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The present relationship between Christianity and the ideals of Western liberalism is 

an extremely close one. There is no great dissimilarity between secular and religious 

outlooks on moral questions, as there has been in the past: the ideas which now 

characterise the moral seriousness of educated opinion are found faithfully reproduced 

in the discourse of the churches. This is nowhere more plainly seen than in the support 

given by institutional Christianity to the prevalent enthusiasm for human rights. It is, 

indeed, more than support merely—the churches have come to regard human rights as 

something like fundamental Christianity.  

 

There is not, of course, anything new about the involvement of Christianity with 

human rights doctrines. The idea that certain immutable freedoms should be reserved 

from the interference of government was taken over from Greek philosophy and 

incorporated into mediaeval scholastic thinking. In St Thomas Aquinas, a complicated 

hierarchy of divine and natural laws was described very explicitly, and, at the 

Reformation, both sides appealed to natural rights in order to justify their attempts at 

exterminating each other.  

 

Recent Christian statements in support of human rights have acknowledged their 

indebtedness to this earlier tradition of natural law, and the Church of England’s view, 

summarising 2,000 years of political speculation, is, in fact, extremely traditionalist in 

its insistence on old natural law precepts about the limitations of government.  

 

Now, the present ideology of human rights in Western thinking illustrates two leading 

difficulties with classical formulations of natural law. First, arguments about society, 

government and individual rights, based upon natural law, assume an unimpeachable 

moral authority, true for all time: yet the content of what men choose to regard as 

natural rights is unstable. It is a matter of record that seemingly any claim to personal 

choice is capable of being represented as a natural law right. The second difficulty is 

that natural law claims are, by nature, political. Men sanctify their ordinary political 

preferences, drawn from the ephemeral political cultures of their day, and regard them 

as embodiments of fundamental law. The recent tendency towards the politicisation of 

moral values has joined these two aspects of natural law applications together, and the 

result, in the contemporary human rights movement, has elevated Western liberalism 

to the apparent authority of eternal truth.  

 

And the scale is a large one, for human rights claims have now become the central 

motive of those concerned with changing the - entire basis of the world order. 

Western democracies urge these sorts of moral objections in their critiques of 

authoritarian regimes, of both left and right. Socialist states respond with exactly the 

same rhetoric of human rights in their rejection of Western liberalism. There is a 
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shared vocabulary of human rights, but the content varies according to ideology or 

class. Natural law, as in the past, is proving to be a universal dissolvent of order.  

The world is a more dangerous place—as ideological differences are always more 

bloody than differences inspired by conflicting material interests.  

 

I am not, I need hardly say, arguing that many of the personal freedoms now being 

sought within human rights terms of reference are not to be desired. Many are. It is 

just that the sort of ultimate claims employed to make them authentic are defective. 

The content of natural law is quite arbitrary. Western liberalism locates it in 

individualism. It regards the state as, by definition, the regulator of a pluralism of 

social and moral values—as inherently unable to decide final truth for its citizens, and 

so it offers them a set of supposedly basic freedoms upon whose foundations they 

may construct. a private enterprise morality. Socialist states, in contrast, do regard 

themselves as the embodiment of ethical truth. They are the creation of a single 

ideology, and the doctrine of human rights is, for them, collective rather than 

individualistic.  

 

Here, then, at the very beginning of any consideration of the nature of human rights, is 

a fundamental difference in, the way they are understood between the two major 

political groupings into which the modern world is arranged. As it happens, Western 

liberalism is a good deal less ‘open’ about its interior values than it supposes - and 

frequently gives legislative force to moral ideas which clash with individual 

preference. The race relations laws in Britain illustrate this. In fact, liberalism is very 

dogmatic about the morality it promotes: it is just that it lacks institutional coherence. 

  

Christian involvement with human rights ideology does not result from a remembered 

deposit of traditional adhesion by the churches to natural laws, however. Their 

contemporary concern takes its inspiration from general developments of secular 

opinion—the emphasis on humanism by the intelligentsia in the 1960s, with its 

enthusiastic incorporation into theology; the Helsinki conference on European 

security and co-operation in 1975; and the priority given to human rights in the world 

outlook of President Carter.  

 

Not in rhetoric and content only, but also in chronology, the Christian passion for 

human rights exactly corresponds to the development of ideas within the Western 

intelligentsia as a whole. Yet the churches now see human rights as the essence of the 

Christian message. ‘The church,’ according to one of the documents uttered by the 

Second Vatican Council, ‘by virtue of the Gospel entrusted to her, proclaims man’s 

rights and acknowledges and esteems the modern movement to promote those rights 

everywhere.’ The World Council of Churches, a decade later, in the more precise 

language which represents the escalation of human rights ideology, has declared: ‘The 

struggle of Christians for human rights is a fundamental response to Jesus Christ. That 

Gospel leads us to become ever more active in identifying and rectifying violations of 

human rights in our societies.’ In the same year, 1975, the World Council published a 

practical handbook entitled How to File Complaints of Human Rights Violations. The 

human rights movement, ostensibly concerned with the cultivation of moral opinion, 

was rapidly becoming political.  

 

Given the terms of reference, the transformation was perhaps unavoidable. ‘The 

struggle for human rights is inevitably a political activity,’ as Niall MacDermot, 
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secretary-general of the International Commission of Jurists, has said. In the words, 

again of the World Council of Churches, Christian work for human rights now meant 

‘work at the most basic level towards a society without unjust structures ‘. And that is 

a basic political definition.  

 

The identification of Christianity with human rights ideology, in fact, is the 

contemporary manifestation of a permanent phenomenon—the adoption by the church 

leadership, in each successive generation, of the moral and political idealism of the 

surrounding secular culture.  

 

And, as in all previous examples, theologians and Christian publicists have adjusted 

traditional understandings of religious doctrine in order to represent the canons of 

contemporary moral seriousness as exactly embodying the spirit of the Gospels.  

 

The human rights movement also provides the content of much of the present 

politicisation of Christianity. It identifies the church with the moral sanctions claimed 

as the justification for the goals of Western liberalism—whose transient moral 

enthusiasms are, in characteristic bourgeois manner, represented as eternal verities. 

The aims of human rights campaigns are being given the authority of the laws of God.  

 

I want to show the difficulties this development raises in relation to the debate about 

human rights in the Soviet Union— especially as it affects attitudes to religious 

liberty. For, in this context, the matter appears sharp and clear to most Western 

observers: the Soviet Union is widely taken to illustrate the violation of fundamental 

religious freedoms.  

 

Western concern about the restrictions placed upon the exercise of religion in the 

Soviet Union once expressed opposition to Marxist atheism. Now it expresses liberal 

beliefs about human rights. The effect is actually the same: what looks, to Western 

Christians, like a simple demand for the free expression of opinion appears, to Soviet 

observers, as political objection to the ethical basis of Marxist society. And there is, 

indeed, some validity in that, since the human rights movement in the West is 

politicised and does seek the extension of the ideals of Western bourgeois liberalism. 

Official Russian church leaders deny that there is any violation of human rights in the 

Soviet Union, or that legal restrictions on religion are harmful— an embarrassment 

recognised by the Archbishop of Canterbury, on his return from Moscow in October 

last year, when he remarked at a press conference: ‘The issue is a very difficult one to 

sum up.’ During the visit, he had raised a number of individual cases of alleged 

discrimination against Christian believers, and this had, in effect, symbolised the 

incorporation of the question of religious liberty in the Soviet Union into the list 

which Western liberals regard as basic human rights issues.  

 

There is also considerable attention paid in the West to religious samizdat literature 

—unofficial writings and journals privately circulated by dissidents, many of them 

reporting individual cases of what are taken to be human rights violations. This sort of 

literature is of very uneven quality, some of it plainly expressing genuine grievances, 

but a lot of it inspired by conscious or unconscious rejection of the ethical basis of the 

Soviet state. Again, some of the writers are clearly motivated by anti-Russian 

nationalism—as in the tracts from the Baltic States, and especially from Catholic 

Lithuania—and some others represent an antiquated repugnance to scientific ideas. 
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Modern religious dissent in the Soviet Union originated in opposition to the policy of 

official Christian leaders, Orthodox, Baptist and Catholic, who have registered their 

churches under the requirements of the 1929 law of Religious Associations, and so 

have accepted the principle of state supervision. It is a pro. test against what seems to 

be a compromise with atheism.  

 

This impression has been reinforced by the Soviet government’s policy of supporting 

the official churches against the dissenters—especially in 1961, when acceptance of 

greater state control over congregations resulted in secessions from both the Russian 

Orthodox and the Baptist churches. Some of the religious dissidents regard 

themselves as loyal to the Soviet system, but a marked feature of some of the most 

well reported groups has been their advanced politicisation—usually taking the form 

of adhesion to Western liberal concepts of human rights.  

 

The most distinguished representative of this tendency is Alexander Solzhenitsyn, 

with his insistence on the relationship between liberal individualism and religious 

belief, and his hope of a future Russian state, free of Marxism, embodying the moral 

order inherent in the Orthodox faith. Levitin-Krasnov, another prominent opponent of 

the present leadership of the Orthodox Church, became the chief link between 

Orthodox dissent and the civil rights movement when, in 1969, he joined the ‘Action 

Group for the Defence of Human Rights in the Soviet Union’.  

 

Most of those who articulate their opposition to the state obey its laws; but a few do 

not, appealing, instead, to the higher demands, as they see it, of religious 

conscience—and these are sometimes prosecuted and imprisoned. It is their cases 

which usually form the basis of the erroneous impression, widespread in the West that 

the expression of religious belief as such results in legal penalties. The opinions of 

some dissidents are such that they would be likely to face prosecution in most 

countries.  

 

In 1967 and 1968, for example, a number of dissident intellectuals went on trial in 

Leningrad, charged with anti-Soviet activities. They belonged to a group called the 

‘All-Russian Social Christian Alliance for the Liberation of the People’. Though 

apparently represented by some in the West as an ordinary human rights organisation, 

they, in fact, seem to have stood for white supremacy, anti-Semitism, and the 

establishment, by force, of a neo-fascist state structure.  

 

What, then, is the position of the church in the Soviet Union, and does it legitimately 

come within the list of violated human rights? By Lenin’s decree of 1918, church and 

state were separated and the freedom either to profess or not to profess religious faith 

was guaranteed. Article 52 of the new constitution of the Soviet Union, adopted in 

1977, preserves this freedom and also defines the right to ‘conduct religious worship 

or atheistic propaganda’. In the words of Nikolai Zabolotsky, study secretary of the 

World Council of Churches Unit on Justice and Service, and formerly on the staff of 

the Leningrad theological seminary, ‘it is very noble of our government to give this 

recognition to a minority group like the church ‘. Indeed, it can be said that religion is 

the only non-Marxist ideology which is officially tolerated in the Soviet Union. But 

the restrictions are also very extensive. Churches have to be registered and to supply 

the names of members to the state; the religious education of children is prohibited, 

though parents may give private instruction; no religious activity is permitted outside 
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church buildings and charitable or social work is not allowed because the state regards 

itself as providing adequate welfare facilities.  

 

In practice, therefore, and as the new constitution makes clear, religious liberty 

amounts to the right of public worship—in churches which are leased to the 

congregations, without charge, by the state. It is a very fundamental right, because, in 

the Orthodox church, to which the overwhelming majority of the 30 million professed 

Christians in the Soviet republics owe their allegiance, the performance of the sacred 

liturgy is not just a corporate expression of belief: it unfolds the very essence of the 

unchanging mysteries of transcendence—it is the disclosure of celestial truth, the very 

nature of Christianity itself.  

 

Contemporary Western Christians, who change their services around according to 

fashion or personal inclination, undervalue the significance of this freedom of 

worship. Western Christianity has so redefined its meaning, in terms of social 

activism, that it cannot comprehend a church which is satisfied with the mere 

performance of worship. But the Russian Orthodox Church is satisfied.  

 

In practice, there is a constant vigilance by the state to keep the church within its 

designated sphere. Provided that is respected, there is acknowledged to be a free 

competition between Marxism and religion for the souls of the population, or—and 

this is a heavy qualification—as free a competition as the unequal muscle of the two 

contenders will allow. Opinions differ along ideological lines as to whether there are 

real violations by the state of the guarantees written into the constitution. The Soviet 

authorities themselves, aware of some reported cases, passed legislation in 1966 

which made discrimination against religious believers a criminal offence. Dissidents 

have frequently complained of state interference over the parental rights of religious 

instruction, for example, or of discrimination against believers in jobs or in higher 

education. Secret instructions, which introduce an arbitrary element into the legal 

position of religion, are said to be issued to local officials by the Council for Religious 

Affairs, the central supervising body set up in 1965. But cases are very difficult to 

authenticate, and the Orthodox clergy deny that they have any real substance.  

 

Allegations of interference with worship are very rare, and the closure of 10,000 

churches during Khruschev’s strict application of the laws on religion, early in the 

1960s, has been defended by the metropolitans of both Moscow and Leningrad, on the 

grounds that the churches were redundant, due to a decline in church attendance. 

Relative to the size of the populations, that is to say, the number of redundant 

churches in Russia is comparable to figures for Western European countries.  

 

The influence of Marxism may not even be the determining factor in the decline of 

religion in the Soviet Union. As in the West, that is associated with urbanisation and 

the consequent secularisation of values. It is Russian church officials who may be 

responsible for something else which is often taken, in the West, as state interference 

with religion—the ban on the import of Bibles. In January of this year, Moscow Radio 

explained that the ban was imposed at the request of the Patriarch of Moscow, who 

objected to the introduction of Bibles with texts that did not correspond to the 

canonical version allowed by the Orthodox Church.  
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Such co-operation of church and state is, in the circumstances, an extraordinary 

testimony to the pragmatism of current applications of religious policy. At times, in 

fact, the favoured treatment accorded the Orthodox Church points to what Levitin-

Krasnov has described as ‘a strange paradox: a state church within a system of an 

atheist state’. It is, of course, still the intention of Marxist-Leninism to eradicate 

religious belief; for scientific socialism regards Christianity not just as a superstitious 

survival, but as false science. It is a rival understanding of the nature of men and of 

the laws of human society. Unlike the secularised West, where religion is increasingly 

considered a peripheral affair, whose claim to a unique view of man has even been 

abandoned by theologians themselves, Christianity is regarded by the Communist 

party as a serious ideological adversary. According to Marxist-Leninist theory, it is 

not to be rooted out by force, but the social and economic conditions which generate it 

are to be eliminated. Existing believers are not to be coerced into a renunciation of 

their faith; they are to be persuaded by reason.  

 

It is precisely the application of this doctrine that has led to sharp criticism of the 

Soviet Union by Albania, a country which, in 1971, declared itself to be ‘the first 

atheist state in the world’, and which closed down the churches and shot the clergy. 

The Soviet Union employs educative means. Lessons in scientific atheism are held in 

the schools, and there is a compulsory course for students in higher education. Very 

large numbers of lectures and publications are provided, in order to foster the 

eradication of what are called ‘religious prejudices’. These courses start with 

comparative religious studies and are intended to disprove the exclusive claims of the 

churches by pointing to the primitive common source of all religious phenomenology.  

 

The Communist party of the Soviet Union regards atheism as inseparable from the 

other goals of socialism. It is this fact which makes nonsense of the hopes that were 

invested in the ‘dialogue’ between Christians and Marxists in the last decade. It has 

been, anyway, an exchange largely among intellectuals, and mostly in the West. 

Within the Soviet Union, the notion that both Christianity and Marxism have now 

become so philosophically flexible that they can explore mutual compatibilities just 

appears as an ideological monstrosity. They reject the whole basis of the Christian 

humanism that has dominated the Christian side of the dialogue, and consider 

proposals from Euro-communists - like Enrico Berlrnguer’s idea of a ‘historic 

compromise’ between Catholics and communists in Italy—as elementary departures 

from Marxist doctrine.  

 

Nor is the assumption made by Western liberal Christians that a reformed, socially- 

progressive Christianity will pave the way for an understanding with communism 

likely to prove valid. The Communist party officially encourages tactical co-operation 

with progressive Christians, in order to pursue its world policies. But it actually 

regards reformed religion—particularly the variety which is loaded with social 

concern—as even more dangerous than the reactionary sort. For it tinkers with the 

superstructure only, and gives the false impression that human advancement may be 

accomplished without a radical transformation of the means of production and 

exchange. The communist state regards itself as fully competent to decide about the 

ethical basis of society, and it has decided that it shall be established exclusively 

according to historical materialism.  
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It is as well to remember that Christianity once regarded itself as having such a 

competence to define truth and, like the communists today, it did not give ideological 

tolerance to alternative systems of belief. The Soviet museums of atheism contain 

vivid depictions of the Inquisition.  

 

Within the confines allowed to them by the Soviet state, most Christian leaders seem 

to find a satisfactory enough space for the exercise of their faith. They are the first to 

deny that official treatment of religion violates their human rights. When the World 

Council of Churches, meeting at Nairobi in 1975, was urged to include the Soviet 

Union in the assembly’s statement on human rights, the Russian Orthodox delegates 

protested at once. it is supposed, in the West, that this sort of action is an expression 

of enlightened self- interest; that the Russian churchmen are prudent enough to pay 

lip-service to the dominant Soviet state rather than face a full assault upon their 

churches. But this does not appear to be the case.  

 

The Russian churches support Soviet policies, at home as well as abroad, because 

they believe them to be true. Socialist values have become well embedded in the 

secular ethic pronounced from the pulpit, and are echoed by wide sectors of ordinary 

believers. In a recent statement, the All- Union Council of the Evangelical Christian- 

Baptists in the USSR criticised foreigners who accused the Soviet state of violating 

human rights, and declared themselves to be, as they said, ‘flesh of the flesh of their 

people who are building a society based on the principles of social justice’. In 

February of this year, Metropolitan Aleksii wrote that ‘all religious associations in the 

Soviet Union have every opportunity to carry out their mission freely and in 

accordance with church traditions’. Ever since the Orthodox joined the World Council 

of Churches, in 1961, they have consistently used that forum for the promotion of 

Soviet foreign policy.  

 

In the great Orthodox seminary at Zagorsk you can see the medals presented to the 

patriarch by the Soviet state in recognition of his work for peace: an indication of the 

extent of the involvement of Russian church leaders in the Soviet inspired 

international peace movement, a further means by which communist foreign policy 

ideals are propagated. Quite apart from this association of Christianity with socialism, 

there is another reason why the Russian church finds itself reasonably happy with its 

present position. Orthodoxy and patriotism have always been closely linked: during 

the last war, for example, there was a resurgence of popular religiosity elicited by the 

church’s identification of the faith with the campaign against fascism. It led Stalin to 

relax some of the religious restrictions.  

 

Church and state have always been related: indeed, the controls exercised over the 

church by the secular administrators of tsarist Russia were sometimes scarcely less 

rigorous than the present ones. Echoes of this historical link can still be heard even in 

today’s changed political circumstances. Religious dissidents claim that the official 

church leadership loses the respect of the people through its support of Soviet ideals, 

but most available evidence seems to point to almost exactly the opposite conclusion.  

 

The consensus within the Western churches that identifies Christianity and human 

rights therefore runs into difficulty when it is applied—as it so often is—to the 

religious situation in the Soviet Union. Russian Christians agree that human rights are 

important, but they disagree with Western Christians, both about their nature and their 



 8 

present form in the world. This should impose caution upon those prepared to define 

Christianity in terms of the content of human rights. As there is no agreement about 

the content, at least between Christians in East and West—and actually also, on closer 

examination, among Western Christians themselves—the practice of adding religious 

authority to moral and political campaigns for human rights is both divisive and 

partial. In reality, human rights issues become the means by which Christians express 

their endorsement of the political values of their own societies. It is all very relative to 

time and circumstance. 


