long, but it bends toward justice.” He had lost faith that things may go 

this way in America, and was sounding positively apocalyptic at times 

(how would he sound now?!). But mostly I worry because we church 

people know so little about King in particular. Give someone a 

monument, a holiday, a street name in every major city, and no longer 

listen to the prophetic gravel in his voice or grit in his social vision. King 

is, in a way, the liberal mainline at its best—academically trained, 

evangelically inclined, justice-aligned, world-changing. We produced 

him. We’ve nearly forgotten his actual life.  
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Can we reclaim him? To do so might make us more Christian, 

more the servant of our neighbours, more, odd as it is to say, The United 

Church of Canada. 
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KARL BARTH, 1886-1968: A LIFE IN RETROSPECT 

by Amy Marga  

 

Introduction  

Karl Barth died, and that year the world turned. 

 It was 1968. During those fateful months, students in Germany 

and Switzerland protested, sometimes violently, for more democratic 

rights and for better educational opportunities. In France, millions of 

workers went on strike for better working conditions. And the police 

responded, often with brutality. Institutions seemed bankrupt, traditional 

norms were hopelessly outdated, and cultural expectations were being 

overturned. In America, it was a year of very high highs and deeply 

troubling lows. The Civil Rights movement was dealt a terrible setback 

with the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy. 

In Vietnam, the Tet Offensive began, pulling back the curtain that hid the 

lies of the American government. Women entered a “second wave” of 

feminism that saw them demanding more rights, more voice, and new 

ways of speaking about God. And just two years earlier, TIME magazine 

had asked, “Is God Dead?”
1
 Students of Karl Barth like Helmut 

Gollwitzer joined the radical wing of the student movement. Gollwitzer 

took what he learned about God from his great Swiss teacher into a more 

radical, Marxist-driven social philosophy. Barth died at the end of all of 

it, on December 10, in Basel, Switzerland. Fourteen days after his death, 

the Apollo 8 mission successfully made its way around the moon. 

 

Karl Barth, Socialism, and Resistance to Empire 

The West was on the move, much in the same way that the ministry of 

Barth as a young pastor had been on the move in a small Swiss village 

fifty years earlier. His work and theology can be seen as a kind of 

precursor to the liberation and political movements of the 1960s. In many 

ways, from Barth’s earliest days in ministry, his career trajectory can be 

characterized as resisting attempts to build empires
2
—of the state, of 

religion, and of economic systems. During his early days in pastoral 

ministry he was involved in political activities and was disparaged as the 

“red pastor” because of his socialist leanings and activities.
3
 And yet, 

                                                 
1
 This question appeared on Time’s cover on April 8, 1966. The “death of God 

movement” was influenced by Paul Tillich and others who, drawing from 

Nietzsche and Hegel, put forth a theology in which God is above and beyond 

the classical understanding of a transcendent, theistic God. 
2
 Cynthia L. Rigby, “Karl Barth,” in Empire and the Christian Tradition, ed. 

Kwok Pui-Lan, Don Compier, and Joerg Rieger (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

2007), 339. 
3
 See Helmut Gollwitzer, “Kingdom of God and Socialism,” in Karl Barth and 
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what makes him interesting on the anniversary of the 1968 global social 

movements is that he insisted throughout his life that social movements 

will only work if they are rooted in God’s own divine activity in the 

world.  

 Barth’s Commentary on Romans rocked the theological world in 

1918 because it refused to deconstruct the Bible to the point of mere 

morality. He read the Scriptures in search of the living God. He sought 

the eschatological horizon of God’s kingdom, which would relativize all 

of human history. His language of God’s dynamic, mysterious, and 

totally “other” activity on the horizon of  history splashed cold water into 

the faces of Protestant preachers who saw themselves as servants to the 

German “throne and altar.” It also separated him from other socialists like 

Leonard Ragaz and his teacher, Wilhelm Hermann, both of whom 

prioritized human ethics over God’s action, and both of whom were 

involved in “liberal” causes that were failures in Barth’s eyes.
4
 World 

War I was the decisive historical event that caused Barth to rethink his 

own liberal tendencies. It led him to ground the rest of his thought 

soundly in the gospel of Jesus Christ. The gospel—and it alone—must 

determine and direct any human action in social movements and political 

activity.  

 On many levels, Barth’s Romans Commentary, together with his 

earlier lectures on Christianity and socialism,
5
 was a forerunner of an 

attitude towards God and the Christian faith that would inspire the social 

and political movements of 1968. Barth’s insistence on God’s “otherness” 

—namely, God’s eternal existence independent of human imagination 

and construction—meant a rejection of any form of Christianity that 

assumed that we could change the world if we only brought out our best 

selves. The father of Latin American liberation theology, Gustavo 

Gutierrez, noted that because Barth “starts with heaven,” his theology has 

a point of view that is sensitive to “those who live in the hell of this earth 

. . .”
6
 Barth’s discussions on the realities of sin and the living God were 

                                                                                                              
Radical Politics, 2

nd
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4
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5
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Karl Barth and Radical Politics, 1-23. See also Karl Barth, “The Christian in 

Society” in The Word of God and Theology, trans. Amy Marga (New York: 

T&T Clark, 2011), 31-70. 
6
 Eberhard Busch, The Great Passion, trans. Darrell Guder and Judith Guder 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 11. 
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also appealing to other leaders in the 1960s such as Martin Luther King, 

Jr.,
7
 and the Jewish philosopher Hans Jonas.

8
 Barth’s theology of divine 

love was summed up in his main image of God as “the One Who Loves 

in Freedom.”
9
 This image has allowed both theologians of the ’68 

generation—and those living in the aftermath—to speak truth to power 

out of a Reality that is finally more real than their own selves.  

 After teaching for a decade in Germany, Barth’s refusal to swear 

the oath to Hitler resulted in his removal from his post in Bonn.
10

 He 

became involved in the Confessing Church against Nazism and ended up 

being the main author of one of the most prophetic church documents of 

the twentieth century, the Barmen Declaration. It showed that the 

Christian faith had a source of authority not based on culture, the state, 

economics, or worldly power. It was, as Barth remarked, the church 

making a “fresh confirmation of the one old revelation of God in Jesus 

Christ.”
11

 It still stands as one moment when part of the Christian 

church
12

 took a prophetic stance towards bankrupt institutions and the 

atrocities that a Nazi government was committing against Jews, gay 

people, the disabled, and Gypsies, among others. It also took a stand 

against itself, calling out the Deutsche Christen who supported Hitler.
 

Barmen can be seen as an instance where Christianity took seriously that 

it answers to an authority higher than the authorities of the world. It 

spoke truth to power. Despite its shortcomings,
13

 the Barmen Declaration 
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13

 Barth later regretted that Barmen and his own work did not go far enough to 

condemn the evils of his time. It is an illustration of the limits of 

Christianity’s theological clarity during confusing political times, the depth 

of violence and danger that the Nazi government posed to its citizens—and 
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was an early whisper of how the Christian faith could mobilize people to 

stand up for freedom out of God’s own free love. 

 

Dogmatics in Service to Social Justice 

Once Barth was banished from Germany in 1935, he returned to his 

hometown of Basel, Switzerland, where he settled into a teaching post at 

the university, and began writing his magisterial, twelve-volume Church 

Dogmatics. During these decades, he took up preaching to inmates in the 

Basel prison, and later became a critic of American capitalism. A number 

of Barth’s contemporaries saw his project of writing a dogmatic theology 

as a “neo-orthodox” turn back to very traditional, and perhaps outdated, 

forms of Christian theology (an impression that was exacerbated by his 

engagement with Roman Catholic theology throughout the 1920s). But, 

in fact, Barth’s Church Dogmatics contains profound developments in 

theology that both informed the generation of theologians who were 

coming of age in the 1960s, such as Jürgen Moltmann, Karl Rahner, 

Eberhard Jüngel, Hans Küng, and Hans Urs von Balthasar. Barth’s 

doctrines of election, Jesus Christ, and Trinity stand out as areas that 

intersect deeply with some of the concerns of the 1968-era, though these 

are by no means the only things that Barth has bequeathed to the 

theological world today.  

 

Election: God not ever without Us 

Barth’s perspective on the Christian doctrine of election is one of his 

profound gifts to Christian theology: he flipped John Calvin’s classical 

doctrine of election and predestination on its head. Where the Reformer 

states that humanity can be understood to be divided into two groups—

those going to heaven and those destined for damnation
14

—Barth shifts 

the focus to God. God elects God. God elects God for us. Barth argues in 

Church Dogmatics II/2 that God does not choose a portion of humanity 

as God’s own. Rather, God “chooses” not to be God without all of us. 

There are not two groups of humanity, because there is only one God 

who is for all of humanity. Although Barth still left open the existence of 

a state of damnation,
15

 his depiction of God as the One Who Loves in 

Freedom radically alters the point of view of election. Rather than asking 
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about the fate of humanity in God’s election, Barth argues that God as the 

One Who Loves in Freedom defines deity and results in consequences for 

humanity all along the way. 

 While Barth was not sympathetic to women’s political 

movements in Europe in the 1960s, his interpretation of God’s self-

election opens up his theology to feminist interpretations.
16

 The gift that 

he gave to feminist theology (perhaps unwittingly) is an image of God 

who has elected to work in loving ways, like a mother who binds herself 

to her children and their fate; God elects to not be God without God’s 

children. Moreover, Barth’s theology of revelation allows for God’s self-

unveiling to be encountered in deeply individual and subjective 

experiences. This means that people can encounter God in their own life 

experiences. Despite his conservativism, Barth bequeaths to us an image 

of God who does not violate the integrity of lived experience and human 

agency. This is a feminist and female-friendly theology, and feminists can 

use his work to advocate for women’s dignity, work, and value. 

 This perspective on election provides a theological ground for 

the radical affirmation that God is for all people. God’s reconciling work 

is not rooted in Christian membership in an institution. Rather it is rooted 

in God who offers people space to live their lives as witnesses to Jesus 

Christ. In Christ, God has bound Godself to human social, historical, and 

cultural existence. In turn, God’s love frees people also to show love—

and justice—to all. Showing love to the neighbour, regardless of the 

boundaries that must be crossed, is a sign of “free human reflection and 

decision.”
17

 

 

Jesus Christ: The Son Who Travels into the Far Country 

This brings us to Barth’s second theological contribution to a post-1968 

theological world, namely, his insistence that God’s election of God’s 

being for us all is rooted and witnessed in the life, death, and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is not a metaphysical entity as “God-man,” 

but is in fact the Son who left the Father to travel into the Far Country for 
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our sake. Barth’s use of the imagery of the prodigal son opened theology 

to a more empathetic stance toward the wayward and bungling reality of 

human life. And it argues that in coming into the Far Country,
18

 God—in 

the Second Person of the Trinity—existed as a human. In Christ’s human 

life and in Christ’s humanity, all of our humanity is wrapped up. Barth’s 

theology gave language to the human efforts to support the weak against 

the strong, to fight against the de-humanization that occurs with racism, 

sexism, poverty, and exploitative practices in politics and society. This 

too, is an outgrowth of Barth’s theology of the One Who Loves in 

Freedom, for it shows that there are no limits to God’s love. Christians 

“have no theological right to set any sort of limits to the loving-kindness 

of God which has appeared in Jesus Christ.”
19

 Because Christ—and 

Christ all the way—stands at the centre of Christian theology, Christian 

faith practice must be bold enough to make audacious and audaciously 

hopeful claims about love.
20

 With this kind of theology of radical divine 

love, Barth’s theology has opened up post-1968 theology into more 

creative ways of being a Christian witness to the world. It deeply affirms 

all people’s humanity in Christ.  

 

The Loving Community of the Trinity 

The third decisive contribution to be treated here is the way Barth put all 

of Christian theology on the footing of the Trinity. Unlike so many of his 

contemporaries who followed Schleiermacher’s view that the Trinity is a 

vestige of the old, a via antiqua of classical theology, Barth saw the 

doctrine of the Trinity as helping Christians understand who God is from 

the inside out. Because God is a living divine being who knows—and 

loves—God’s self in three persons in eternity before God knows the 

world, Christian love does not need to rely on the capriciousness of 

commitment to human love or human justice alone. Because part of 

God’s self-knowledge is the eternal knowledge of the humanity of the 

Second Person of the Trinity, Jesus Christ, God says Yes to God’s own 

self—to God’s self in its diversity and variety of triune persons. Because 

God says Yes to God’s own being, God says Yes to all of humanity. Any 

No that God speaks to the world is only in service to God’s Yes. In the 

view of one of the most important Barth interpreters, Eberhard Jüngel, 
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this Yes of God was Barth’s life-long preoccupation and his most 

important accomplishment: he “brought the Word of God to light as the 

word Yes.”
21

 

 Because of the humanity of Christ that is central to God’s own 

triune knowledge of God’s self, God knows the plight and folly—as well 

as the joys and heights—of humanity in a deeply intimate and personal 

way. And because God allows Christ to give up his life in the loving 

power of the Holy Spirit, even the act of divine reconciliation is a deeply 

communal and shared task. It is also a deeply social and political task; it 

is never simply between the individual and God. Because of Christ’s 

humanity in and with the Trinity, humans also have access to the 

trinitarian knowledge and activity of God. Humans can participate in 

God’s triune action of reconciliation because of Christ’s connection to us. 

While at the time Barth’s retrieval of the Trinity to structure his 

Dogmatics seemed like a throwback to an arcane “orthodoxy,” it also was 

a radical affirmation of a peculiarly Christian understanding of the deity 

of God. It avoids an image of God as a lonely monarch, or of a God who 

is dissolved into the unfolding or history (as in Hegel), or into the annals 

of an egocentric human imagination (as in Feuerbach). 

 

Conclusion 

Even though Barth himself was not directly involved in the liberation 

movements of the 1960s, his theology was radical in ways that are deeply 

compatible with the liberation theologies that sprang up then. He 

believed that “to be a member of the Christian community is actively to 

oppose and work to remedy the dehumanizing impact”
22

 of imperialism, 

sexism, racism, capitalism, and oppressive social structures. In this way, 

Barth’s theology is anything but traditional or conservative, for it pushes 

Christians to work more deeply in the world rather than remove 

themselves from it. It insists that human worldly actions and structures 

could become analogies and parables of God’s kingdom. While we can 

never know if God’s kingdom is truly arising from historical movements 

as they unfold, we do know through faith and from Jesus Christ that 

God’s kingdom mandates—that God even commands—that Christians 

engage in the “great disorders in state and society” for the sake of helping 

those who are “driven to the wall” by them.
23
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 Barth’s own pattern of “starting out, turning around and 

confessing”
24

 gave permission to younger theologians like von Balthasar 

and Moltmann to take risks in their narratives about God for the sake of 

speaking to the world’s needs. Barth’s theology was, in the words of 

Eberhard Jüngel, a “free theology worthy of a free man.”
25

 This kind of 

freedom allowed Barth himself to seek out friendships with those across 

the aisle, such as Catholics like Hans Küng and other authors, thinkers, 

and politicians who were seeking freedom in their own contexts. This 

aspect of his theology allowed his younger contemporaries to explore 

what God’s Yes to the world meant for the global church, for European 

Christianity, and for liberation movements of all sorts. Those searching 

for meaning and connection will find in Barth’s theology a God on the 

move, a God who, in Jesus Christ, is nearer to us than we are to 

ourselves. 
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REFLECTIONS OF A SEEKER AND A PASTOR ON “A NEW 

CREED” 

by Foster Freed 

 

In numerous ways, I find myself in substantial agreement with those who 

bemoan the virtual absence of the classic creeds of the Christian Church 

in United Church worship. The Apostles Creed—let alone the Nicene 

Creed—plays virtually no role in the life of the United Church of 

Canada. (That both of these ancient creeds were chosen for inclusion in 

Voices United seems to me to be nothing short of a miracle). Like others 

who lament, part of my sadness involves the connection between the 

Apostles and Nicene Creeds and the narrative shape of the Christian 

faith. This narrative most certainly includes “born of the Virgin Mary,” 

“suffered under Pontius Pilate,” and “on the third day,” motifs missing-

in-action from the United Church’s New Creed. I lament also because my 

own personal spiritual practice incorporates a daily recital of the Apostles 

Creed, something that is of great comfort as I face daily joys and 

challenges.  

Finally—and in some ways most poignantly—my present 

pastoral location has me planted in the midst of a United Church 

congregation that has shared an ecumenical facility with a Roman 

Catholic parish for nearly forty years, a fact that considerably heightens 

my sense of loss at our denomination’s alienation from the great 

ecumenical creeds. Indeed, sharing a worship facility with a parish that 

makes daily use of the Apostles Creed dramatically underscores the fact 

that my congregation has made liturgical use of that Creed only once 

during my four years here, and that on an occasion when we were sharing 

ecumenical worship with our Roman Catholic sisters and brothers. In 

short, I cannot help but mourn the general absence of the Apostles and 

Nicene creeds in the liturgical and faith life of the United Church of 

Canada.   

 

However! 

Despite all of that, and perhaps partly because of all of that, I remain a 

tremendous fan of, and a passionate advocate for, the United Church’s 

New Creed, a creed that has become increasingly “popular” within our 

denomination, and beyond it, during its fifty-year existence. Given my 

sense of the unlikelihood of either of the ancient Creeds playing a 

significant role, any time soon, within the United Church of Canada, I 

can only hope that the New Creed will become even more intricately 

woven into the spiritual life of this denomination than is presently the 

case. I ground that conviction—and that hope—on recollections of my 
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experience as a seeker, as well as my nearly thirty years of subsequent 

experience as a pastor.  

 

Seeker and Pastor 

As I recall my days as a spiritual seeker, it is not difficult for me to 

recognize the pivotal role the year 1968 played as part of the process that 

would launch me on my eventual spiritual “quest.”  Growing up in New 

York City—the elder of two boys in a largely unobservant Reform Jewish 

household—I certainly had no knowledge, in 1968, of the United Church 

of Canada, its pending union with the Evangelical Union Brethren, nor 

the new creed it was preparing to adopt. Nor can I claim Karl Barth as a 

name with which I would have been familiar at the time: neither his 

passing nor that of my fellow New Yorker, Thomas Merton—whose 

obituary famously appeared in the same issue of the New York Times as 

Barth’s—would have meant anything to me back in 1968. Nonetheless, 

as a young American coming of age in the sixties, 1968 was a crucial 

year in shaping the person I eventually became.   

As the year began, I was a hard-working, nose-to-the-grindstone 

student, completing grade 12 at Manhattan’s Stuyvesant High School. By 

the time I graduated six months later—having endured the King and 

Kennedy assassinations as well as the student unrest that shook the 

campus of Columbia University just a few miles north of where I was 

studying—my world had been turned upside down. Indeed: before 

graduating that June, I took a small leadership role in a failed student-

revolt at Stuyvesant, our attempt at instituting a “copy-cat” version of the 

protests at Columbia. And yet, by the end of the summer—my newly 

found political energies shaken not only by the nomination (and eventual 

election) of Richard Nixon but also by the traumatic events taking place 

in Czechoslovakia—my reading list included copious amounts of Ayn 

Rand! In retrospect, the amusing dimension to all of this restless shifting 

and churning is hard to overlook; at the time, however, it was both 

depressing and confusing, pretty much guaranteeing that my first 

attempts at gaining a University degree (at McGill, marking my initial 

foray into Canada) would come to an abortive end. (For the record, I will 

simply add that I have to work hard at suppressing the impulse to slap my 

fellow baby-boomers when they show a lack of empathy with the 

complex challenges and travails facing the Millennial Generation) 

Although I would not have recognized it at the time, there is a 

clear line connecting the confusions I faced in 1968, with the fact that a 

decade later—in the late 1970s, having finally managed to get that 

elusive degree from York University’s Theatre department—I found 
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myself still the seeker: living not far from the corner of Bloor and Huron 

in downtown Toronto, in effect reading my way into the Christian church. 

During a handful of months late in 1978, I was very much torn between 

Bloor Street United Church and St. Thomas Anglican Church, a half-

block to the south on Huron. While it would be an overstatement to claim 

that the “new creed” was the decisive factor eventually landing me at 

Bloor Street United (the preaching of Cliff Elliott was certainly the key 

factor!), the extent to which that creed spoke to me cannot be overstated. 

Much as I now appreciate the Apostles Creed and the Nicene 

Creed—both of which formed a critical part of the liturgical life of St. 

Thomas Anglican—I would be lying were I to pretend that either of them 

spoke to me at the time with the power with which the (yet to be revised) 

New Creed spoke. On the contrary, neither of the ancient creeds provided 

clear answers—at any rate, not answers I would, at the time, have 

recognized as answers—to the pressing questions of meaning and 

purpose with which I was urgently wrestling at that stage of my life. 

Given that the writers who were speaking to me most convincingly at the 

time—Paul Tillich, Hans Kung, and John MacQuarrie are the names that 

come readily to mind—all wrestled with just such questions in their 

books and essays, it is not at all surprising that I quickly came to find 

myself at home at Bloor Street United. Nor is it surprising that I thereby 

came to make my home in a denomination that was increasingly shaped 

by a creed that appears to have been fashioned by a generation of 

theologians deeply sensitive to the struggles that “my” generation was at 

the time undergoing. 

 Between the time I first encountered the United Church of 

Canada—and its New Creed—in the late 1970s, and my ordination in 

1990, a great deal had shifted within my own faith-outlook. Four years of 

seminary—including a 12-month internship at an inner-city church—is 

bound to have an impact. As well, an extensive encounter with the 

theology of Karl Barth—who for me was little more than a name back in 

1978—came to play a significant role in shaping my theological and 

pastoral identity. Not surprisingly—especially given Barth’s influence—

ecumenical creeds that had not spoken to me back in my “seeker” days 

now loomed large in my personal life of faith, and most certainly factored 

into my initial hopes for the practice of ministry. Mind you, even at the 

time I knew that the Nicene Creed was a non-starter in this United 

Church of ours, but I still retained great hopes for making regular use of 

the Apostles Creed. Within a few short years of my arrival at a liberal 

United Church congregation on Vancouver Island, however, it became 

unmistakeably clear that the New Creed was vastly favoured by old and 
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new members alike. Knowing full well that other pastors—no doubt 

made of sterner and sturdier stuff than I—might have stuck to their guns, 

I eventually came to the conclusion that this was not a battle worth 

fighting.   

Much as it grieves me that phrases such as “born of the Virgin 

Mary” and “on the third day rose from the grave” are significant 

obstacles for so many United Church folk, I quickly came to the 

conclusion that this is one “battle” that cannot be won by placing words 

in other people’s mouths: words which, at best have no meaning for 

them, and which, at worst, are experienced as deeply repellent.  Whatever 

the causes of so deep an alienation from Christianity’s ancient creeds, I 

came to the conclusion that there is no liturgical quick fix with which to 

remedy the situation—only patient preaching and teaching could hope to 

make a difference. More impressively, in the process of reaching that 

conclusion, I came to be reminded of the inherent power and truthfulness 

of the United Church’s New Creed and of the extent to which it might 

very well hold the key to the restoration, within the United Church of 

Canada, of a recognition of the essential beauty and truth of the church’s 

ancient faith. 

 

Sharp Edges and Theological Heft 

One of the reasons I believe the New Creed is capable of playing such a 

role in our midst is because I regard it as a creed that is not only 

theologically weighty, but one which most certainly does contain a 

number of sharp edges, despite the fact that it succeeds in providing 

considerable comfort to those who embrace it. For starters, I cannot 

imagine how anyone could say the New Creed with integrity, were they 

to adopt the sort of post-Christian “progressive” outlook generally 

identified, nowadays, with the ministry of Gretta Vosper. Were I to find 

myself aligned with that form of progressive Christianity (hopefully we 

will never make the mistake of forgetting that it is not the only form of 

progressive Christianity!), I cannot imagine that I would be at home with 

a creed that invites me (right from the get-go) to affirm that “we are not 

alone/we live in God’s world.”  

Nor, in that event, could I take as my own, a creed that gives 

such unembarrassed centrality to a particular human being: Jesus of 

Nazareth, claiming him not only as an exemplary teacher, but as God’s 

“Word made flesh,” insisting that a significant aspect of the Church’s 

mission is to proclaim him not only as “crucified and risen” but also as 

“our judge and our hope.” Indeed, the very fact that the New Creed 

speaks of “hope,” a hope specifically grounded in the work and witness 
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of this Jesus, surely makes it anathema to those who wish to purify the 

church of every hint of “triumphalism,” Christian or otherwise. Finally—

for those who have embraced not only a post-Christian but also a post-

theistic world-view—surely the sharpness of the edge represented by the 

words with which the New Creed emphatically concludes (“in life, in 

death, in life beyond death, God is with us; we are not alone. Thanks be 

to God”) cannot help but place the New Creed beyond the pale! 

 Then again, I need not merely speculate as to the sharp edges 

others might find in this Creed, sharp edges that might make it a 

challenging (if not impossible) statement of faith for some “hypothetical-

other.” On the contrary, I am personally familiar with at least some of 

those sharp-edges. As some readers of this journal will know, on more 

than one occasion I have expressed my dissent from a number of the 

heart-felt stances the United Church of Canada has taken on behalf of 

particular social and environmental causes. At times my dissent is 

measured, involving small disagreements of nuance and style; at other 

times, I have found myself diametrically opposed to my own 

denomination. For better or for worse, however (and I think largely for 

the better), the words of the New Creed—every time I repeat them—

serve as a powerful reminder that my dissent from particular United 

Church commitments does not exempt me from a larger commitment to 

the work of justice and environmental responsibility, a commitment that 

is an indelible part of our denominational identity. To affirm—on a 

regular basis—that I belong to a church that is called to “seek justice and 

resist evil,” as well as a Church that calls me to “live with respect in 

Creation,” far from serving as a cozy source of comfort, challenges me to 

wrestle with my own beliefs and my own dissents, in a way that I might 

just as easily avoid were I left to my own devices. Indeed, in my own 

personal universe of faith, it is a far less edgy endeavour to affirm the 

virginal conception of Jesus, the resurrection of the dead, or the life-

everlasting, than it is to affirm the sometimes highly problematic way in 

which we human beings seek social and environmental justice!  

 That said, there can be no denying the fact that the New Creed—

in contrast to both the Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed—lacks 

narrative specificity. Neither can it be denied that Christian faith is 

unlikely to survive, let alone flourish, without continual recollection of 

the events that initially gave birth to that faith. It is, nevertheless, my 

contention that the relationship between the Christian story and the 

theological truths embodied within the Christian story, is a far-from-

straightforward relationship. In particular, I challenge the assumption that 

narrative is inevitably primary, and the meaning embodied within the 
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narrative always secondary, in terms of how the Christian faith is 

appropriated. 

I recall a key moment in my own embrace of the Christian story, 

involving a sermon series Cliff Elliott preached during my very brief time 

at Bloor Street United. It was the season of Epiphany, and Cliff chose to 

preach on a handful of texts from Genesis. On the one hand, these were 

texts with which I had been highly familiar as a child and as a pre-teen; I 

had, in fact, taken a passage from the story of Joseph as my text for the 

“sermonette” I preached on the occasion of my Bar Mitzvah. And yet 

here was Cliff unfolding layer upon layer of meaning that I was only then 

able to grasp. In part, that was certainly a function of my re-hearing these 

texts from the perspective of an adult’s fuller experience of life’s rich and 

sometimes vexing complexity.   

But surely my enthusiastic response to Cliff’s interpretation of 

these wonderful stories had much to do with the extent to which his 

interpretations were informed by precisely those theological convictions 

that provide the warp and woof of the New Creed: namely that we are not 

alone (any more than the characters from Genesis are alone) because 

we—like them—live in God’s world.  And not just any old god, but the 

God whose “word was made flesh” in the flesh of Jesus. Ironically, those 

wonderful stories—including the stories explicitly referenced in the 

Apostle’s Creed and the Nicene Creed—only became worth inhabiting, 

from the perspective of this seeker, when I became convicted of the 

astonishing possibility that the God of whom those ancient stories and 

those ancient creeds spoke, was something more than a fairy tale. 

 

An Evangelical Creed for an Evangelical Church? 

As I have found myself—over the past few days—pondering the United 

Church’s New Creed, and the role it has played in my life personally and 

professionally, the question to which I have most persistently returned 

concerns the intent of those who crafted this statement of faith during the 

turbulent decade of the 1960s. The inescapable impression with which I 

am left is that those who worked on the New Creed were seeking a truly 

contemporary idiom with which to express the heart of the Gospel: not 

only for those on the inside looking out at a rapidly changing culture and 

society, but also for those on the outside looking in, in which cohort I 

most certainly include myself. Knowing full well that the United Church 

of Canada has long approached the very word “evangelism,” let alone the 

task and calling associated with that word, with a considerable degree of 

caution, I do not think it far-fetched to imagine that the New Creed was 

shaped with precisely that sort of evangelical intent in mind.  
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In turn, I am left with a further question that may well be the 

very opposite of the question others may be tempted to bring to the New 

Creed. From the perspective of 2018—fifty years after its formal 

adoption by the United Church of Canada—I find myself wondering 

whether our primary question ought to involve the extent to which the 

United Church has been well served by the New Creed. On the contrary, 

perhaps the real question involves the extent to which the United Church 

of Canada, in its witness and its work, has succeeded in doing justice to 

this creed and those who crafted it on our behalf. In short, has our 

denomination and its leadership truly taken to heart the rich evangelical 

resource that awaits us in the words of the New Creed, a creed that 

implicitly invites us to share with others a faith—the faith in Jesus Christ 

“crucified and risen”—that has sustained the Christian Church for almost 

two thousand years. One suspects that the very future of this 

denomination—far from resting on any structural adaptations and polity 

adjustments we may or may not undertake over the next fifty years—will 

ultimately rest on our willingness to embrace our New Creed, not merely 

as an historical document for in-house use, but as a lively launching pad 

for a sharing of the gospel—a sharing of the good news—that remains 

the church’s only authentic treasure. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
DOES BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION HAVE A PRAYER? 

by Richard Topping 

 

We do not truly appreciate either the light which the 

church receives from the Bible, or the darkness which 

enshrouds it from the same, until we recognize in both, 

beyond all human effort and human refusal which is also 

present, the over-ruling power of the Word of God itself, 

either to exalt or abase. Only then do we realize that we 

cannot read and understand Holy Scripture without 

prayer, that is, without invoking the grace of God. And it 

is only on the presupposition of prayer that all human 

effort in this matter, and penitence for human failure in 

this matter, will become serious and effective.
1  

 

There is no monopoly in the current marketplace of modes and methods 

for the interpretation of the Bible. The priority that the historical-critical 

method (as a family of approaches to texts and religious history) once 

had in mainline Protestantism and post-Vatican II Catholicism has been 

broken, and it is now one approach in an interpretative free market. That 

is not to say that historical-critical research and its tools have disappeared 

from the interpretative scene, nor is it to suggest that there was ever 

peaceful unanimity about the right use of its varied modes of analysis, or 

the background beliefs that animated its use. It is to say that other 

approaches have arisen, and they do not carry hat in hand to the 

historical-critic as the arbiter of meanings of Holy Scripture for the life of 

the church. Most of these approaches do employ critical tools; however, 

they deploy them under a different configuration of the aims and nature 

of biblical interpretation.   

Historical-critical, literary, and social-scientific tools are 

important for biblical interpretation that acknowledges the humanity of 

the Bible, and so can make the distinction between the witness of 

Scripture and that to which it witnesses. The Bible is, of course, a human 

document of great complexity, produced and shaped by Israel and the 

church in particular times and places, and inscribed in certain literary 

forms.   

However, reductive materialism—that is often imported into 

biblical interpretation by means of analysis that is “critical”—abstracts 

the Bible out of its relationship with the God by whose Spirit Holy 

                                                 
1
 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, ed. and trans. G.W. Bromiley and T.F. 

Torrance, et al. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1968), 698. 
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Scripture is generated and illumined. In other words, there is a temptation 

common to a variety of contemporary interpretative approaches to 

conceive of the Bible as nothing more than human artefact, a book like 

any other book. Once you apply the appropriate hermeneutical solvent, 

the text dissolves into natural categories, even superlative ones like 

“classic” or “paradigm,” and is thus “explained’ without theological 

residue.   

What I want to attempt in the remainder of this paper is three-

fold. 1) First, I want to survey the work of three representative and 

influential biblical interpreters. Their work represents something of the 

diversity of biblical interpretative options today. James Barr, Paul 

Ricoeur, and Hans Frei each proposed a normative biblical hermeneutic 

for the life of the Christian church and each has been enormously 

influential on the present North American landscape. I won’t engage in 

detailed critical analysis of their respective approaches,
2
 but simply want 

to demonstrate that God’s relation to the Bible and God’s agency by 

means of the Bible are left out of meaningful account. 2) Second, I want 

briefly to articulate the positive side of this argument, exploring some 

resources that will help us to conceive of Scripture as “Holy” Scripture in 

a way that features divine agency by means of the Bible, and yet is 

neither uncritical and pietistic nor interpretatively overconfident. 3) 

Finally, I want to make a point about interpretative disposition.  How can 

we characterize our disposition toward Holy Scripture as an instrument in 

the saving economy of God in Jesus Christ so that the interpretative 

enterprise is not coopted by either the malaise of modernity (mastery and 

control) or the pathos of post-modernity (which is, according to John 

Milbank, “false humility” or sloth).
3
    

  

How to Interpret a Text about God without God’s Involvement 

I propose orienting our discussion this way: of the options for biblical 

interpretation currently out there, interpreters typically address 

themselves to one of three worlds.   

There is the world “behind the text,” that is, the social and 

historical world out of which, and by which, texts are generated. Meaning 

is constrained by circumstances of origin, the thought-world of text and 

                                                 
2
 See Richard Topping, Revelation, Holy Scripture and Church: Theological 

Hermeneutic Thought of James Barr, Paul Ricoeur and Hans Frei (Aldershot: 

Ashgate, 2007). 
3
 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, 2

nd
 ed. 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 1.  
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writer.

4
 One important person who espoused such an approach was one-

time Oxford Professor James Barr. Barr proposed that consideration of 

God’s agency (revelation) with respect to the generation of the Bible 

ought to be bracketed out when interpreting the Bible. Such heavy 

theological freight would only encumber “free” and “critical” inquiry 

into the Bible. Working in the academy where there is freedom from 

“denominational prejudice,” scholars discern meaning as the facts dictate 

and not as the church requires.
5
 Doctrines of revelation function, in his 

view, to insulate the Bible from examination as a human and historical 

product.  Insofar as Barr permits consideration of divine involvement, he 

considers it descriptively confluent with human action. The generation of 

the Bible is portrayed under human and historical description without 

recourse to “supernatural intervention.” Moreover, as the church listens 

to the Bible today in the context of proclamation, it is responsible to the 

academy. Barr goes so far as to claim that “the effectiveness of the Bible 

as a document of the believing community is related to the extent to 

which the study of it is shared with the academic world.”
6
 If the church 

wishes the Bible to speak afresh, then the church must be open to 

                                                 
4
 Wai Chee Dimock calls this approach to text interpretation “synchronic 

historicism.” In this model of interpretation it becomes very difficult to say 

how the interpretative horizon of a text might extend beyond the temporal 

framework of composition. This approach makes appropriative reading of the 

Bible as Holy Scripture by the church on this model problematic. Dimock 

makes a case for “diachronic historicism” which allows “texts to be seen as 

objects that do a lot of travelling: across space and especially across time.”  

See her “Theory of Resonance,” PMLA 112, No. 5 (October, 1997), 1060-

1061.  See also Rita Felski, Uses of Literature (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 

120.  She writes, “Historical criticism enriches our understanding of the 

provenance of a work of art, but it can also inspire a stunted view of texts as 

governed entirely by the conditions of their origin, leaving us hard-pressed to 

explain their continuing timeliness, their potential ability to speak across the 

centuries.”  
5
 James Barr, Holy Scripture: Canon, Authority, Criticism (Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1983), 113. Rita Felski in her book, The Limits of Critique 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), explores the costs of 

“ubiquitous criticality” (5) in literary studies. Among the consequences is 

disengagement or estrangement from what is read.  One wonders about the 

consequences for Christian formation when the historical-critical mood 

prevails in biblical study.   
6
  James Barr, “The Bible as a Document of Believing Communities,” in The 

Bible as a Document of the University, ed. Hans Betz (Chico, California: 

Scholars Press, 1981), 36-37. 
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listening to the academy; that is, the conversation of biblical critics.   

Paul Ricoeur represents an alternative to the historical-critical 

approach to biblical interpretation. While he draws on aspects of 

historical-critical inquiry in his own hermeneutical musings, the drive 

implicit within his program is toward “the world in front of the text.” The 

textual ensemble that is the Bible through its inscription in writing has 

separated itself from the intentional world of the original authors. It now 

proposes and projects itineraries of meaning to contemporary readers 

through the interplay of its various genres. Through genric friction, 

produced in the act of reading, the imagination is stoked with possible 

worlds which might be inhabited.
7
 Ricoeur maintains that the textual 

ensemble that is the Bible names God, but also that no particular genre 

ought to be privileged or the others will be suppressed. God is named in 

the various kinds of literature that the Bible contains, and each ought to 

be heard. What is revealed in the Bible, however, is not so much God as 

it is possible ways of being in the world. Revelation is more the 

disclosure of a solicitous world and a corresponding manner in which I 

might dispose my own subjectivity. With this exposition of his 

hermeneutic program, Ricoeur unilaterally dismisses as “opaque and 

authoritarian” the doctrinal heritage of the church (“heavy alluvia”) and 

its understandings of revelation as “insufflation”—“the Spirit whispering 

in the prophet’s ear.”
8
  God is a subject of the biblical writings, but 

agency in this interpretative proposal is ascribed to textual interplay. 

Sparks of meaning, possible worlds, imaginative variations for the ego 

are proposed by the texts themselves. Options that might be inhabited are 

brokered by conscience in the one to whom those possible worlds are 

disclosed.
9
 Revelation is in this case “agentless”;

10
 God is neither the one 

                                                 
7
 See Paul Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction: Conversations with Francois 

Azouvi and Marc de Launay, trans. Kathleen Blamey (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998), 143-144, 148-149; “Toward a Hermeneutic of the 

Idea of Revelation,” in Essays on Biblical Interpretation, ed. Lewis Mudge 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980), 73-118; “Theology and/or Autonomy,” in The 

Future of Theology: Essays in Honor of Jurgen Moltmann, ed. Miraslav Volf, 

et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 284-298; “Thou Shalt not Kill: A 

Loving Obedience,” in Thinking Biblically: Exegetical and Hermeneutic 

Studies, with Andre LaCocque, trans. David Pellauer (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1998), 124ff.   
8
 Critique and Conviction, 143-44, and “Toward a Hermeneutic,” 76, 93, 98, 104. 

9
 See Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1992), 341-352, and Mark Wallace, “Introduction,” in Paul 

Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination, trans. 
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revealed nor the revealing one.  

Finally, in the hermeneutic work of Hans Frei, interpreters are 

directed to the “world within the text.” Together with colleagues at Yale, 

Frei led an attempt to retrieve pre-critical hermeneutics in a post-critical 

mode. He understood post-modernity, and a variety of literary and social-

scientific tools, as conducive to a chastened retrieval of classical 

Christian christocentric readings of the Bible as Scripture.   

Frei argued that the Bible, as-a-whole, is like a vast, loosely 

structured non-fiction novel. It consists of a broad-ranging “creation to 

eschaton” story, the centre of which is the Gospels, where the gospel 

renders an identity description of Jesus Christ. The means whereby the 

two testaments are held together in one book around Christ is typology 

and figuration.
11

 Without losing the specificity of Old Testament persons 

and events in their own right (Jonah for example), Frei noted that the 

New Testament itself is one large literary expropriation of these same 

persons and events in the light of Christ (what the Reformers call the 

sensus plenior); and so Jonah in the belly of the fish for three days 

prefigures, or is a type of, Christ in the grave for three days. 

What made Frei different from the naïve (just the facts please) 

interpreters of the past was that he didn’t regard the Gospels as reporting 

a chronologically accurate biography of Jesus.
12

 The Gospels, while 

speaking truly of Jesus and his identity, were stylized accounts, history-

like narrative, or, as he liked to put it, “realistic narrative.” He 

distinguished literal-historical from “literary-literal” in the Gospels’ 

depictions of Jesus. He did not say that there is no history in the Gospels; 

only that what moderns call “history” is not always the crucial category 

for understanding the way the Gospels function to narrate Jesus’ identity. 

Grasping the meaning of the Bible with reference to the depiction of 

Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the one risen from the dead, was a matter of 

following character and circumstance, and grasping the literary 

                                                                                                              
David Pellauer (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 8-9, 29. 

10
  Hans Frei, “The ‘Literal Reading’ of Biblical Narrative,” in Theology and 

Narrative: Selected Essays, ed. William Placher and George Hunsinger (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 120. 
11

  Ibid.  
12

 See Hans Frei, The Identity of Jesus Christ (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 

1975), xv.  In this book, Frei makes a point he will repeat, namely, that too 

often interpreters of Scripture make a category mistake by confusing the 

history-like realistic narrative of the Gospels with documentary reporting. See 

also Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth 

Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), viii.  
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ascriptions to Jesus offered by the evangelists. Jesus, and not everyone in 

general or no one in particular, is the one about whom these stories and 

descriptions are recorded. In his later work, Frei shifts the ground from 

what the text requires to what the community embodies. He moves to the 

work of social scientist Clifford Geertz, speaking about the “plain sense” 

of the Bible as the one that is “common sense” for the community for 

which the Bible functions religiously.
13

 Coming to understand and inhabit 

the scriptural world at times seems, rather than a matter of sanctification, 

one of socialization into the community that reads the Bible in a certain 

way.   

 

Putting the “Holy” Back into “Holy” Scripture 

In my view, one of the most interesting and promising movements 

regarding biblical interpretation in North America and Britain is what has 

been called theological hermeneutics.  This approach to Scripture argues 

that central Christian convictions about God and God’s agency in the 

world cannot be laid to one side, rendered generic, or left tacit when the 

interpretative field is described and the Bible interpreted for the life of 

the church. Biblical interpretation is theological all the way down.   

Perhaps the post-modern recognition that there is no God’s-eye 

point of view, and that all starting points are “interested” starting points, 

has caused us to recognize that bracketing out Christian profession in 

interpreting the Bible has not meant “critical objectivity” at all.  Usually 

agnostic convictions about God and the world just rush in to fill the gap 

created by such hollow pretense. And while it is also recognized that 

there are a variety of modes for the interpretation of the Bible, the point 

has also been made that, whether interpretative effort is oriented to 

source or discourse, there is only one Bible.
14

 

Theological interpretation represents a constructive protest 

against the impotence of critical “history of religions” study of the Bible. 

And rather than satisfy themselves with polemic, many theologians and 

biblical scholars have begun to do theological interpretation of Holy 

Scripture.   

A basic conviction in this enterprise has been that the Bible is 

related presently to the one about whom it witnesses. A protest has been 

raised against a one-dimensional understanding dictating that what the 

Bible is can be captured by relating it solely to the activity of human 

                                                 
13

  See “The ‘Literal Reading’ of Biblical Narrative.” 
14

 Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press 1987), 14, 17. 
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agents in their acts of constituting a cultural and religious world. Without 

denying that Scripture is an artefact generated and used by particular 

communities, Christian theology urges that Scripture is Holy Scripture, 

that is, it is related to God’s historical and continuing communicative and 

reconciling activity through Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit. What 

Scripture is ought to be related to an account of how it is generated and 

used in the saving economy of God.  John Webster writes: 

 

In sum: the biblical text is Scripture; its being is defined, not 

simply by its membership in the class “texts,” but by the fact 

that it is this text—sanctified, that is, Spirit-generated and 

preserved [and illumined] in this field of action—the 

communicative economy of God’s merciful friendship with 

God’s lost creatures.
15

 

 

Theological interpretation of the Bible is strongly influenced by 

recovery of interest in early Christian “rule of faith” readings of 

Scripture, which functioned to support reading the Bible together in a 

unity. Hans Frei’s retrieval of classical Christian christocentric and 

typological reading of Scripture as a single creation-to-end-of-history 

story has been given theological density in recent scholarship.
16

 

Moreover, Christian liturgical practice surrounding the reading of 

the Bible together with the confessional heritage of the church catholic 

have been put forward, not as unmitigated accretion through which the 

interpreter must penetrate the real meaning of the Bible, but as aspects of 

the interpretative “communion of the saints.” John Calvin, in a letter to 

Simon Grynaeus, makes the point that biblical study requires humility, 

but also study within the community of friends “in which one helps the 

others, corrects them, engages them in a dialogue that leads to better 

understanding.”
17

 The communion of the saints is a means the Spirit uses 

to support, sanctify, and form us for, and by, the reading of the Bible. 

Theological hermeneutics is interested in “God’s use of the church’s use 

                                                 
15

 John Webster, Holy Scripture: a Dogmatic Sketch (Cambridge University 

Press, 2003), 29. 
16

 See, for example, Robert Jenson, “Scripture’s Authority in the Church,” in The 

Art of Reading Scripture, ed. Richard Hays and Ellen Davis (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2003), 35ff.   
17

 Ioannis Calvini opera quae supersunt omnia, ed. Wilhelm Baum, Edward 

Cunitz, and Edward Reuss (Brunsvigae: A Schwetschke and Son, 1863-

1900), 59 vols. Corpus Reformatorum, vol. 38, 405. 
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of the Bible.”

18
 Early Christian creedal statements, “rule of faith” 

formulations─which grew up at the same time as the formation of the 

canon─guide readers to get the storyline right. Patristic scholar Paul 

Blowers argues that the Christian contest against Gnostics was not at the 

level of what each believed about small doctrinal matters, but an 

argument about who properly discerned the plot of Scripture and 

performed in accordance with it.”
19

 It is these texts (both Testaments), 

read according to a trinitarian and christological pattern, held together by 

typology and figuration, that constitute scriptural reading of the Bible for 

the life of the Church.   

Critical tools are certainly engaged in theological reading of 

Scripture to trace the theological pressures exerted in text and canon 

formation. This helps exegetes better to comprehend the final form of the 

text, and then to follow that same trajectory as they seek to interpret the 

current life of the church and the world.  In this process theological 

convictions may be held up for critical examination (and reformation) in 

the light of exegetical work and broad construals of the Bible.  However, 

it is never the case that the whole of Christian confession is laid aside to 

grasp the meaning of the text. Theological pre-understanding is often, not 

always but often, formed by previous readings by means of which the 

Holy Spirit sanctifies and illumines the imagination of readers such that 

scriptural interpretation is enhanced.        

Finally, theological hermeneutics recognizes that the 

conversation between Holy Scripture and reader or community is not 

between equals. There is a relation of super- and sub-ordination in the 

reading. The Spirit not only builds up and encourages in the faith by 

means of Bible reading, but also accosts and breaks up sinful “status 

quo” in the life of the community that reads Scripture. Criticism of the 

church by means of the Bible, a certain death-and-resurrection pattern in 

the lives of Christians, is ingredient to reading and hearing Scripture as 

the Word of God.   

 

A Spirited Hermeneutic 

Finally, what is the appropriate interpretative disposition of an interpreter 

who would be a listener for the Word of God in the interpretation of the 

Bible? Before launching into a couple of suggestions, let me say again 

                                                 
18

 David Kelsey, “The Bible and Christian Theology,” The Journal of the 

American Academy of Religion 48, No. 3 (1980): 385-402.  
19

 Paul Blowers, “Regula Fidei and the Narrative Character of Early Christian 

Faith,” Pro Ecclessia, 6, No. 2 (2001): 202. 
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that none of this means that historical, literary, philosophical, and 

sociological investigations are unimportant to the task of Scripture 

interpretation. However, when and where the immanent frame restricts so 

that reference to God is ruled out of order, we are obliged for Christ’s 

sake to resist. How on earth can the church, which is a creature of the 

Word, assume a world bereft of God when reading a text that witnesses to 

the words and works of God? Reformed Philosopher Alvin Plantinga 

made the point in his Gifford Lectures, Warranted Christian Belief,20
 that 

various forms of historical-critical research (all of which proceed based 

on reason alone, without employing theological assumptions or anything 

known by faith) are not neutral with respect to God. They are 

insufficiently realist, deflating the field of inquiry by a prior declaration 

regarding the realities with which the Bible is concerned and how best to 

account for them.    

What then are some hermeneutic practices consistent with an 

understanding of the Bible as “Holy” Scripture of the Church? One way 

of doing this under a single rubric is to consider prayer. Prayer, says Karl 

Barth, is preliminary to exegesis. “Because it is the decisive activity, 

prayer must take precedence even of exegesis . . .”
21

 And for Barth prayer 

is always what the saints do in response to, and for, the gift of the Spirit. 

The same Spirit who generated these texts and the community that reads 

these texts makes them luminous for us. Prayer is the disposition of 

dependence upon, and openness to, the God who draws us into the saving 

work of Christ by means of Holy Scripture. Barth says of Holy Scripture, 

“It is the testimony of this revelation inspired by the Holy Spirit, and it 

can become luminous for us only through the same Spirit.”
22

   

This is not a retreat into uncritical pietism. It is chastening of 

uncritical trust in readerly competence and our mastery of meaning 

through technique, and at the same time a refusal of postmodern 

interpretative perspectivalism. Luther said to Erasmus: “The Holy Spirit 

is no skeptic.”
23

 The Holy Spirit is the Lord and Giver of life, who 

awakens slumbering human listeners, and redeems and sanctifies reason; 

that is, creates genuine acknowledgement and response to divine 

                                                 
20

 “Two (or More) Kinds of Scripture Interpretation,” in Warranted Christian 

Belief (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 374-421.   
21

 Barth, Church Dogmatics, I/2 , 695. 
22

 Ibid., 730. 
23

 “The Bondage of the Will,” in The Career of the Reformer III, ed. Philip 

Watson, vol. 33 of Luther’s Works, gen. ed. Helmut Lehmann  (Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press, 1972), 24.  
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summons, a genuine capacity to hear and see. This is what the Reformers 

meant by “the perspicuity of Scripture.” The Bible as it is caught up in 

the economy of God’s reconciling action in Jesus Christ is clear enough 

to be understood in the power of the Spirit in the fellowship of the saints.   

Prayerful reading of the Bible implies astonished humility; that 

is, a willingness to relent before the witness of the text, a dying and rising 

with Christ if you will, in the life of the one who would hear the Word of 

God in the power of the Spirit. Reading the Bible as the event of God’s 

self-communication involves the death of mastery and of “false 

modesty,” since both interpretative dispositions (the modern and post-

modern) refuse to meet God within the economy of God’s reconciling 

action in Jesus Christ, and so are in defiance of grace. 

Commenting on the sources from which Calvin drew his 

understanding of the reading of the Bible, Wesley Kort in his Take, Read, 

notes Calvin’s appropriations from the monastic practice of lectio divina. 

It was a way of reading designed to allow biblical texts to have their 

maximum effect on the reader, “even to be inscribed on the reader’s 

body.”
 24

 Reading is an act of communication with God, first with words, 

concepts and images; lectio is inseparable from meditation, from prayer 

and contemplation. And reading is not reduced to communicating 

information; it is likened to eating and digestion.
25

 The Bible is, as one of 

Calvin’s favourite authors, Bernard of Clairvaux, put it, “the wine cellar 

of the Holy Spirit.”
26

 By reading one receives the text with “the palate of 

the heart.”
27

 Because of God’s effective agency by means of the Bible, 

scriptural reading is “inexhaustibly fecund” and “intoxicating,” such that 

the Bible can never be “discarded” or dominated.
28

 On the other hand, 

most academic readers, says Paul Griffiths, “are consumerist in their 

reading habits and are rewarded for doing so.”
29

 Prayerful reading, which 

lingers to discern the life-giving “Word in the words” (Barth), is, on the 

other hand, non-consumerist in habit: it lingers and caresses, smells and 

savours the words on the page. 

I conclude with a brief theological description of biblical 
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interpretation: 

 

Whatever else can and must happen, in the special 

responsibility laid upon members of the church for the 

understanding of Scripture, at least there must always happen in 

it that which actually does happen in prayer: confession and 

faith, awestruck shrinking and comforted appropriation, in 

which faith and appropriation are only obedience to the grace 

which always precedes and which will only constantly suggest 

that confession and shrinking.
30
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FROM THE HEART 

 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MLK 

by Adam Kilner 

 

I suppose the most urgent concern I have today is the status of Martin 

Luther King Jr’s legacy in the twenty-first century. Do his exhortations 

on equality and social change continue to rise up from his resting place, 

and find a home in the hearts of newer generations of human beings of all 

colours, energizing them on the quest to create a world that humans have 

yet to imagine? Or have Twitter and other social media platforms forged 

a new sound-byte political discourse that eschews the illuminating 

proclamations of an agent of unity rooted in the Christian tradition, its 

Scriptures, and the satyagraha “truth force”
1
 of Mahatma Gandhi? 

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was raised in a black 

tradition that continued to be haunted by memories of being an enslaved 

people, still oppressed. His people “had been deprived of voting rights, 

segregated by racist laws, and discriminated against in jobs, housing, and 

public services.”
2
 

The direct fruit of King’s legacy included the Civil Rights Act of 

1968, passed days after his assassination, which especially included a 

prohibition of discrimination around the sale, rental, and financing of 

housing based on race, religion, national origin, and later based on 

gender, people with disabilities, and families with children. 

Additionally, King’s ability to collaborate across religions and 

across colour lines was a primary catalyst in combatting systemic and 

institutional racism both federally and locally. His insistence on 

nonviolent protest in the tradition of Mahatma Gandhi (who in turn 

derived his resistance to discrimination from the Sermon on the Mount) 

led to his receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, but, even more 

importantly, inspired other movements around the world, including the 

Black Consciousness Movement in South Africa, to welcome the tools of 

nonviolent resistance. The question for us today is whether King’s ideals 

continue to flourish around the world today.  

Looking across the North American landscape we see the 

Canadian government attempting to move forward a national inquiry into 

murdered and missing Indigenous women and girls (MMIWG), and in 

the United States communities of colour have begun to respond to the 

                                                 
1
 David Chidester, Christianity: A Global History (New York: HarperCollins, 

2000), 466. 
2
 Ibid, 525. 
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shootings of unarmed black American civilians (including children 

Trayvon Martin, age 16, and Tamir Rice, age 12) and the courts’ seeming 

indifference to their humanity as perpetrators are neither convicted nor 

punished. Our question, then, is whether King’s legacy can still speak to 

such circumstances. 

I have watched for months as the message of National Football 

League quarterback Colin Kaepernick has fallen on deaf ears. In 2017, 

Kaepernick, starting quarterback for the San Francisco 49ers, began 

kneeling during the playing of “The Star-Spangled Banner” at the 

beginning of games, explaining, “I am not going to stand up to show 

pride in a flag for a country that oppresses black people and people of 

color.”
3
 

Kaepernick’s controversial action placed his career and salary on 

the line, and led President Trump to bluntly decry the move, saying at a 

rally, “Wouldn’t you love to see one of these NFL owners, when 

somebody disrespects our flag, you’d say, ‘Get that son of a b**** off the 

field right now. Out! He’s fired.”
4
  

Kaepernick’s move to shed light on black and other visible 

minority suffering in the United States immediately placed him in the 

shadows of other great black social justice advocates like King, Fannie 

Lou Hamer, and Muhammad Ali. Kaepernick’s stand on behalf of those 

in America suffering from racism, as of this writing, has cost him his 

lucrative career as an NFL starting quarterback. Some will dismiss 

Kaepernick’s courage because they see the large salaries paid in 

professional sports. However, in protesting Kaepernick has risked not 

only the enormous salary of an NFL star, but also the career he has 

trained for years to pursue. The average human being needs to ask, “At 

what cost am I willing to pursue justice?” 

I contend that Kaepernick today sustains the tradition of Martin 

Luther King Jr. whose life we commemorate this year as we solemnly 

discern the meaning of his life fifty years after his premature death by 

assassination at the age of thirty-nine.  

Kaepernick’s concern is rooted in the analysis of prominent 

American philosopher Cornel West who says the role of social action is 

                                                 
3
 Steve Wyche, http://www.nfl.com/news/story/0ap3000000691077/article/colin-

kaepernick-explains-why-he-sat-during-national-anthem (NFL.com, accessed 

14 November 2017) 
4
 www.independent.co.uk/sport/us-sport/national-football-league/donald-trump-

colin-kaepernick-nfl-national-anthem-protest-a7962671.html 

(Independent.co.uk, accessed 14 November 2017). 
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to “let suffering speak, let victims be visible, and let social misery be put 

on the agenda of those in power.”
5
 

A figure like Kaepernick is drawing on the same tradition that 

produced Dr. King who asserted in his August 1963 “Letter from 

Birmingham Jail” after being accused in a letter by white liberal mainline 

clergy of coming to Birmingham and causing tension: 

 

But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word “tension.” I 

have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of 

constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth. 

Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in 

the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of 

myths and half truths to the unfettered realm of creative 

analysis and objective appraisal, so must we see the need for 

nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that 

will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism 

to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.
6
 

 

Acknowledging that prophetic ministry is rarely popular, and 

does not hide from constructive tension, it is noteworthy that King was 

arrested thirty times during his quest for equality in the Civil Rights era. 

It is said that only twenty-five percent of African-Americans 

supported King’s criticism of the Vietnam War, and that “only 9 percent 

of the public at large agreed with his objections to the war.”
7
 Even Jackie 

Robinson, the African-American who broke the colour barrier in Major 

League Baseball, distanced himself from King in a letter to President 

Lyndon B. Johnson. Upon King’s death one could easily make the 

argument that he was the least popular person in the country. Yet King 

refused to back down from his concerns, as Kaepernick has refused to 

back down from his claims.  

Cornel West says of Dr. King that, “never before in our 

                                                 
5
 Cornel West, Black Prophetic Fire, ed. Christa Buschendorf (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 2014), 66. 
6
 Martin Luther King Jr., 

https://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/documents/Letter_Birmingham_Jail.pdf “Letter 

from Birmingham Jail” (Birmingham, Alabama, 1963), 2. 
7
 Zaid Jilani, “What the ‘Santa Clausification’ of Martin Luther King Jr. Leaves 

Out” https://theintercept.com/2017/01/16/what-the-santa-clausification-of-

martin-luther-king-jr-leaves-out/ (theintercept.com, accessed 14 November 

2017). 
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[American] past has a figure outside of elected public office linked the 

life of the mind to social change with such moral persuasiveness and 

political effectiveness . . .”
8
 

The helpful tension named by King can also be created by 

communities. In Canada activist groups like No More Silence and 

Families of Sisters in Spirit have contributed to creating a constructive 

public tension to “let suffering speak, let victims be visible, and let social 

misery be put on the agenda of those in power.” They have done so by 

recording the names of indigenous women and girls who have either been 

murdered or gone missing since 2005. It took these organizations a 

decade to convince the government that an inquiry was vital. 

 

It appears that wherever critical and constructive tension exists in our 

public life, allowing suffering to speak and victims to become visible, 

there too is the presence of Martin King’s legacy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
 West, 66. 



 
PROFILE 

 

EMERSON HALLMAN:  

ARCHITECT OF CHURCH UNION 

by Diane Walker 

 

In 1968, the Evangelical United Brethren brought 

its 10,000 members into church union with the 

United Church of Canada’s one million members. 

On this fiftieth anniversary of that event, the 

contribution of Emerson Hallman deserves to be 

remembered, even though the inclusion of the 

EUB in the United Church has largely slipped 

beyond notice.  

Dr. Hallman had served fifteen years as 

superintendent of the EUB’s Canada Conference 

and had deep and broad knowledge of the sixty-three congregations 

under his care. His calm and steady presence brought disparate, 

sometimes fractious, elements into union, an outcome by no means 

assured.  In 1966 the EUB Canada Conference provisionally approved 

union with a scant majority of fifty-three percent. Hallman’s skillful 

leadership had a significant impact in garnering support for the union 

cause. 

Emerson Hallman was born in a log cabin in Rosenthal, Ontario 

in 1902. The son of a minister, he returned to Canada after study in 

Illinois to serve as assistant minister at Zion Evangelical Church, 

Kitchener, Ontario. He served pastorates in Hanover, Waterloo, and 

Kitchener, and undertook extensive involvement with denominational 

efforts in Christian education. He made notable contributions to 

conference camping programs, and served as president of the Canadian 

Council of Churches in 1952. In his role as conference superintendent of 

the EUB, Hallman displayed an active concern for care of ministers and 

congregations: 

 

One young minister on his first charge was confronted by a 

wandering evangelist who was wreaking havoc in the 

congregation. He called Dr. Hallman. “Meet me in the 

morning,” was the reply. “I’ll come on the night train.” The 
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next morning Dr. Hallman and the young student met with the 

various members of the church board. The crisis was averted.
1
 

Leading the EUB into the UCC was perhaps the greatest pastoral 

challenge in Hallman’s long ministry, which he met with characteristic 

“gentle, quiet yet determined direction.”
2
  

On the one hand, resistance to union is perfectly predictable 

given the church’s perennial skittishness about change and the particular 

circumstances of a little “one percenter” group of 10,000 being absorbed 

into a million-member body. However, if there was one challenge of 

church life that the EUB was particularly suited for, it had to be the 

concept of church union, for they had been considering a dizzying array 

of union possibilities for generations, and had actually effected more than 

one. 

The roots of the EUB are found in two closely related traditions,
3
 

both arising out of the eighteenth century Great Awakening, which 

touched the lives of Philip Otterbein, a German Reformed pastor in 

Baltimore, Maryland, and Jacob Albright (Albrecht) a tile maker in 

Pottstown, Pennsylvania, stirring in both men a desire to bring the gospel 

to German-speaking settlers. Otterbein was greatly influenced by the 

preaching of George Whitefield and became a friend of Francis Asbury, 

assisting in Asbury’s consecration as the first bishop of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church in America. Albright became a class leader in the 

Methodist Episcopal Church, and was given permission to establish 

German language classes and to appoint class leaders. Rapid growth led 

to the establishment of a German-language Methodist Conference with 

Albright as the first bishop. This language-specific Conference ultimately 

left the Methodist Episcopal Church, not through an acrimonious split 

from an ecclesiastical body, nor through theological schism, but rather 

through the desire to supply contextual spiritual leadership to an 

otherwise unserved population. 

                                                 
 
1
 John Burbidge, “Gentle Shepherd of 10,000 Brethren,” The United Church 

Observer, 1 January 1968, 29. 
2
 Ibid. 

3
 The historical material that follows is taken from The Evangelical United 

Brethren Church: A Century in Canada, ed. Henry Getz (Kitchener: The 

Evangelical United Brethren Church, 1964), and from “A Summary 

Statement Pertaining to the History and Development of the Evangelical 

United Brethren Church,” an unpublished paper by Rev. Emerson Hallman.  
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Otterbein’s groups became known as the United Brethren in 

Christ, Albright’s followers as the Evangelical Association (becoming in 

1922 the Evangelical Church). Both adhered to Methodist Episcopal 

polity: bishops and superintendents overseeing elders and deacons in 

ministry, congregations organized into classes, and annual general 

conferences. The Methodist Book of Discipline and Articles of Faith 

were adopted and translated. 

By the 1820s both groups were sending missionaries into 

Canada. The Loyalist migration from the United States into Canada in the 

early years of the nineteenth century had brought many German-speaking 

families into southern Ontario, particularly to Waterloo County. While 

many were Mennonites, others were without spiritual leadership and the 

“Albright people” answered the call, sending waves of missionary 

preachers, beginning in 1836. A weekly publication, the Botschafter, 

began that year, a publishing house was established the next year, and 

itinerant preachers fanned out from Waterloo, establishing camp 

meetings, classes, Sunday Schools, and eventually, congregations. In 

1864, in recognition of the significant expansion of the work, the 

Canadian congregations of the Evangelical Church were organized into a 

Canada Conference, effecting a separation from the New York 

Conference. Both the Evangelical Association and the United Brethren in 

Christ were to remain bi-national churches. 

The United Brethren denomination divided in 1889 over a 

revision to the denomination’s constitution.  The majority group became 

the “New Constitution United Brethren Church” which joined the 

Congregational Union of Canada in 1904, and thus entered the United 

Church of Canada in 1925. The United Brethren in Christ (Old 

Constitution) continued as a separate entity.  

With two very similar denominations, the New Constitution 

United Brethren Church and the Evangelical Church, active in the same 

areas and offering ministry to the same German-speaking population, 

consideration was given to union. The Methodist Churches in Canada and 

the United States also made overtures to both denominations, and the 

Evangelical Church considered union with the Methodists in 1892 and in 

1910. Consideration was also given to participating in the union 

discussions of the Methodist, Congregational, and Presbyterian Churches 

that was to result in the formation of the United Church of Canada. But 

there was insufficient support in both the Brethren Conference and the 

Evangelical Church, and in their constituent congregations.  

When negotiations began between the Evangelical Church and 

the Brethren in Christ to effect a union, good progress was made towards 
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a Plan of Union by the early 1940s. However, this progress was 

interrupted by consideration of joining with a larger church in the 

Methodist tradition, either the United Church of Canada or the Methodist 

Episcopal Church in the United States. But a poll conducted of church 

leadership indicated an even split on the question and the matter of 

uniting with a larger church was shelved. In 1946 the Evangelical Church 

joined with the United Brethren in Christ to form the Evangelical United 

Brethren Church.   

But the new denomination did not have a long history ahead of it. 

Almost immediately after the formation of the EUB, it entered into 

discussions with the Methodists in the United States with a view to union 

and by the 1960s the outcome was becoming evident that American EUB 

churches would join the U. S. Methodist Church. So the EUB Canada 

Conference was faced with becoming a very small part of a very large 

denomination, the United Methodist Church in the United States. There 

was reluctance to reintroduce the name Methodist in Canada since the 

Methodist Church had been entirely absorbed in the United Church. A 

possible solution was close at hand and union negotiations began 

between the EUB in Canada and the UCC. Each group appointed six 

leaders for the task and by 1966 a plan of union was ready for study and 

discussion.   

Predictably, there was not unanimity on the decision. The North 

West Canada Conference of the EUB elected to stay as a mission 

conference with the United Methodist Church, and was known as the 

Evangelical Church in Canada (later cutting all ties with the United 

Methodist Church in the States).   

That the EUB Canada Conference could only muster a 53% 

approval vote for union with the UCC in 1966 was based on a perceived 

theological laxity in the United Church, particularly as a result of the 

furor over the New Curriculum. The fiery pronouncements of former 

Moderator E.M. Howse and J.R. Hord, Secretary of the Board of 

Evangelism and Social Service, are also cited as factors.
4
 

Thus, when the Canada Conference of the EUB met in May of 

1967 there was no guarantee that the union would proceed. When a well-

known opponent to the scheme asked to speak, the anxiety level rose. But 

Norman Draeker of Hamilton said this: 

 

I always felt that when a person changed his mind it was a sign 

of weakness. Now I see that it is an indication of strength. At 

                                                 
4
 Burbidge, “Gentle Shepherd,” 11. 
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the meeting of the General Conference I opposed this union 

because I believed that if we took more time we might well 

have carried our whole denomination with unanimity. Since 

that time I have watched how the union is moving and how it is 

being supported by the Church. Now, I must turn and be for it. 

Let there be a vote whole-heartedly in favour.
5
  

Draeker’s speech turned the tide, and the motion was passed by 

seventy-three percent. But tide-turning speeches have a much greater 

chance of success if there has been slow, careful, persuasive groundwork, 

especially if it is laid by a trusted, experienced, and godly leader. 

Emerson Hallman was the right person at the right time for such 

painstaking and probably intermittently tedious work.   

Everybody loves progress, but everybody also hates change, and 

bringing the EUB into the UCC was undoubtedly a tough sell. Some 

congregations didn’t come along into the United Church, instead joining 

the Missionary Church, Baptist denominations, or carrying on as 

independents. The number of departures was likely stemmed by EUB 

polity which kept church properties in denominational, rather than 

congregational, hands. Most congregations lost some members over the 

union, and in Lisbon, Ontario, the majority of the congregation left with 

its minister.  

The adjustment from an appointment system to a call system for 

ministers was also unsettling, throwing congregations into a competitive 

market for clergy leadership when they were accustomed to letting the 

conference superintendent take care of all that. After union EUB 

distinctive characteristics remained: the commitment to camping, with 

very generous support for Silver Lake and Golden Lake camps; and an 

orientation to more traditional theology that continued, and perhaps 

continues in at least some congregations. If it was hoped that the EUB 

presence would influence giving patterns in the UCC, that has proved a 

disappointment. At the time of union the average per-member EUB 

giving was two and half times that of UCC average giving. The EUB 

motto “As much for others as for ourselves” was more than words on 

paper.   

How distinctive have the EUB characteristics remained in the 

UCC in the ensuing half century? An answer to that would require the 

sort of research far beyond the scope of this modest submission. But 

anecdotally, as someone who recently served seventeen years in a former 

EUB church (Pelham Community Church, Pelham, Ontario), I can say 

                                                 
5
 Burbidge, 11. 
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that there are aspects of the heritage that go beyond the occasional 

appearance of sauerkraut at church suppers and names of German 

provenance on the church roll. The sacrificial giving, the respect for the 

authority of Scripture, the trust in Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord, and 

commitment to serving “the least of these” are vibrant and nourishing.   

Jesus spoke of the little bit of yeast that leavens the whole lump. 

It is clear that the EUB coming into the UCC did not have the kind of 

institution-changing influence depicted in the leaven in the lump analogy. 

Except for church cornerstones in German, or perhaps a stamp in an old 

hymnbook or an antique stained glass window, there doesn’t seem to be 

much of the old EUB in the UCC. 

And perhaps, if you will forgive the pun, there is something 

emblematic in this. Having variously heard it described as a promise and 

an aspiration, there remains a perception that the EUB emblem would be 

incorporated into the United Church crest. Of course that never 

happened, despite other changes to the crest during the same half century, 

including the addition of the French translation of the denomination’s 

name in 1980, and the changes made in 2012 with a phrase in Mohawk 

(“all my relations”) added, together with the inclusion of the four colours 

of the medicine wheel to acknowledge the presence and spirituality of 

Indigenous peoples.   

How could this EUB emblem have been incorporated into the 

UCC crest, to mark the inclusion of 63 congregations and 10,000 

members in 1968? 

In itself this emblem is a 

skillful amalgamation of the Brethren in 

Christ emblem (the handshake) with a 

modified version of the Evangelical 

Church emblem (the cross and crown). 

It is touching to see the symbol on 

Emerson Hallman’s grave stone, 

formed of the EUB handshake 

superimposed over the fish emblem that 

forms the basic shape of the crest of the 

United Church of Canada. In this 

private memorial one can see a tribute to the man who did so much to 

bring the EUB into the United Church of Canada. Perhaps this, more than 

the adaptation of the United Church crest, is a more fitting epitaph to a 

modest, steady shepherd of the flock. 

 

 



 
BOOK REVIEWS 

 

Crossover Preaching: Intercultural-improvisational homiletics in 

conversation with Gardner C. Taylor 

Jared E. Alcántara. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

2015. Pp. 340. 
 

Jared E. Alcántara's text is at its core a case study designed to show that 

the old forms of preaching—as demonstrated in the works of Gardner C. 

Taylor—remain useful and that some aspects of Taylor's preaching can 

be used to great effect today. Alcántara contends that “the West is no 

longer Christian, and Christianity is no longer Western” (18). Since the 

churches and church leaders cannot ignore or run away from this fact, it 

is necessary to face the changes that have come and work with them. The 

book ultimately offers practical suggestions on how to preach inter-

culturally, using Taylor as a starting point. 

Since this work is a case study in addition to recommendation-

driven, Alcántara follows a clear and familiar structure. Starting with his 

arguments about why and how Taylor is a fitting case for modern 

intercultural preachers to follow, he continues with pedagogical material 

regarding improvisation and intercultural competence, and concludes 

with strategies for the contemporary preacher and homiletician on how to 

use this “crossover homiletic” (27), using Taylor's preaching as a lens. 

Social location plays a key role in this text; and Alcántara's own 

location—that of someone living in the USA—makes this text very USA-

centric, from the starting assumptions around immigration all the way to 

the conclusions around preaching that presume a large, urban 

congregation. Taylor's social location too, is made much of, as it is what 

framed his preaching and his various speaking and service opportunities. 

Alcántara acknowledges that social location is a multifaceted thing (33), 

and further argues that in order to preach in an intercultural-

improvisational manner, one must consider one's own social location first 

(199). This intercultural-improvisational method is proposed not as 

something prescriptive, but as a starting point for a conversation around 

how contemporary preaching can reach beyond the social location of the 

preacher, or any one denomination, to transgress boundaries (302). 

Alcántara uses Taylor's preaching and life as the prime example of how 

modern-day preachers can reach beyond their boundaries and create 

bridges to new audiences. 

The purpose of this text is two-fold. First, it is to demonstrate 

that Taylor was ahead of his time in being an intercultural-

improvisational preacher. And while this is an interesting point and 
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perspective, most readers of this text are more likely to be interested in 

the “how” of intercultural-improvisational preaching than the “who,” for 

we cannot all be “prince[s] of the pulpit” (51) as Taylor was. Therein lies 

the second purpose of this text — to explore the “how” of intercultural-

improvisational preaching. 

It is quite clear upon reading this text that Alcántara drew 

extensively from a wide range of research in a variety of disciplines. He 

starts by exploring the idea of improvisation in preaching, calling it an 

“exercise in controlled spontaneity” (97), and clarifying that his is not a 

call to extemporaneous preaching—something which Taylor eschewed. 

With improvisation well-defined, Alcántara considered the parallels 

between improvised performance and preaching, and finds Taylor at their 

crossing. Having spent time on the improvisational aspect of his thesis, 

Alcántara moves on to the intercultural aspects, focusing on race. This 

lengthy and nuanced discussion highlights Taylor's ability to work 

beyond the boundaries of blackness and black preaching, as narrowly 

defined, by using broad knowledge, and by applying it to a broad 

audience with race being only one part of his identity. 

Moving from definitions to pedagogy and practice, Alcántara 

lays out methods for becoming inter-culturally competent, highlighting 

the need to interpret, relate, discover, and interact (202), while reminding 

readers that the aim of intercultural competence is “not perfection but 

progress” (205), and laying out the biblical foundations for this field. 

Ultimately, intercultural-improvisational preaching requires 

preachers “to possess the knowledge, skills, and habits required for 

negotiating difference effectively” (192). Alcántara delivers, and details 

the skills for both improvisational competence (play, attune, collaborate, 

and experiment), and intercultural competence and teaching (listen, 

engage, assess, and de-centre) (238). 

The church and society have changed radically since the time 

when Taylor began his ministry, and though the era of princes of the 

pulpit is over, the techniques and skills of those giants of preaching still 

hold value today, and indeed can show us a way forward that reaches 

beyond boundaries and embraces differences.  If churches want to thrive, 

and if seminaries want to prepare ministers and preachers for the 

contemporary world, intercultural skills are necessary. Alcántara's model 

of intercultural-improvisational preaching offers one possible set of 

skills. 

This is a worthwhile read: for preachers looking to expand their 

repertoire and inspire their preaching, for professors of homiletics 

looking to broaden their students’ knowledge and skill set, and for 
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anyone interested in the craft and future of preaching in an intercultural 

society and church. 

Kathleen Anderson,  

Crossroads Pastoral Charge, Halifax NS 

kanderson.home@gmail.com 

 

The Oil Has not Run Dry: The Story of My Theological Pathway 

Gregory Baum. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 2017. Pp. 237.  

 

This major Canadian Catholic theologian (now in his 94
th
 year) has 

offered a beautiful volume of reflections on his life and thought. It is not 

an autobiography, he insists, but a report on the experiences that have 

affected his theological thinking. “I do not think of myself as an 

important thinker,” he tells us. Baum regards himself now as a 

“theological essayist, disturbed by what is wrong in the world and 

convinced of the transforming power of the Gospel” (3).   

 First we meet the young boy of Jewish heritage, raised officially 

as Protestant, but in a secular humanist home. In May 1939, at sixteen, he 

escaped with his sister and step-father to Britain when his family fell 

under Nazi persecution. He was taken to camps (in New Brunswick and 

Quebec) where German refugees were confined, lest they sabotage the 

war effort. Gregory writes with gratitude of this, since he found himself 

among professors, clergy, politicians, of varying faiths and ideologies, 

who gave him and other refugee boys their secondary education. “I woke 

up intellectually in the camps” (14). Released in 1942, he was taken to 

McMaster University with the financial support of a United Church 

woman, where he studied mathematics and physics.  

It was at McMaster that he was introduced to The Confessions of 

St. Augustine, which proved to be a turning point in his life. Through 

Augustine’s writing he encountered God as the invisible redemptive 

mystery, source of life, truth and love, transcendent and ineffable, yet 

immanent in creation as a source of grace and salvation. Baum reflects on 

his own life as a series of rescues. “God’s Word,” he learned from 

Augustine, operates within us as a hidden presence that “allows us to find 

the way, rescuing us from self-destructive propensities” (20).       

 In 1947 he abandoned plans for post-graduate work in 

mathematics and entered the Augustinian Order. He explains: “Since I 

recognized myself as homosexual, I had no intention of exploring my 

capacity for intimate love and looked upon monastic life as an 

appropriate form of discipleship” (23). He received his theological 
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education at Fribourg, Switzerland, was ordained priest, and completed a 

doctoral thesis. Four years of studying Thomas Aquinas, whose via 

negativa deepened his sense of God as ineffable, moved him away from 

exclusivism, and nourished his later ecumenism and pluralism, for, 

according to Thomas:  “God is not limited by the sacraments,” and “there 

is salvation outside the church” (26). He did not, however, become a 

Thomist.  

In 1959 he returned to Canada to teach at St. Michael’s College, 

Toronto, where he remained until moving to McGill, Montreal, in 1986. 

His thesis on Christian ecumenism was published, and persuaded Vatican 

authorities, under John XXIII, to appoint him a peritus theologian for the 

Second Vatican Council. He had also published The Jews and the Gospel, 

in which he denounced the anti-Jewish discourse of the Christian 

tradition, while defending the New Testament sources against any charge 

of anti-Semitism. He was, however, deeply shocked to read a book by 

Jules Isaac, which argued that the New Testament had indeed been a 

source of Christian hatred of the Jews. Again, Rosemary Ruether’s Faith 

and Fratricide, in 1965, persuaded him that he must commit himself to 

work for the reform of the church’s teaching about the Jews. At Vatican II 

he participated in the Secretariat for the Promotion of Christian Unity, 

which included preparation of a document on the church’s relation to 

Judaism. The document Nostra Aetate, which he helped to write, 

acknowledged Judaism as the source of salvation for the Jews.  

After the Council, Baum was actively engaged in the Canadian 

ecumenical movement, not least through his journal The Ecumenist. His 

book, Man Becoming (1970), was a critical appropriation of the work of 

French philosopher Maurice Blondel, who rejected theological 

“extrinsicism,” emphasizing God’s immanence (also called 

“panentheism”). For Blondel, and for Baum, the transcendent God is not 

the great Outsider, but is present in daily experiences, including the voice 

of conscience, bonds of solidarity, dialogue, and commitment to justice. 

God’s self-revelation in Christ enables us to recognize ourselves as sinful 

and broken, yet divinely summoned to trust and to love (56-57). Baum 

also acknowledges the relativization of divine omnipotence in the 

thought of the Jewish kabbala, which speaks of the divine withdrawal for 

the sake of creatures, drawing also upon Simone Weil and Moltmann in 

their extension of the christological kenosis to the doctrine of creation. 

“Not only the Passion [of Jesus Christ] but creation itself is renunciation 

and self-sacrifice on God’s part” (60).        

After 1970, through in-depth studies in sociology, Baum’s 

theological emphasis shifted significantly from ecumenism to 
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political/liberation theology. The rest of the book consists mainly of 

fascinating commentary on theological movements of which he was an 

important part from the 1970s on—liberationist, feminist, Canadian (and 

Quebecois) contextual and political theology, economic and social ethics, 

and sexual ethics. These reflections are richly informative. His 

courageous personal disclosure of his sexual orientation is also 

illuminating, and will surely be encouraging to many who share his 

struggle.  The book is a “page-turner,” and a wonderful gift from a wise 

elder in the faith.   

                                                                                                               

Harold Wells,                                                                                                              

Emmanuel College  

harold.wells@utoronto.ca 

 
The Authority and Interpretation of Scripture in The United Church of 

Canada: An Intercultural Adventure Part II     

HyeRan Kim-Cragg and Don Schweitzer.  Daejeon, South 

Korea: Daejanggan Publisher, 2016. Pp. 144.   

 

This slender volume offers a considerable service to The United Church 

of Canada and others interested in the history and shape of the United 

Church’s approach to theology and biblical interpretation. As the authors 

explore and explain that theological landscape, a story emerges of the 

denomination’s increasingly self-critical and self-aware patterns. This 

study was instigated by a desire to assist ministers and lay people, 

especially those who have come more recently into the United Church, to 

understand how the denomination has arrived at a position of significant 

openness with respect to sexual minorities. As noted in the Introduction, 

“It is our hope that this book provides a teaching tool that helps to 

empower those newer members to the United Church who face negative 

and harmful accusations from conservative Christians due to the United 

Church’s theological stance regarding the affirmation of the place [of] 

LGBTQ members within the church” (10). A second purpose is to assist 

“seasoned members” of the denomination to consider the Bible more 

closely.  

Kim-Cragg and Schweitzer, who teach at St. Andrew’s College in 

Saskatoon, consider the nature of authority and how the United Church 

has located it with, within, and alongside the Bible.  These issues came to 

a head in the 1980s and 1990s when differing readings of the Bible, and 

differing understandings of its authoritative status, resulted in a series of 

conflicts that centred on the decisions taken to welcome and ordain 
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LGBTQ persons.  

One of the overarching themes of the book is the continuing 

importance, indeed the centrality, of the Bible in the United Church. This 

emphasis is certainly evident in the number of denominational studies of 

the Bible, as well as the significant portions of various studies, faith 

statements, and reports over the last ninety years that draw or reflect on 

Scripture.  

Another theme considered at some length in the book is the 

function and place of the “rule of faith” within the United Church’s 

theological work and modalities of Biblical interpretation. I concur with 

the importance of this factor—namely, the ways that normative and 

habitual theological dispositions influence hermeneutics. This dynamic is 

always operative and is worthy of ongoing reflection. I was not entirely 

convinced, however, when Kim-Cragg and Schweitzer suggested toward 

the end of the book that the rule of faith was significantly changed by the 

1988 decisions concerning greater inclusivity in the denomination. I 

would argue that the seeds of this inclusivity were embedded within the 

United Church’s DNA from its earliest years, and that the decisions and 

pathways taken in the 1980s and 1990s were largely the continued 

outgrowth of those seeds. These decisions were also predicated on the 

structures and polity of the denomination. In other words, the decision to 

be increasingly inclusive of sexual minorities was made possible, in part, 

by a conciliar system of government, whereas a direct plebiscite might 

well have produced different results (at least in the 1980s). Although this 

reality is somewhat tangential to the book’s argument, it still played its 

part in 1988 and 1990. 

The numerous case studies and close readings of specific primary 

sources, from The Basis of Union (1925) to Moving toward Full 

Inclusion (2010), are among the many strengths of this volume. Together 

with the insightful commentary provided by the authors, the survey of 

this impressive range of documents and events is most helpful in 

assisting the reader to grasp the breadth of the United Church’s 

theological engagements over the years. The denomination’s substantial 

reflection on biblical materials, in dialogue with science, social science, 

Christian doctrine and tradition, as well as human experience, 

demonstrates that the accusation that the United Church may be careless 

in its reading of the Bible is a false or at least uninformed accusation. It is 

perhaps the “acknowledgement of the ambiguity of the biblical writings” 

(61) and the openness to plural ways of knowing that characterize the 

denomination in this respect, and have made it receptive to nuanced and 

more-than-literal interpretations of the Bible.   
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This book as a whole is a primer for anyone interested in the 

manner of proceeding that the United Church favours in its theological 

work, focused through the lens of the questions of biblical interpretation 

and the inclusion of LGBTQ persons. There is a welcome level of 

theological sophistication here that nonetheless does not threaten to 

overwhelm an alert reader.  

                                                                                                                         

Robert C. Fennell, 

Atlantic School of Theology, Halifax                                                                                       

rfennell@astheology.ns.ca 

 

Lessons from Laodicea: Missional Leadership in a Culture of 

Affluence 

Ross A. Lockhart. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2016. Pp. 

166. + xxvi. 

 

Since the publication of Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of 

the Church in North America in 1998, “missional theology” has stirred 

many followers among local clergy and laity, denominational leaders, and 

attendees of a host of conferences to embrace the ideas espoused by the 

Project Team of The Gospel and our Culture Network, led by Darrell 

Guder of Princeton Theological Seminary. Theologians and many local 

clergy of the Pacific Northwest seem particularly energized by the 

challenges of the North American mission field. As the founding director 

of the St. Andrew’s Hall Centre for Missional Leadership at the 

University of British Columbia, Ross Lockhart has engaged Guder and 

others to build theological and praxis capacity for all things missional. 

This book emerges from Lockhart’s recent years as a congregational 

minister as well as his current research and teaching interests.  

Lessons from Laodicea grounds “missional” in a biblical story—

and not one on the tip of most preachers’ tongues. Among the letters of 

John to the churches in Asia is one to those at Laodicea (Revelation 3: 

14-22). The early Christians there are described as “neither hot nor cold” 

and fond of proclaiming, “How rich I am! And how well I have done! I 

have everything I want!”  

Lockhart connects this biblical text to personal experience in 

several ways. He describes taking a tour group along the “footsteps of 

Paul” into the territory of some of those ancient churches in what is now 

western Turkey. Relaxing in the hot springs of Pamukkale, the group 

members reflected on the ancient Laodiceans, who were “neither hot nor 

cold.” Laodicea was the most important city in the area, advantageously 
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situated between Hierapolis and Colossae, a financial and textile center 

where the inhabitants luxuriated in their wealth and self-satisfaction: “I 

have everything I want!” 

The prideful inhabitants of that ancient city reflect, according to 

the author, a similarity to the North American context of consumerist, 

self-satisfied Christianity. He has found himself in congregational 

ministry there—places desirous of “nice” preaching, entertaining 

worship, where not a discomfitting word is heard. Places where 

congregants “arm twist their clergy and churches into accepting a 

domestication of transcendence and feel free to be Marcion-like, playing 

‘cut and paste’ with the Scriptures, until they have a gospel gutted of 

obedience to Christ and missing God’s call to transform the world—

beginning with us.” Many other congregational leaders have been there 

too.  

With the Christian church energizing and growing in the global 

South and East, Lockhart asserts that the mainline church in the West is 

in a “Laodicean captivity . . . looking back at Christendom and forward in 

fear.”  But this book is not just a critique of the affluence that afflicts 

post-Christendom and distracts from the gospel’s call; it is also a 

handbook for a new way. By way of moving forward in a missional 

mode, Lockhart proposes some practices for building up Christian 

disciples in a post-Christendom world, specifically those enmeshed in 

North American affluence.   

This book will appeal to some leaders in United Church 

congregations; an extensive section on John Wesley’s “missional 

spirituality” leading to a covenanted community accountable for spiritual 

growth is helpful. Many will find Lockhart’s call to re-articulate terms 

like “disciple,” “conversion,” “sanctification,” and “mission” useful, if 

his somewhat off-handed writing style (“Fifty Shades of Grace” as a 

chapter title?) is not so widely appealing.  

Lockhart calls for leaders and disciples to reject affluent “Botox 

Christianity” and its consumptive behaviours and “join God in the 

neighbourhood as missionary disciples.” While the economic, social, 

political and climatic challenges facing all people—and historically 

responded to with faithfulness by the Christian church—reaches beyond 

the affluence of Canadian congregations, and requires more complex 

partnering around the globe, Lockhart offers a starting place in the 

missional backyard with this book.      

Steven Chambers, 

Vancouver, BC 

schambers212@gmail.com 
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When In Romans: An Invitation to Linger with the Gospel according to 

Paul 

Beverly Roberts Gaventa. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

2016. Pp. 160. 

 

When In Romans is like a good travel book. It gives enough enticing 

details to draw you to journey into a new (or old) place. Yet it does not 

give too many details to tempt you into thinking you need not see it for 

yourself. Beverly Roberts Gaventa writes with her teaching experience 

and a passion for Paul’s theology, always noting her broad reading of 

biblical scholarship. She invites us to see Romans with renewed eyes.   

Gaventa writes that too often we in the church use this letter as 

those “hop-on, hop-off tourist buses”  travelling  into Paul’s theology, but 

only “seeing the same highlights every time we travel around the circuit” 

(3). Get off the bus, get your feet dirty and breathe in the scope of the 

gospel Paul discovered! Lectionary pieces are too small to encompass 

this vision, and also many get avoided by the seemingly easier to share 

stories of the other Scriptures. She challenges us to not see each line as 

equal but to remember each thought here is tied together to the next. “It is 

far more intricate and requires us to read carefully for context, for 

transitions, even for twists and turns that displace or reinforce previous 

statements” (19).  

One way she helps us enter into this letter anew is by noting all 

the worlds in which this letter was written and travelled. Jerusalem, 

Spain, Rome all were part of the writing and reading of this letter and 

keeping them in mind helps us resist reading it as a “reflective essay on 

abstract issues” (18). She also has a great introduction to Phoebe and her 

role: she is not only deacon but benefactor; not only deliverer of the letter 

but its reader to its earliest audiences and thus first interpreter of it. In 

this there is also the reminder that though the letters of today are usually 

a note from an individual to another, Paul’s “writing was not done alone” 

(13). Nor were they read by individuals in silence. They were read aloud 

and in community.   

Gaventa calls us to read Paul from the radical perspective he 

preached: God’s activity in human lives through Jesus Christ is never due 

to our faith (which we have only as gift from God) or our ancestry or 

identity (as Jew, Greek, or “God-loving”).   

Paul challenges us never to box God into dualism or place 

membership regulations around just who God has chosen to redeem. 

Membership is due solely to God’s having created all that God can 

redeem through Christ. We can never condemn any or limit God’s 
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redeeming in any way. All have sinned and all are made right solely 

through and in God’s timing and activity in Christ.    

She reminds us to not shy away from some of Paul’s 

understanding of sin. We instead need to ponder enslaving effects of 

addiction of the cycles of violence to realize not only the scope of sin but 

also the even wider scope of God’s power (44-46).   

After reminding us of the breadth and depth of divine action, 

Paul calls us to live out Christian ethics in community, using worship as a 

teaching tool for the other hours of our week. Paul’s ethics, though, are 

not a moral code of dos and don’ts but rather an account of how to 

approach God in actions, words and thoughts. She continually notes that 

Paul’s definition of Christian is less worried about individual and 

intellectual decisions and more concerned with fully living into 

community celebrating God’s gifts of trust and peace (101-102). As 

slaves of God, and not sin, we can serve God and join in the conflict 

against sin (102-103). We can do so with confidence because God will 

never “leave humanity to itself” (127). 

“When In Romans” is a great book for an early student of Paul to 

begin to sense his theology in broad strokes but also was a wake-up call 

to me, one always preaching on the lectionary’s choices of quotes from 

this letter.  I found myself making time to sink into Romans in a way I 

had not since seminary: celebrating Paul as radically inclusive preacher 

and Phoebe’s role in proclaiming the gospel. This book would also be a 

nice resource for a Bible study group as it has many, many notes for 

further reading as well as music and movie tie-ins and limited academic 

jargon. 

 

Leigh Sinclair,  

Robertson-Wesley United Church, Edmonton  

leighsinclair@ymail.com 


