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‘I find myself, unlike the contemporary church, thinking more and more about the 

next world and less and less about the Third World.’ These words were written, 

shortly before his death last year, by Alexander Dru, the author and journalist. It must 

be said, however, that his inclinations were indeed against the trend. Christianity 

today is preoccupied with political and social change throughout the world. But 

Christianity today is also notable for its lack of a distinctly Christian attitude towards 

the world it wishes to see changed. It has increasingly borrowed its political outlook 

and vocabulary, the issues it regards as most urgently requiring attention, and even its 

tests of moral virtue, from the progressive thinking of the surrounding secular culture.  

 

The radical Christianity of the developing world, to which appeals are now so often 

made by Western churchmen, in their call for change, is very familiar; for radical 

Christians of the Third World are not the wretched of the earth, but members of the 

bourgeois elite, emotionally attached to the idealism of social change. Their 

radicalism is itself a class characteristic of disaffected elements within the 

intelligentsia.  

 

Dr Sheila Cassidy, the British doctor imprisoned in Chile for failing to report medical 

treatment she had given a fugitive, has recorded that the revolutionaries she met in 

detention were—as she put it— not desperate, oppressed peasants, but university 

students or young professionals from middle-class families ‘. It is likely that all 

political change ultimately derives from the agitation of élites.  

 

The World Council of Churches certainly exemplifies such a process, for its officials, 

and the expert opinion it consults, are clearly more advanced in their politicisation, 

and their preparedness to identify Christianity with political change, than the members 

of the constituent churches. What is needed, according to the 1975 report of one of its 

commissions, entitled ‘To Break the Chains of Oppression’, is ‘a vanguard of 

leaders’, the ‘agents of change’. They will be—again in the words of the report— ‘the 

intellectual members of the elite, students, etc…’  

 

Perhaps even more frankly stated is the opinion of Dr Philip Potter, general secretary 

of the World Council of Churches: ‘Any movement for change would always be in a 

minority,’ he said, ‘because people don’t want change.’  

 

Yet the World Council denies that it is more radical than its own member churches. It 

regards its support for the forces of change throughout the world as an act of 

solidarity with the worlds oppressed, as a symbol of its desire to abandon the 

dominance of Western ways of thinking and to respect the resurgent cultures of the 

developing world. But, in reality, the world advance of Western cultural and political 

values was never ‘Christianity today is also notable for its lack of a distinctly 



 2 

Christian attitude towards the world it wishes to see changed’ more successful -than at 

the present time. They are conveyed in the advances made by Marxism and in the 

creation, through the capitalism of multinational corporations, of consumer societies. 

The elitist radicalism of the World Council of Churches is itself a purveyor of 

Western values; for what appears to Western liberals as the Third World’s rejection of 

Western cultural ideals is, in fact, the adoption, in the developing world, of exactly the 

criticisms of Western values that Western liberals have themselves made.  

 

To take this view of the mechanics of the present impulses for change is not, of 

course, to deny the validity of some of the ideals that are actually promoted by 

Christian organisations. The close relationship of religious and secular thinking in 

social and political issues does, however, raise some difficulties. Principally, the 

adoption of humanist moral attitudes by Christian theologians in the 1960s meant that 

the view of man and his temporal expectations, once greatly at variance between 

secular humanism and Christianity, became more or less the same. The result is the 

contemporary Christian insistence that the faith has essentially to do with ‘human 

liberation’. The fact that this belief is derived from secular thought is actually 

acknowledged by the theologians. They do not see any difficulty; for, by the simple 

device of regarding the progressive ideals furnished by their class background and 

cultural outlook as evidences of the Divine at work ‘in the secular’, they are able to 

promote the new humanism as an authentic theological development.  

 

Of all the shifts in Christian thinking in modern times, this is, by far, the most radical 

in its effects. And it is not confined to the most progressive churchmen, but is found, 

in varying degrees of acceptance, in the minds of many influential Christians today. 

Indeed, the word ‘ecumenical’ itself has changed its meaning, and is now used by the 

World Council of Churches to mean, not just fellowship within the different Christian 

bodies, but within the entire human race. To many ordinary believers, outside the 

circles of leadership and influence, modern developments seem to suggest that the 

churches are ‘little concerned to preserve the Christian heritage and deeply committed 

to radical change in national and international society’.  

 

There are some very considerable consequences of a situation in which both the social 

and political morality of Christianity are derived directly from secular thought. For a 

start, material tests are applied to political virtue. Arrangements for human society are 

increasingly approved by Christianity when they attend most equitably, as it seems, to 

the material expectations of men. Thus, organised Christianity is sometimes found on 

the side of Marxist movements for change—where the political alternatives, or the 

existing order, though allowing occasions for the cultivation of independent thought 

or enterprise, are considered unjust, from the point of view of material reward. This 

tendency is actually assisted by the standard Marxist vocabulary used in ecumenical 

circles. ‘Sometimes,’ wrote Dr Eugene Carson Blake, when he was general secretary 

of the World Council of Churches, in 1972, ‘it seems that, of all secular philosophies, 

Marxism is becoming the most popular and pervasive among our people.’  

 

The reason is clear. Throughout the world, Marxism is becoming the form that the 

moral seriousness of the intelligentsia is taking in our day. The churches, once again, 

reflect the solidarity of the high- minded in their enthusiasm for humanity. The 

practical result, in recent years, has been a large measure of Christian sympathy for 

Marxist movements seeking the replacement of the existing order in areas of South-
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East Asia, Southern Africa, and Latin America. This sympathy, furthermore, is often 

founded on an uncritical acceptance of the propaganda depiction of social misery and 

economic deprivation which international Marxist agencies employ in order to enlist 

liberal support for the moral condemnation of capitalist societies everywhere. And 

because Christian leaders tend to amateurism in the very professional business of 

political tactics, and because they really are so properly dedicated to humanitarian 

ideals, they are permanently liable to absorb seemingly any account of world 

conditions which exploits their generosity. They rationalise the political intentions of 

others, in the selection of particular issues for agitation. They make a simple, and 

generally innocent, conflation of Christian love of neighbour with the most hard-line 

Marxist devices to engineer radical social change. They represent the political rhetoric 

of Marxism as merely a succinct manner of expressing agreed moral truths about 

human society.  

 

And so the Marxists’ liturgy of propaganda gets reproduced in the world views of 

Christianity. A government or social system marked down for replacement is first 

described in isolation, without reference to the conditions general among mankind— 

and especially the conditions in the socialist countries of the developing world—in 

order to show the economic sufferings of the poor under ‘capitalism’. Ordinary 

security -arrangements are described as the trappings of a police state.  

 

This pattern of political criticism has preceded all the revolutions of recent years. It is 

found, intact, in the views of the contemporary church, where its repetition, drawn 

straight from the secular political groups who invent and promote it, is known as 

‘prophetic’ discernment. The result is to place Christianity among the leading 

influences making for the demoralisation of received Western values throughout the 

world. Dr David Owen, the British foreign secretary, has recently observed: ‘History 

has shown that the Christian critique of communism has been one of the strongest 

checks to its advancement.’ But that is ceasing to be the case.  

 

Now, some of the social criticism may be true, and aspects of Marxist social analysis 

are extremely valuable. What is needed is extensive professional knowledge of 

political theory and practice, and the will to see the virtues as well as the faults of 

non- socialist patterns of social organisation. A sense of the ultimate worthlessness of 

human expectations of a better life on earth—the very thing religion ought to 

provide—is also lacking in our day.  

 

Unlike the prince-bishops and clerical administrators of the past, whose political 

Christianity was highly developed, and whose political knowledge and skills were 

accordingly extensive and professional, the modern leaders of Christian opinion are 

too far removed from the real centres of political experience to be effective or 

accurate in their political judgment. And those Christians who are professionally 

accomplished are approved of selectively.  

 

It was Mr Michael Manley, the prime minister of Jamaica, whom the World Council 

of Churches chose to give an address at the Nairobi assembly in 1975. In his speech—

which the official Church of England report described as ‘a major piece of political 

analysis ‘—he denounced capitalism and parliamentary democracy, and contended for 

what he called ‘true people’s democracy’.  
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The preparedness of Christian opinion to follow the diagnosis of world issues 

propagated by interested political agencies was amply illustrated by the response to 

the Chilean coup in 1973, which overthrew the Marxist government of Salvador 

Allende. It was, by contemporary standards, a pretty normal coup. The bloodshed and 

the ferocity of the security measures employed by General Pinochet’s military junta 

have been exceeded in the advent of socialist regimes to South Vietnam, Cambodia, 

Angola and Afghanistan. But it is Chile that has continued to be condemned by the 

churches. Why?  

 

Chile has been especially singled out by Marxist groups as a likely case for attracting 

liberal opinion to the socialist cause. The economic chaos and the illegalities of the 

Allende administration are played down, and the military government—which Is, 

anyway, far from being the model which capitalism would itself have selected for a 

set-piece defence—is depicted as the worst type of fascist dictatorship. The churches 

have accepted the main points in this propaganda version of the situation in Chile.  

 

During the Allende government, some 15,000 communist activists gravitated to the 

country from other parts of Latin America, and these were the first to be expelled after 

the coup. Within 48 hours, the World Council of Churches had been in touch with 

Christian groups in Chile to organise relief aid for these communist refugees. In a 

published appeal, the World Council regretted that what it called ‘a unique social 

experiment’ —by which it meant Allende’s attempt to construct a Marxist society—

had been extinguished.  

 

The council also involved itself with the formation of the Churches’ Committee of 

Co-operation for Peace in Chile, an organisation which, though largely concerned 

with social work, was highly political in outlook, preparing, as it announced, ‘the way 

to human liberation’.  

 

I have asked Dwain C. Epps, of the Commission of the Churches on International 

Affairs, how it was possible for the Chilean churches to have acted so swiftly to help 

those whom they regarded as the victims of the coup. He attributed it to ‘the work of 

the Holy Spirit’. I would myself attribute it to the advanced politicisation that the 

churches had already undergone during the Allende period. One of the churches 

which had not absorbed that prevalent social radicalism of the Chilean intelligentsia 

was the tiny Anglican Church - which has continued to be a consistent supporter of 

the military government.  

 

The contemporary Christian habit of representing ordinary political preferences as 

acts of ‘prophecy’ necessarily involves certain hazards. In 1968, the fourth assembly 

of the World Council of Churches, meeting in Uppsala, reported that ‘no structures—

ecclesiastical, industrial, governmental or international—lie outside the scope of the 

churches’ task as they seek to carry out their prophetic role in understanding the will 

of God for all men.’ But the content of their ‘prophecy’ inevitably seems to coincide 

with the propaganda models of radical liberalism and Marxism. Churchmen who 

become aware of this do not seem to find it incongruous. Thus Dr Philip Potter, 

general secretary of the World Council of Churches, believes that ‘it has been the 

secular writers and politicians who have been the prophets of our time.’ He went on to 

cite the Black Power leaders, Stokely Carmichael and Malcolm X, who, he said, ‘have 
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given far more clear and powerful expression to the true meaning of the right hand of 

God than the churches’.  

 

Sometimes, Christian acts of ‘prophecy’ are overtaken by events. In 1971, for 

example, a conference of Christians meeting in Tanzania was told that, in the struggle 

of the African liberation movements, there would never be the need to import foreign 

guerrilla fighters, because it was impossible to ‘import a revolution’. Today, it is 

black Christian leaders who welcome the Cuban presence in Africa. In 1972, the 

Church Missionary Society, in a fulsome appraisal of the progress Uganda could 

expect under President Amin, hailed his personal involvement in ‘reconciling’ a 

dispute over ecclesiastical jurisdiction as ‘a true miracle of the Holy Spirit’. Well, 

perhaps, in the circumstances, it was.  

 

One of the most striking developments of the last 20 years has been the way in which 

all the churches—Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant—have responded in about the same 

degree to the secular political ideologies. There are, in consequence, for the first time 

in history, no enormous differences in the social priorities of the major churches. The 

only significant modification to this is the difference of emphasis imposed by the 

division between those who have adapted to the Marxist socialism of the Eastern 

European bloc, and those who have absorbed the liberal social radicalism of the West 

and of the developing world, with all its Marxist rhetoric.  

 

The Vatican, with its authoritative background of social teachings, and its diplomatic 

professionalism, is the most restrained and generalised in its pronouncements, though 

these are plainly reformist in tone and intention. It is from the Catholic hierarchies in 

individual countries or areas—like the Latin American conference of bishops, or the 

synod of bishops who meet periodically in Rome—that the really far-reaching 

political statements come. But it is the organisation of the Protestants and the 

Orthodox, the World Council of Churches that most specifically engages in the 

detailed application of contemporary political doctrines. The World Council, with its 

centralised bureaucracy, and its 271 affiliated religious organisations, has a powerful 

central committee on which the representatives of the Third World and the Marxist 

countries now outnumber those from the Western and capitalist states.  

 

The year 1968, which saw the peak of social protest by the Western bourgeois 

radicals, also saw the corresponding excitement of the Christian leadership. It was the 

heady year of the student upheavals and the anti-Vietnam war demonstrations. In the 

Catholic Church, the first fruits of the encyclical Populorum Progressio of the 

preceding year, with its call for ‘ bold transformations’ to secure a redistribution of 

the world’s wealth, came with the Medellin conference of the Latin American 

bishops. There, they condemned ‘neo-colonialism’, called for the education of the 

masses into an awareness of their exploitation by capitalism, and endorsed the need 

for ‘new and reformed’ political and economic structures. Marxist vocabulary was 

freely used to describe the necessary changes.  

 

In 1968 also, the World Council of Churches gathered for its fourth assembly at 

Uppsala. The delegates declared that ‘the political and economic structures groan 

under the burden of grave injustice,’ and urged the peoples of the world ‘to realise the 

need for revolutionary change’. The youth rebellion of the times was welcomed as a 

sign of political maturity.  
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That particular theme appeared at the Lambeth conference, also held in 1968. Youth 

protest, the Anglican bishops of the world noticed, ‘sounds an authentic note of 

criticism recalling Christians to obedience to the gospel’. ‘In the struggle for justice 

and freedom,’ the Anglicans resolved, ‘the church must be deeply involved in the 

search on the part of some for nationhood; in indigenous movements for the 

transformation of society; in dialogue with Marxists and humanists as well as with 

those others who control power structures.’ The official Christian pronouncements of 

1968 were, altogether, a very remarkable testimony to the close proximity of church 

leaders to the intellectual and moral fashions of the time. With considerable passion—

and only ten years ago—they adhered the Christian religion to what seemed to them 

to be enduring truths. Now they look like period pieces. So will today’s political 

enthusiasms appear, in the years that are to come.  

 

It is the apparent political bias of the World Council of Churches that has tarnished its 

image in the Western press. In this connection, two things need to be borne in mind. 

First, the political involvement of the World Council forms only a part—if an 

increasing part—of its total ecumenical work. Secondly, the bad press in the Western 

world has to be set against the growing goodwill shown towards the World Council 

within the developing countries. Stimulated by the 1960 United Nations declaration 

on colonialism, the council rapidly advanced into the sponsorship of what the Uppsala 

assembly described as ‘movements for radical structural changes’, and, more 

idealistically still, ‘for moving with history towards the corn in of the new humanity’. 

At the Bangkok assembly, in 1973, the council protested vigorously against what it 

categorised as t ‘the tragic shame of the Indo-China war’ and ‘the bloody suppression 

of liberation movements’. Political involvement has not been merely academic. In 

1972, the council encouraged the Ethiopian Orthodox Church in a programme 

designed to ‘animate’ priests for social change. At least 200 underwent the special 

course, and it was they who took part in the 1974 left-wing demonstrations in Addis 

Ababa.  

 

The longer-term consequences of their labours have subsequently become evident. In 

1975, a World Council commission described the distribution of wealth throughout 

the world as ‘organised theft’, and argued for what it called ‘a revolutionary process’ 

to change it. The fifth assembly of the council, at Nairobi in 1975, took as its theme 

‘Jesus Christ Frees and Unites’ —a phrase which hints at the notions of liberalism and 

solidarity that abound in the world movements for radical change.  

 

These sorts of affirmation are easily rationalised away as merely the sentiments of 

humanitarianism. But, in the context in which they are formulated, and in view of the 

politically suggestive language in which they are expressed, there cannot be much 

doubt about their actual pedigree. Officials of the World Council admit that the staff 

are ‘nearly all socialists ‘. Everyone thinks the same way about almost everything.  

 

As Dr Kenneth Slack, former general secretary of the British Council of Churches has 

written, ‘for all the vaunting of the method of dialogue as a way towards truth and 

understanding there is too little evidence of provision of contrasting viewpoints.’  

 

The World Council is clearly selective in its condemnation of supposed injustices. It 

was, for example, a consistent opponent of American policy in South Vietnam, even 
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going so far as to give financial assistance to American deserters. The council also has 

a long record of refusing to criticise communist governments, arguing that its private 

representations are more effective. In its considerable involvements with human rights 

issues as well, there is evidence of leftward political inclinations. In 1971, the 

Churches’ Commission on International Affairs drafted a statement on human rights 

intended—in their own words—to ‘move beyond the Western liberal interpretation 

that views individual rights as supreme, to give emphasis to collective rights ‘. That, 

as it happens, is the Marxist position on human rights, and the version eventually 

adopted by the central committee of the World Council was discreetly less explicit.  

 

But it has been the programme to combat racism, begun in 1969, which has most 

fostered the impression that the World Council is politically biased. Here, as 

elsewhere in its policies, spokesmen are able to point out that to have done nothing 

would have itself been a political act—an acceptance of the political arrangements of 

the status quo. Similarly in defence of the controversial grants to the guerrilla fighters 

of the ‘liberation movements ‘, first made from the ‘special fund’ in 1970, the council 

invoked the doctrine of ‘institutionalised violence’, to show that the defenders of the 

existing political order use violent means to maintain it. The grants to ‘liberation 

movements’, mostly in Southern Africa, which, in August this year, included one of 

£43,000 to Rhodesian Patriotic Front guerrillas, have raised general questions about 

the Christian use of force for political objectives. But, in the end, attitudes towards the 

policy depend upon individual political preference. To some, the guerrillas are 

freedom fighters; to some others, merely terrorists. More difficult to view 

dispassionately is the World Council’s insistence that the grants are made for 

humanitarian purposes only, since it is clear that money made available to the 

insurgents, by relieving them of the necessity to purchase medical supplies, and so 

forth, can be expended on armaments. In such a situation, it is a species of dishonesty 

to hide behind a technicality in supporting revolutionary change.  

 

A further problem with the programme is its selectivity. Racism is almost universal, 

but the council’s policy is solely directed at white racism. Bishop Kenneth Sansbury 

has described the reason in these words: ‘White racism, just because it finds 

expression in social, economic and political structures, was seen to be the most 

dangerous.’  

 

No less controversial than the grants to ‘liberation movements’, though less well 

known, have been a succession of smaller allocations to such causes as the ‘Malcolm 

X Liberation University’ in the United States, and a militant Black Power Marxist 

organisation in England. In such matters, the political bias of the World Council 

surely loses all disguise. And, in some smaller things, too.  

 

During the Nairobi assembly, in 1975, groups of delegates went off to visit the slum 

shanty-towns at the edge of the city— where about a third of the population actually 

lives. None of them appears to have used the experience as evidence of political 

injustice, calling down anathemas upon the regime; for Kenya is black Africa. Visits 

by Christian activists to comparable slums in South Africa or Chile are made the basis 

of extravagant condemnations of the political systems that allow them. But those are 

countries whose governments are for other, political reasons earmarked for 

destruction. That is the difference. 


