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When the political and social ideas used by Christians today are identified and 

analysed, it becomes clear that they are derived from the secular values of the time. 

This has, of course, always been the case. The main difference between the present 

experience of Christian adaptation, and past ones, is that the culture of the modern 

world is becoming frankly secular. At first sight, it may seem as if this is not 

universally true: that in the developing world, especially, large deposits of authentic 

religious experience still survive in enough strength to dilute the secularism which is 

imported to those countries through liberal capitalist development or Marxist 

ideology. But, in reality, the force and pervasiveness of the secularised ideals of the 

advanced nations is rapidly producing a unified and worldwide set of responses to 

political and social questions.  

 

The traffic in ideas and the speed of communications, combined with the modern 

inclination to regard political morality as the centre of all morality, is creating a world 

which is judged by single, universal tests. Thus, once, men were prepared to consider 

foreign regimes which they did not find to their taste as the inevitable consequence of 

alien culture and social organisation; it was the way of things.  

 

Today, men demand that their own sense of political virtue be actually applied 

everywhere—and they are prepared to countenance forceful methods to bring their 

ideals into existence. The instinct which once prompted holy warfare—rather than 

diplomatic accommodation of diversity—is now rampant in a secularised form. It is 

let loose in crusades for human rights, or to secure majority rule, or to extinguish what 

is judged to be racism or economic exploitation. These are precisely the sorts of 

attempt at uniform political morality around which contemporary Christians are 

redefining the very essence of their religion.  

 

To those who question their wisdom in this, Christians will say that the particular 

ideas they adopt, and claim as modern versions of the teaching of Christ, are, in 

themselves, true-whatever the pedigree of the ideas, however much it may be possible 

to point to their origin in class ideology, cultural accident or secularised moral 

enthusiasm. And they may be right in this. The validity of religious experience, for 

example, is not in any way diminished by showing the psychological nuts and bolts, 

or the cultural conditioning, which mould and fashion the form w which it is evident 

to men’s understanding; for our humanity is the conductor of spirituality—that is 

almost a definition of human life. So the truth of political or social ideals is not denied 

by explaining the social circumstances or class attributes which may account for their 

appeal.  

 

But the position is radically altered when we turn to Christ’s teaching, whose call 

upon the loyalty of men depends upon its unique authority—as originating outside 



historical circumstance—and upon its deliberate evocation of timelessness. That 

should make us cautious in identifying the ultimate purposes of God with the shifting 

values of contemporary society. And, above all, the highly relative nature of human 

expectations should make us sceptical, to say the least, of the tendency which now 

regards religion as, by nature, centred in social activism; sceptical, that is, of 

statements from Christian organisations or leaders which elevate political virtue as the 

test of authentic religion. These, however, are extremely common. Thus, one of the 

commissions of the World Council of Churches has referred to ‘the need for theology 

to be rooted in the day- to-day struggle of the people to overcome the conditions 

which sentence them to poverty and oppression’.  

 

And the official Anglican Consultative Council has described the words of the Virgin, 

in the Magnificat, as praising the Lord for what the council calls ‘radical changes in 

economic, political and social structures’.  

 

This is not to deny that biblical teachings have social consequences—they obviously 

do. But it is to caution against the sort of consequences now conventionally assumed 

within the churches. In the examples I have given, the vocabulary used is not merely a 

contemporary rendition of biblical meaning, as those who employ it like to suppose: 

in reality, this sort of rhetoric indicates those social ideals as originating pretty firmly 

in contemporary political ideology. The credibility of the ideals is also short-lived, as 

the orthodoxies of thought within Western liberalism now rise and decline with 

remarkable rapidity, dragging the perpetual reinterpretation of the content of 

Christianity along with them. Today’s solemn declaration of the ‘true’ purpose of 

Christ’s teachings is tomorrow’s reviled illustration of ‘false prophecy’.  

 

Contemporary advocates of Christian political activism, caught up in the moral 

fervour of their various enterprises, are often unaware of this sort of perspective —of 

how swiftly the ideals promoted for explicit Christian reasons are superseded by 

others. They cannot see the wood for the trees. Their enthusiasm is such that they are 

unhesitatingly convinced of the inherent Christianity of any moral ideal which seems 

calculated to improve the lot of men. Some others are aware of the difficulties, yet are 

unconvinced that there is anything at fault with the equation of Christianity with the 

secular moral sense.  

 

For these churchmen—among whom are the most prestigious and influential church 

thinkers of the day—the value of the secular is made positive. Correctly perceiving 

that God speaks through the created order of the material world in diverse ways, they 

have come to regard the Christian church, rather less correctly, as a critique which 

operates within each successive development of human moral idealism.  

 

These Christians lack a distinct sense of the uniqueness of the Christian revelation. 

They are impressed both by humanism and by the insights of other religious systems, 

and they are convinced that the abandonment of the cosmology endorsed by the 

church over most of its existence has weakened its claim to an exclusively religious 

interpretation of the world. They now contend that each progression of human moral 

awareness, however secular in form and explanation, in fact conveys authentic 

religion. And authentic religion they define around the fulfilment of human needs. 

They are unhappy about divisions between the sacred and the secular, and regard 

previous understandings of Christianity as having been too preoccupied with personal 



spirituality and eternity, and too little concerned with the pursuit of a just society on 

earth.  

 

But there is a fundamental difficulty in this position. In order to see Christ’s teaching 

expressed in the secular moral seriousness of the day, it is necessary for these 

Christians to presuppose that the Christian faith comprises a clear and agreed body of 

religious experience which can be brought to bear upon contemporary ideals. Yet 

most of the advocates of Christian social activism are also notable for their attempts to 

reconstruct the whole nature of our understanding, both of the Christian past and of 

the person and claims of Christ himself. And they do this with materials derived from 

the very moral enthusiasms of the present time to which they are seeking to bring an 

external ‘Christian’ critique. They do not have another world to stand upon in order 

that they can move this one.  

 

Now, there may be sound enough reasons for men to act in the hope of preventing the 

sufferings, and lessening the injustices of human society, and for Christians to involve 

themselves in the political consequences. But there are no sound reasons, in my 

judgment, for identifying the accompanying political ideals as either in themselves 

true, or as forming the content or necessary application of Christianity; for human 

aspirations to a better or more just social order are about expectations. They are about 

what we think life owes us or what we deserve, and how we would like to see these 

benefits and responsibilities distributed to others. Expectations, however, are not 

ultimately derived from rational calculation, though men themselves believe that the 

rationalisations in which they represent their emotional impulsions are the result of 

intellectual decision. Religion is greatly involved here, because it is crucially 

concerned with just those emotional springs of action which prompt human concern 

about individual and social claims to significance.  

 

Men express their expectations in the language of rights and principles; they connect 

them to higher laws of human development. Religion, in contrast, points back to the 

prior emotional mechanisms. It internalises the matter of human aspirations and 

shows how greatly they reflect not a reasoned appreciation of moral law, but each 

man’s unreasonable claim to significance and reward. Religion is centred, that is to 

say, on the facts of human nature, and a human nature properly understood—from a 

Christian point of view —as corrupted and partial, so that, even in. our most noble 

attempts at altruism, we find ourselves constantly involved in moral ambiguity and 

flawed intention.  

 

True religion points to the condition of the inward soul of man. It is therefore 

sceptical of the contemporary passion of Christians for reinterpreting the faith so that 

it shall become a component of the modern world’s political idealism. In Christianity, 

as it was delivered by the saints and scholars of the centuries, men are first directed to 

the imperfections of their own natures, and not to the rationalised imperfections of 

human society. An awareness of social values is actually involved in this as a 

necessary preliminary to comprehension of the conditioning that spirituality receives 

as it filters through the screens of human society.  

 

This should not lead, as, alas; it now often does, to the Christian espousal of social 

principles, but to an awareness of the relativity of all human values. In their 

pilgrimage through the world, Christians who are wise in their time always return 



from the fading enthusiasms of unfulfilled improvements to a more perceptive 

understanding of the inward nature of spirituality. So Lord Reith, who, as a young 

man, spoke with certain conviction about what he called the ‘absolute practicability’ 

of Christianity to the world’s social and political problems, came eventually, amid the 

disappointments and realism of his closing years, to believe that ‘we haven’t begun to 

comprehend the mystery and the magic of the indwelling Christ.’  

 

At the centre of the Christian religion, Christ remains unchanging in a world of 

perpetual social change and mutating values. To identify him with the passing 

enthusiasms of men—each one of which, in its time of acceptance, seems 

permanently true—is to lose him amid the shifting superstructure of human idealism. 

But the coming of Christ into the world, the Incarnation of God, confirmed men’s 

ancient sense that the divinity they had perceived implicit in the nature of things was 

real enough. God became man: the metaphysical realm of values was made objective 

in flesh. The crude and the relative inclinations of men towards a knowledge of the 

Infinite—whose representations are now examined by anthropologists—were shown 

to have a real basis. The visible and the unseen worlds were briefly joined, and the 

supervening force of the divine flowed down upon the earth. For, in Christ, men’s 

initial knowledge was not confirmed merely: they were also redeemed. The emphasis 

of contemporary Christian interpretation of the Gospels is to see an activist, humanist 

Christ, whose message involved his followers in social transformation. A reading of 

the Gospels less indebted to present values, however, will reveal the true Christ of 

history in the spiritual depiction of a man who directed others to turn away from the 

preoccupations of human society. At his baptism in the river Jordan, Jesus initiated a 

ministry that was characterised by a call to personal redemption, to the renunciation of 

sin and to a departure from the world’s values. It was also a rejection of the politicised 

official religion of his day. Time was short; eternity pressed near. On the hills of 

Galilee, and among the fishermen and craftsmen of the lake shore, he spoke of the 

urgent need for men to give up their worldly concerns and even, if need be, to leave 

family and employment for his sake. Some left their nets and followed him. With 

stark insistence upon the singularity of the life of grace, Jesus called us to a kingdom 

which was not of this world; one, nevertheless, which men enter, while still on earth, 

by being, as he said to Nicodemus—in that most ethereal of images—born again.  

 

How far this all seems from the contemporary understanding of Christianity, with its 

ready endorsement of today’s expectations to higher living standards, its consecration 

of the political moralising of the secular intelligence, its belief in a real and actual 

kingdom of righteousness, set up on earth, by armed guerrillas and Marxist 

intellectuals. ‘By virtue of her function and field of action,’ as the Second Vatican 

Council rightly declared, in contrast, ‘the church is quite distinct from the political 

community and uncommitted to any political system; she is at once the sign and the 

guarantee that human personality transcends the field of politics.’  

 

In the world, the Christian seeks to apply the great love of God as well as he can in 

contemporary terms, and that will actually involve corporate social and political 

action. But, unlike the secular moralisers whom the Christian activists of the present 

day so closely resemble, the wise aspirant to eternity will recognise no hope of a 

better social order in his endeavours, for he knows that the expectations of men are 

incapable of satisfaction. Before even the goal of one generation is achieved, another 

sets other goals. ‘Take, therefore, no thought for the morrow,’ Jesus told his disciples, 



‘for the morrow shall take thought for the things itself.’ Similarly, Christians are 

unwise to cling to past models of idealised embodiments of religious order. 

Conservatives fall into the same error as the progressives, whose politicised 

Christianity they dislike for political reasons, if they seek to protect a social order of 

their own preference, of the present or of the past.  

 

Christians are those who act under the permanent rule that the ways of God are not the 

ways of men. They will co-operate with others to promote the eradication of agreed 

injustices, but they will, unlike them, recognise that their language of principles, and 

the cultural materials in which they are expressed, are wholly unstable. They will act, 

therefore, as individuals not merely in charitable palliatives, but in corporate and 

political action. They are men with a knowledge of imperfection, and their pursuit of 

the service of others is not in the false supposition that religious truth is realised in the 

process. There can be no proper identification of Christianity with human idealism. 

Co-operation with the world is always on the world’s own terms. And, today, that 

means an agreed morality.  

 

But morality is not the essence of Christianity—which is about the evocation of the 

unearthly. Within Christianity, morality is the structure of behaviour inherited by 

Jesus from the Jewish tradition and confirmed by him: it is the discipline which best 

enables men to order their lives that they might discern the shadow of eternity cast 

over time; it is an education of the soul. Moral behaviour—or love of neighbour, as 

Christians call it—is an essential sign of the operation of faith. But it is not itself 

Christianity, and, in the Gospels, the teachings of the Saviour clearly describe a 

personal rather than a social morality.  

 

How different, again, this is from so much that is assumed within contemporary 

Christianity, with its theologians’ preparedness to reduce what once were the unique 

revelations of eternity into a desiccating and secularised blueprint for moral concern, 

and with its leaders’ insistence on the priority of social change over the cultivation of 

personal spirituality. And all this, too, because of their confident acceptance of the 

moral seriousness of this generation, a generation notable for its secularisation and 

instability.  

 

To contend, as I am doing, for the separation of individual Christian action from the 

corporate witness of the church, and to regard Christianity as being, by nature, 

concerned primarily with the relationship of the soul to eternity, is, these days, 

denounced within Christian opinion as a ‘privatisation’ of religion. I think that that is 

exactly what it is; for I suppose that only the Christian who has induced his own soul 

into a sense of the imminence of the celestial realities may profitably begin to help his 

brothers in the present world. As a matter of fact, modern politicised Christians also 

‘privatise’ religion; for the faith that was originally intended for the simple and the 

sinner is converted, by them, into an elaborate affair of intellectual judgment and 

moral calculation. It is made into a choice of correct social ideals. Now, that is 

profoundly individualistic: each man no longer has to surrender himself empty before 

God, as in the received versions of religion; he has now actively to reason and to 

assent to a whole scheme of social ideology. As Christianity becomes more like a sect 

or cult within the pluralism of social values, it also becomes more individualistic and 

more ‘privatised’.  

 



Sometimes, Christian leaders see the risk that their religion will be absorbed by alien 

ideals, but wrongly interpret what it means. Here are some words from the report of a 

consultation held by the World Council of Churches in 1974: ‘The church is always in 

danger of becoming a handmaiden of dominant groups and powerful societies, 

thereby losing the possibility of maintaining a critical distance from their cultural and 

social assumptions. It can only perform its prophetic and critical role if it can avoid 

being inextricably bound up with dominant culture and ideological patterns.’ That is 

indeed the case. But these words were linked to an identification of Christianity with 

contemporary human rights ideology. The delegates, that is to say, used a correct 

diagnosis to criticise the association of religion with conservative political values, but 

only as a prelude to associating it with liberal and progressive ones. The truth is that 

all such values are relative, and a sound interpretation of faith will not allow that it 

has an embodiment in any political regime or moral ideal.  

 

Julius Nyerere’s Tanzanian Christian socialism is no more ‘Christian ‘in this sense 

than Franco’s fascist Spain. Both illustrate honest and passionate beliefs about the 

institutional expression which Christian teaching may receive. Both examples show a 

false association of religious truth with political idealism. It is what has always 

happened. In 1846, Richard Cobden made a speech to celebrate what he called ‘the 

most important event in history since the coming of Christ’. He was referring to the 

repeal of the Corn Laws. Earlier this year, I heard a Church of England clergyman say 

on the radio that the Sex Pistols’ songs are ‘about world order’ and ‘changing the 

world’. This he linked with true Christian ‘prophecy’.  

 

Actually, although these examples seem absurd, the investing of 19th-century 

economic liberalism and punk rock with Christian authority is precisely what also 

happens when bishops and theologians endorse social democracy or cultural 

pluralism.  

 

The truth is that men will believe just about anything that satisfies their sense of 

righteousness, their claim to personal significance or their inherent instinct for the 

divine. Their impulses are constant; it is the circumstances in which they are 

expressed that change. Thus, in the moralists of the present day—the educational 

theorists, the committed intellectuals, the social workers, and so on—it is possible to 

recognise the secularised representations of psychological types. A century ago, they 

would all have been clergymen. The ideas they adopt are relative; but, to their 

exponents, they appear as permanent truths, as real principles established upon 

enlightened rationality.  

 

It is an unhappy paradox that the world view which most approximates to Christ’s 

own sense of the worthlessness of human values is the one which, on being 

rediscovered in the 19th century, led to great loss of faith. For it was historical 

relativism, much more than scientific inquiry, which appeared to vitiate the authority 

of biblical and religious tradition. Under the impact of historical criticism, the 

experience of the Jewish people was stripped of its unique attributes. Thereafter, men 

saw not the special dispensation of God, but only a tribal people formalising in ritual 

and taboo the events which accompanied and legitimised their seizure of territory 

from others. It has been left to the theologians of our own day to move on and depict 

Jesus himself as a Galilean rabbinical reformer mistaken for God by the excited 

peoples of a disturbed province. As with so much of the present outlook of Christian 



thought, however, this realism about the conditioning of knowledge is correct, but the 

interpretation put upon it is wrong. The circumstances were relative, but not the truth 

which they conveyed; for it was the Incarnation of God in Christ which is the one 

event in history that stands outside the cultural values of men, though men see it, of 

course, in the cultural materials of its moment in time and with the cultural 

expectations of succeeding ages.  

 

But knowledge of God, because of the Incarnation, does not depend upon some 

emotional experience of the individual: it is derived from the inherited and learned 

traditional knowledge about his presence among men. And redemption is made active 

in us, not by reliance upon the idealism of men, but in the rejection of the world’s 

priorities, in a recognition of the relativity of men’s value’s. Christians, therefore, see 

the decisiveness of circumstance in the means by which men invest their emotional 

demands with ideological superstructures. They see how social, economic and cultural 

realities mould the expectations of men. But they see, also, the Christ who said he was 

before Abraham, and who is for ever reminding men that heaven and earth shall pass 

away. The most urgent task of Christianity, in our day, is to rediscover that sense of 

historical relativism, before the faith itself is absorbed by a single historical 

interpretation. It is to return to the version of history actually recorded in the 

Scriptures; for there we find, certainly, very particular contexts for the dealings of 

God with men. But the God who appears is always depicted as objectively separate 

from the world of human values. He is the lord of history, whose will is not explained 

within generalised models of historical causation, but in the retribution and 

forgiveness which he brings to those who set up the passing standards of human 

society as if they were the judgments of eternity. It is an account of the rise and fall of 

kingdoms and peoples: all showing God’s disregard of men’s sense of the permanence 

of values.  

 

Historical relativism has some affinities with the Marxist concept of ‘historical 

materialism ‘—which also depends upon a realistic appraisal of the relationship 

between social fact and the adoption of ideology. It is a pity that the so-called 

‘Christian-Marxist dialogue’ of the last ten years did not explore this aspect, rather 

than concern itself with the attempt by progressive Christians to reconstruct the faith 

with humanist ideas. For what Christianity has in common with Marxism is not a 

humanist doctrine of man, but a shared eschatology. Marxism, of course, has 

secularised that, too, just as it has made historical materialism philosophically 

dependent upon dialectical materialism: a central denial of metaphysical truth which 

must for ever rule out the possibility of a fundamental agreement with Christianity. 

Marxism has, as many contemporary theologians have, rightly perceived the 

importance of social mechanics and wrongly identified the nature of the purposes they 

convey.  

 

What Christians most need in our day, therefore, is to see that the complicated 

mixture of the Infinite in the structures of time is explicable according to the spiritual 

interpretations of religious tradition—and does not require them to turn, instead, to the 

inappropriate explanations of secular culture. Both in daily life and in the worship of 

the church, the prevailing emphasis upon the transformation of the material world has 

robbed men of their bridge to eternity. Around them, as in every age, they hear the 

clatter of disintegrating structures and the shouts of distressed humanity. But the 

priest in the sanctuary no longer speaks to them of the evidences of the unseen world, 



discovered amid the rubble of this present one. He refers them, instead, to 

intellectualised interpretations of the wrong social practices and political principles 

which have, in the view of conventional wisdom, brought suffering to the society of 

men. Around us, however, the materials of eternity lie thick upon the ground, 

ambiguous in relation to time, lucid as pointers to the celestial forces. For the 

mysteries of the Kingdom are not the commonplaces of the mere inquirer, but the 

pearl of great price, which only they possess who dispose of all their other goods. 


